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    Treat the earth well,


    It was not given to you by your parents.


    It was loaned to you by your children.”


    Native American Proverb


    


    Chapter 1


    During the early part of the 16th century, the Spanish began their expeditions into the New World in their quest for riches in the form of gold and silver. It was a time of great competition between explorers attempting to be the first to expand the Spanish Empire. Famously Ponce de Leon discovered La Florida in 1533 which allowed geographers and map makers to better outline the coast which de Leon hugged during his travels. His perception that it was an island misled geographers for a number of years. Historic documents do describe a quest for a body of water known for its restoration of vigor but the Fountain of Youth was not a focus of de Leon’s. Upon learning of La Florida, further expeditions were made ready. Hernando de Soto’s exploration, which began in the vicinity of present day Tampa Florida in 1539, was a four year journey which provided more information about the strange new continent.


    Other expeditions filtered their way into the southeastern United States. Expeditions such as Tristan de Luna de Arellano traveled into the interior southeast from 1559 to 1561 including the chiefdom of Coosa in Northwest Georgia and Juan Pardo who led two expeditions into the present day Carolinas are also chronicled.


    


    What a strange world it must have been stepping into what they must have considered an undeveloped and tangled landscape after having been at sea for months prior to their arrival. These new comers were warriors riding into a land of what they considered savages ruled by mighty chiefs. Each chiefdom was purposely distanced apart from another in order to ensure a semi peaceful relationship with nearby chiefdoms. Each principal chief or cacique lived in areas surrounded by earthen mounds and fortified walls with hand dug moats. These rulers were presented with gifts of corn, exotic materials from foreign lands, and other tributes by their subjects. During the past seventy five years, archaeologists have reconstructed the past life ways of these people through their excavations of village sites and burials. Coupled with the work of dedicated historians, we now have a better understanding of how these native peoples lived and died. We will never fully understand their world.


    Theirs was a hermetic world providing all that was needed. Respectful of the land and its gift of life giving resources, the native peoples were dependent upon the land which figured prominently into their spiritual being. Their needs were meager as they did not desire wealth or the need to satisfy a gluttonous royalty. The principal chief’s rulings were simple and they obeyed without question. He and the other leaders asked only what the earth would provide. Their only loyalty was to the ethereal gods and to the cacique who communicated the will of the Creator. In times of famine or strife, theirs was a community that continued to be self sustained as it had always been from birth to death. They must have considered that dark times had arrived with the new strangers. These interlopers were not here to commune but rather to bring greed and lust to their land.


    


    Native American groups surely were frightened by the sight of an entourage of bearded newcomers. Dressed in quilted shirts with bright colored sashes and tall hip boots, their appearance must have been most curious to the natives. The presence of never before seen animals such as the horses bearing the soldiers were cause enough for the Indians to scatter from their villages. The horsemen wore the heaviest armor consisting of chain mail or if preferred a breastplate of sorts. Their weapons were a long lance in conjunction with a small shield. The foot soldiers wore peaked steel helmets along with quilted shirts armored with small steel plates and were equipped with sharpened steel weapons such as short double edged swords, halberds, and crossbows. Matchlock guns were also a weapon employed by the Spanish explorers. They were close combat weapons which would have to suffice since heavy artillery could not be used in the thick and tangled environment.


    The Spanish found the New World to be a land of hardships when they depleted their own supplies of foodstuffs between chiefdoms. This land proved not to be a place of abundant riches but rather difficult terrain for their pedestrian journey. In order to supplement their needs, the Spanish took the stored food supplies that Indians had readied for winter. As Old World warriors, they had no hesitancy to threaten or harm when supplies were needed. Word of their arrival brought both fear and awe to native groups who were duped by the rich lies and gifts of the metal objects that was so foreign to them.


    While the devastation of Spanish contact impacted native lives, it should not over shadow the rich history of these people. Prior to contact, they were thought to be involved in the construction of a society emerging from the chiefdom level. Their capability to understand astronomical constants, their ability to sustain an agricultural culture, and the art produced attest to a vibrant society that was merely unfortunate to be caught up in a dynamic European expansion that was inevitable.


    Their story is more than that of European contact as they dealt with pestilence, political instability, drought, and dwindling resources in large communal sites. It comprises a much larger picture from a story long forgotten in a language that will forever remain unknown. History is filled with the tragedies of conquest but this story does not end with the Spanish invasion of peaceful natives. It does not end at all because their spirit was stronger than any intrusion by the strangers. While much suffering has occurred from this contact, there was one group who managed to avoid conflict and quietly retain their heritage. Unfortunately time has left a ragged history with gaps that are not fully understood by those who seek wisdom from the past. No matter. Their intentions regarding history were never as strong as the ancient inhabitant’s passion for the land.


    On an unknown date during the 16th Century in Northwest Georgia, a group of Spanish invaders made contact with a group of Native Americans who believe in the sacred ground they call home. It was here that the newcomers realized that this part of the New World was nothing like anything else they had ever seen.


    


    Chapter 2


    Ronnie King sat on the tailgate of his 4x4 pickup and drained the last of an ice cold Budweiser that had been waiting on him all day. Ronnie kept a cooler full of cold ones for quitting time although he usually just drank the one beer before leaving for home. Working as a foreman on a timber crew, he was soaked in sweat and enjoyed just taking a moment to reflect on a day’s work. He always felt like a man who could tote a chainsaw for eight hours and deal with the elements had to be a man by God. The sun would be setting soon and he would talk to a few of the boys before they headed to the house. It also gave him time to unwind a little bit and to pick off the ticks that seemed to always be attracted to him. He sure hadn’t forgotten that bout of Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever that he had contracted a few years back. Ronnie remembered well how dizzy he was that hot afternoon. Some of the boys had chuckled but nobody scoffed at his 107 degree temperature when he was checked into the hospital. He was a tough bird and checked out of the hospital within seven days. It made him appreciate the woods even more but his work was hard and demanding. Quitting time was the best part of the day and during these moments he always contemplated his life while enjoying the cold brew.


    


    Ronnie loved his job and wondered how others could ever work inside all day. Hell, even if he was paid more he couldn’t really see the benefits of extra cash compared to working out in the deep mountain forests. More than once he had paid attention to deer signs and had bagged some bucks that were the envy of his fellow workers. To Ronnie it was just a great deal to be outside. Sure he had the aches and pains by the end of the week and knew arthritis was in his future but it gave him a great opportunity to do what he really loved: look for Indian sites. Ronnie had been just a boy when he found his first arrowhead on the floodplain of the Coosa River which ran through his grandfather’s farm. That thrill was one that never got old for the young man. Those who are observant and willing to risk the mud and the mosquitoes never knew what they would find after a good thunderstorm on a freshly plowed field. As Ronnie grew to be a teenager, he already had a collection of artifacts that the local museum drooled over. Other kids that were Ronnie’s age were busy playing football or involved in some school activity. Ronnie was different and had little interest in neither scholastic nor collegiate pastimes. Once he finished his chores at home, he headed for the river.


    


    When Ronnie graduated from high school he got a full time job working at Patterson’s Logging. At 18, Ronnie had become a tall man with a full beard and was often mistaken for someone much older. He never was a big talker or one to boast. Many at school thought him slow but that was where he fooled them and the teachers too. No reason to give your all since they would only expect more anyway. Besides, what would he do with trigonometry? He loved the outdoors and spent quiet evenings along the river banks staring at the ground in search of the history that he loved so much. Teachers didn’t spend much time on how Indians lived during the time the mounds were being built. He enjoyed books at the library much better than any of the school books. In particular, he loved the book Sun Circles and Human Hands which had wonderful pictures of burials dug up during the WPA days. He did take the time to learn how the Works Progress Administration had been created in the 1940’s and established new jobs building the large dam projects. This work resulted in some of the earliest organized archaeological excavations in the United States. At night he would red Sun Circles and gaze at the pictures of the excavated burials and all the exotic grave goods that had been buried with the interred over 500 years before. The well made pottery vessels had always been one of his favorite artifacts but he had never found a whole pot. Having spent time with different books loaned from the library, Ronnie knew the difference between pottery sherds dating to the earlier Woodland Period and those that dated to the later mound builders or what archaeologists called the Mississippian Period. He also enjoyed the ornaments and jewelry found in the burials. The designs in the shape of woodpeckers, rattlesnakes, and strange squatting men with eagle claws were carved into shell gorgets that were found around the necks of the nobles of the village. He realized that not all graves contained abundant artifacts as some simply were just a prone or flexed body that must have been a common person. Ronnie knew that there had to be some schools here in the south where you could learn to be a paid archaeologist but who had money to go to college? Besides, they might want him to give up what he found. What right did a museum have to something he had found? No, that didn’t seem right at all to him.


    Patterson’s Logging worked all over a tri-county area and allowed Ronnie access to private property that he could never get permission to walk over. There were a dozen men who worked for Patterson not including Patterson’s boy, Ricky, who had helped Ronnie get hired. Ricky and Ronnie used to do a little cat fishing on weekends. Kicked back with a six pack on a boat ramp, the boys used to fight off the bugs attracted to the lantern glowing bright in the middle of the night. They talked about girls they’d like to get a hold of and wishing they had money for a nice pickup. Ricky’s daddy made pretty good money but most of it was tied up in chainsaws and equipment for keeping the logs steadily flowing to the saw mill. Ronnie’s father had died when he was a freshman in high school. A sudden heart attack left the young man with few father figures. It was Ricky’s father who took the young King boy serious. He never talked down to him but rather gave kind advice when they spent any time together. Ronnie never told Ricky but he was damn grateful to be working on a crew at Patterson’s. He knew that he had other skills, such as carpentry, but jobs were scarce and this one had fringe benefits in allowing him to see more of the northwest Georgia countryside.


    A couple of the men who worked for the logging outfit were from Cedartown which was located south of Rome. They didn’t speak to anybody very often and pretty much kept to themselves. Ronnie didn’t know them but had heard them called Jarvis and Ladge. The crews had finished logging a section near Armuchee Creek where some county workers had been using bulldozers to prep the area for a bridge project. It was time for lunch so everybody got out their lunchboxes and sack lunches. Jarvis and Ladge ate quickly and headed out to the disturbed area to walk it over. Ronnie had already figured on going out there too but they had beat him to the punch. He just went ahead and watched them looking for a few minutes. Finally Ronnie decided to get up and walk around a little distance from them. They glared at him at first but didn’t make a pissing contest out of this patch of dirt. Having walked around staring at the fresh soil for a good ten minutes the three were somewhat close to each other so they stopped and everybody wanted to inspect what the others had found.


    Ladge had found a few good sized flint chips and a broken tip of a point. Jarvis looked at him and said “Buddy you ain’t found shit! Look at this piece of pottery!” He held up a large thick rim sherd which had pinched marks all around the curved rim. “Nice one Jarvis” whistled Ladge. “That’s a Mississippian Period sherd, Jarvis” offered Ronnie. The others stared at him until Ladge said “Boy this ain’t Mississippi! You in Georgia.” Ronnie didn’t want to be a smart ass to the older men so he said, “I been reading in some books on ancient Indians and the pictures showed pottery that looked just like that one that was near 500 years old.” “Huh” Jarvis mumbled “Well what do you think about this bird point?” It was a small triangular point no bigger than the man’s thumbnail and made of black flint. Ronnie hesitated a moment and told them “That’s a nice one but you know they didn’t hunt birds with those don’t you?” The men just shrugged and Jarvis said “That’s what I always heard them called……that the Indians used a blow gun and blew them through it”. Ronnie was a little more confident but with some caution said “That point was used on a bow and arrow…..you know how most points you find have a stem on the bottom end?” Both men nodded with interest. “Well those were used on spears but this type was used on a bow….bout the same time as that sherd you found”


    


    Ronnie thought he might be scoffed at but both men just shrugged and one mumbled “Well I’ll be damned”. Ronnie then realized that Jarvis and Ladge’s interest was just in one-upping each other and it was something to do besides talking to the other loggers. “I’d like to look at one of them books you been reading…..I got something I found and want to know more about it.” Ronnie’s interest became peaked and asked “What does it look like?” Jarvis tilted his head a little while looking over at Ladge and said “Just bring that book of yourn’s when you can.” Ronnie took the hint and all three realized it was time to start on the next parcel of the timber project.


    As the work week continued, the three usually sat together and formed a group of their own talking about artifacts away from the others. Ronnie brought one book in but it was from some work over in Alabama and didn’t have what Jarvis was looking for. One Friday after work, Ronnie was about to head home when Jarvis and Ladge asked him to take a ride down to Cedartown and look at their collection. The two had a little cabin out off of Chubb Road with a rusted 49 Ford sitting out front. A metal trash barrel smoldered in the front yard. Ronnie walked in the cabin and had to choke back holding his nose as it reeked of sourness. These two ol’ boys were true bachelors who were not one to throw out clothes until they fell apart. It was just sometimes they didn’t feel like picking up anything from a pile that had lain in a corner for a couple of weeks. Jarvis walked to a chest of drawers and opened it and asked Ronnie to come take a look. Ronnie looked in the drawer and saw a collection of artifacts typically found in the area. The material ranged from large Savannah River points dating back some 5,000 years to more of what the boys had termed “bird points”. Ronnie picked up a partial pot with check marked stamping and smiled. “This is a nice one….I’ve seen fragments like this on the Oostanaula River.” He added “It’s from what is they called the Woodland Period”. Ladge smiled a big toothless smile and proudly proclaimed he had found it. Jarvis kept an eye on Ronnie but decided he wasn’t half bad. He walked over to the kitchen area and brought back three beers. They popped them open as Ronnie began to look closer at the artifacts.


    The drawer contained both prehistoric and historic objects. Ronnie wasn’t familiar with the historic material. It was comprised mostly of a few old marbles, a glazed sherd, and a two early glass bottles without the cork stoppers. The bottles appeared to have once held medicinal cures. He picked up a heavy object that was wrapped in an old cloth. After unwrapping, he saw it was a grooved stone axe. Ronnie raised his eyebrows and told them “This is nice…..I’ve never found one of these.” Ladge’s face wrinkled some and mumbled “I woulda found that but I went to take a piss…………yeah guess what he had found when I came back?” Jarvis smiled and told Ladge “Finders keepers buddy.” Ladge looked disappointed but looked at Jarvis “You oughta show him the other.” Jarvis cut his eyes quickly and sternly told him “Yeah, you want to tell him our favorite fishin’ hole too!” Ronnie looked puzzled and waited to say something during the uncomfortable silence that followed. Finally Jarvis looked at Ronnie and said “You know how to keep a secret boy?” Ronnie held his hands up.“Who am I gonna tell a secret to? I don’t even know nobody here in Cedartown.” Jarvis looked at Ladge and walked over to a closet in the corner. He opened the closet door and took out a cigar box from a top shelf. Walking over to a table in the middle of the room, he carefully set the box in the middle of the table. “This is what I wanted to find out about.” Jarvis opened the box and using two hands carefully lifted a padding of cotton that was lightly wrapped in gauze. As he unwrapped it, Ronnie’s eyes got a little wide. There on the cotton padding was a shell gorget which had an inscribed rattlesnake design engraved into it. “What you think of that, huh?” Ronnie just stared at the shell pendent but did not dare touch it. “Where did you get this? I ain’t never seen one except in books and they was displayed in a museum.” Jarvis smiled at this.“What do you know about it?” Jarvis asked. Ronnie stepped back and looked at them. “Not a whole lot but that they were usually found on an Indian who had a lot of power back then….like a chief or someone special.” Still staring at it Ronnie had to ask “Did ya’ll find this in a field?” “Now don’t you worry ‘bout where it came from…..why? Is it illegal to have one?” Ronnie looked at Jarvis and said “No…no I don’t think it’s against the law but it’s gotta be worth something.” Ladge chimed in“You bet yer ass beaudreaux, pronouncing it “boooo-drawww”. “Don’t you tell anybody about this now” Jarvis was quick to point out. Ronnie held his hands up and assured him “Naw man it’s yours…you don’t have to worry about me.” “Good….good. Here….let’s drink another beer and then me and Ladge got to head out to Easom Hill.” He smiled, “We got us a coupla gals who are waitin’ on us.”


    Ronnie continued working with the boys and they continued to talk a little about the different artifacts they had found. Jarvis and Ladge were alright boys but he had decided against showing them much of his collection. He just brought in a simple point or a worked flake from time to time and that seemed to keep them satisfied. During one week of work, both Jarvis and Ladge said very little to Ronnie which made him wonder whether he had offended them. When Friday’s quitting time arrived, Ronnie found them both at the bed of his truck waiting on him. “What’s going on Ronnie?” Jarvis asked. “Not much….glad it’s the weekend.” “Listen Bud…..me and Ladge are going out on a special hunt Saturday night and wondered if you might want to join us.” Ronnie looked a little puzzled and said “Jarvis, ain’t nothin’ in season right now.” “Yeah but the moon is full and we got a little diggin’ to do.” Ronnie realized what they were talking about and agreed to meet them at their cabin later that night to talk it over. He wanted to go by his Mama’s to eat dinner and then come on down.


    Ronnie pulled into the cabin driveway around 7pm and saw some oil lanterns lit. He had brought a six pack to be social about it all. The boys came out each holding a beer. They sat on the porch and Jarvis told Ronnie about a place down on Big Cedar Creek that might be a good place to hunt points. “I don’t know Jarvis…won’t they see us in the middle of the day…lotta farming going on right now.” Ladge grinned and said, ”We ain’t going during the day….we gonna go probing round midnight tomorrow night.” Ronnie looked puzzled again. Jarvis began to explain. “Ronnie what we do is take us a lantern and these metal probes out to the creek side and run them into the ground. When we hit a soft spot and the probe drops down we know we might have us an Injun hole…..you know…the skeleton.” Ronnie stared at them both for a minute. “You mean you dig up a burial?” Ronnie had found lots of points and pottery on the ground but the Christian in him had never caused him to think about trespassing and digging up the dead…even if it was hundreds of years old. It was kinda like the idea of digging up a Rebel soldier which seemed wrong. Ronnie always liked learning about Confederate battle sites and really wished he knew more about Civil War artifacts. He knew an old boy who had a shoebox full of buckles and bullets as the fellow had possession of a metal detector.


    “You ain’t never been caught have you?” Ronnie asked. Jarvis smiled and said “Nah we had to make a run for it but they didn’t come close….we was already down the river by that time.” “You think you can find more of what you found before?” They both grinned. “That’s what we want.” Ladge’s eyes lit up. “We got $900 for that little piece of shell.” Jarvis looked over a little disapprovingly but then eyed Ronnie. “We can trust you now?” Ronnie looked at them both and began to think. What makes this any different from surface collecting? Hell if we don’t find it somebody else will. Ronnie knew he wasn’t known for having a consistent church presence but he was still a spiritual person. Silently he mused “This ain’t Civil War Confederates….just some long dead Indians. Who would care? He quickly voiced his concern to the others. “Would we cover the ground up good when we done cause I hate to cause somebody’s tractor to turn over?” Ronnie asked. Jarvis assured him”Oh yeah man yeah…..we don’t want anybody to get hurt.” They decided not to drink too much beer and to part ways when 11 o’clock came around. They needed to rest up for tomorrow night.


    Ronnie arrived back at the cabin around 10pm the next night and the boys got their gear together. They drove Jarvis’ truck down to a bushy boat ramp and got in an old row boat. The sounds of the forest slowly going to sleep kept them company as slowly headed up stream. Careful to keep quiet, they rowed in silence and waited until they saw a break in the brush where the full moon gave them good light. They struggled to get up the bank but made it up without anyone rolling into Big Cedar. Once up on the edge of the plowed field, they waited to light the lantern and decided to start probing first. They lined up in a row and began probing every three feet or so. It was well after 2am before Jarvis felt his probe drop down near two feet below the ground surface. Ronnie could see Ladge’s eyes bulging. “You got somethin’ Jarv?” His reply came back with a smile, “Believe I do pard.” They lit the lantern and cut it down real low and began to shovel away some of the dirt. It took another hour to begin to see an outline where the dirt had changed colors. They dug carefully so as not to clang their shovels. The soil was slightly darker and they began to see fragments of bone. The bone of badly deteriorated and the discovery of the skull was almost missed completely since it had collapsed under the weight of the soil. A single Woodland Period Copena point was found next to the soil by Ronnie who handed it over to Jarvis. This burial was not going to produce anything. Jarvis and Ladge were disappointed and considered it a dud but Ronnie kept quiet since he knew that not all burials were filled with exotic items. Different time periods held different grave goods. Something in Ohio during the same period as this burial may have yielded objects made of copper. Never gold….Ronnie had squashed that idea to them long ago but he was sure they thought him to simply be holding out on them. After probing a little more, they decided it wasn’t long till daylight so best to call it a night. They got back to the take out and rode silently back to the cabin. Jarv felt disappointment and didn’t want their new friend to not see the merit in their nocturnal trip. As he drove them back he bumped his shoulder against Ronnie’s and said “Hit or miss Ronnie…hit or miss.” After their arrival home, the men got out of the cab of the pickup to say their goodbyes. Ronnie told them the two men “Well boys I appreciate ya’ll taking me along.” Both of them waved as they started to leave. “We’ll do it again sometime Ronnie” Jarvis assured him.


    Jarvis assured him they would go again but they never got around to digging together again. Truth be known, Jarvis and Ladge were paranoid types and thought Ronnie to be bad luck on digs from then on. They worked together and continued their surface collecting at lunch for a couple of years but the younger man was not invited on any more late night trespassing journeys. Jarvis and Ladge were eventually picked up for soliciting minors and providing alcohol to some 15 year old girls.


    Ronnie finished the last sip in the can and saw his younger brother, J.W., coming his way. “ About ready to call it a week, little brother?” J.W. grinned, “Yeah Ronnie I am…..give out…ain’t you?” Ronnie laughed “Oh yeah…but not too tired to get the hell outta here!” The brothers climbed into Ronnie’s truck and drove to Ronnie’s little cabin near the Oostanaula River. It was a plain little country home but very neat without a lot of junk in his yard. As they pulled up to the house, a blue tick hound came bounding from underneath the porch. J.W.’s 1961 Chevy was parked under a big oak tree. Both men smiled at how happy the hound was to see them. J.W. still lived with their mama, Jeanie, but spent most of his free time with his brother. It was very rare for J.W. to miss a meal at his mama’s who lived about five minutes away.


    The boys got out of the truck with Ronnie carrying the cooler that he quickly pulled from the back of the truck. Ronnie had a couple of rocking chairs on the porch so they sat down to relax for the afternoon. After they had the cooler open and had taken a couple of draws off their cans, J.W. looked over at Ronnie and said, “Gonna rain tonight ‘cording to the Chattanooga news.” Ronnie rubbed his head “Yeah I heard that…hope it holds together. Bill Gaithers started turning over his lower fields earlier this week.” J.W. eyes lit up, “I haven’t hunted down there in ten years….not since he got pissed off at me and Stevie.” Ronnie looked at him with a disapproving eye “I told you and Stevie Johnson not to go down there without permission…..you almost got us in Ol’ Bill’s bad graces. I smoothed it over with some tree work for him but that ain’t why he ain’t ever turned over that field.” J.W. looked surprised. “Naw…..he had thought about selling that section to the county for a water plant. He got a lot of pressure from that damn snake county commissioner Herschel Banner to sell. Turns out the river gets too much sediment coming in from where Sandy Creek comes into it.”J.W. nodded and thought back to his last visit there. Remembering his sparse collection he told his brother “I done forgot what I found down there.” Ronnie shrugged, “Ah the usual Woodland stuff…..a little check stamped pottery. I picked up some Archaic Period stuff there too. Found a nice Savannah River…..most of the points are quartzite. Pink quartz if I recall right.” J.W. didn’t really know all the Indian periods since he got them mixed up. Ronnie knew his stuff that was for sure. He didn’t mind. It wasn’t often but every once in a while he would find something that his brother would complement him on. “You coming over to Mama’s tonight for supper?” “Not tonight brother….gonna eat some leftovers and get our gear together.” “Well I’m gonna head on…..we still gonna get an early start?” Ronnie confirmed with a nod, ”Let’s get over to the Gaither place around nine in the morning…I don’t want to pull up and catch Bill in his long johns.” They both laughed and J.W. loped over to the Chevy to head home. Tonight Mama had biscuits and gravy with salted ham and that was hard to beat. Ronnie continued rocking and decided for another beer.


    


    Ronnie rolled into Mama Jean’s yard around 8:30 the next morning. He got out of his truck and waved to his mama who walked out on her porch wearing her apron. “C’mon in Ronnie…I made you a plate of eggs and sausage.” Ronnie entered the kitchen where he found J.W. just about to finish. “J.W. you need to change them plugs in Papa’s truck. I noticed them skippin’ a little when you left the house yesterday.” J.W. nodded as Ronnie sat down. “I will Mama”. The old woman smiled with her hands on her hips. ”Y’all gonna waste your morning walking in the dirt?” She picked up her ever present to do list. “You know I got plenty of things to do for you around here.” “Now mama we not wasting our time…..we just gonna go up to Gaither’s for a couple of hours…I stay too long and he’ll find me something to do.” “Good. I need you boys to climb up on the roof and tack a few pieces of tin down…wind got up a little last week.” J.W. was acting antsy by the time Ronnie finished his breakfast and cup of coffee. They both kissed their mom and left so as not to be late for Gaither’s.


    


    When the boys pulled up Bill Gaither was bent over the engine end of an old Farmall tractor. He looked up when they drove into his yard. Ronnie chuckled to himself that it wasn’t even noon yet but Bill was already covered in grease. They got out of the truck and greeted the hard working farmer. “Morning Bill……you hard at it already.” “Morning Ronnie”….he gave a wary eye towards J.W. and nodded. J.W. stiffened up a little and gave him a nod. “Yessir I am………know anything about diesel engines?” Ronnie strode up to the tractor, “No more than you Bill….what’s she doing?” “Ahhh just skippin’ a little more than usual.” “Have you cleaned out those injectors?” “Bout to get started on that” the farmer replied wiping his hands on the front of his overalls. Ronnie didn’t want to get wrapped up in any tractor work today. “Bill you don’t mind us walking down to the river and looking for a few points?” The farmer shook his head and told them “Go on down but do it today…..once I get my soybeans in I don’t want nobody stomping around on them you hear?” Both boys nodded and ambled out past the gate towards the river’s floodplain.


    “Freshly plowed Ronnie…..no tellin’ what we might find.” Ronnie agreed with his brother “Ten years since it’s been turned over…..can’t never tell. But I guarantee it will be fun!” They both laughed and headed down into the freshly plowed soil. Both men lined up side by side and began staring at the ground. Both had spent a lot of time looking for points and knew that to cover an area systematically they would not miss an area if they paralleled each other. The fresh soil had an earthy smell that one can only know by spending time in the fields. One area in the plowed stretch was darker than any other and had quite a bit of charred material. Ronnie explained to J.W. that it might have been a refuse dump or maybe a hearth area. His brother became excited at the idea of a prehistoric campground. Ronnie was particularly happy when his little brother picked up a burned cazuela sherd. “That is a nice Mississippian sherd…..nice rim…see the little lines? It’s called incising.” J.W. perked up and pointed to the pottery. “I like this pottery Ronnie…..is it rare around here?” Ronnie nodded, “Well yes and no. There’s a lot more like this on the Coosa than in the northern part of the county. What I like is that it shows the presence of the Late Mississippian Indians here on this part of the river.” He paused for a minute and looked at J.W. “You are the first to find this type of sherd here. I never found this type of stuff before. I’m very proud of you today.” J.W. beamed at this and kept an even sharper eye out during their surface hunt.


    They stopped around lunch and walked a short distance to find a small shade tree. J.W. had brought a backpack with some fruit in it for lunch. As they were eating, J.W. asked” Ronnie…when was the last time you been to Horton’s Bend?” Ronnie rubbed his beard and looked at his brother. “Been almost two years now…….I don’t have to tell you that.” J.W. was a little sheepish but continued to ask “Do you plan on ever going back there?” Ronnie paused for a moment “There’s something about that place…..State Archaeologist Office and UGA folks went there ‘bout five years ago and made the paper. They didn’t tell the public much but I think they wanted to keep everything a secret. I don’t think Horton let them look for anything. He may have even run them off. Anyways you know I had a strange feeling when I went down there last…..I wasn’t even collecting…just doing a little cat fishing.” Ronnie stopped and looked at his brother “Don’t you ever go down there without me J.W. ….not even during the day.” J.W. was quick to say” I won’t Ronnie.” The sun was burning down in the field and the heat could be seen off the soil. “It’s a special place that meant something to the Indians….everything is different down there. The soil…the type of rocks. The pottery is different….not like anything in any of my books.” “I ain’t a crazy man and I ain’t the most religious man but the ground glowed that night and I just think it’s a strange and sacred place.” Ronnie realized his deepest thoughts were coming out. He shook his head and started to stand. “Now don’t you mention that to any of your buddies……I don’t want you to get them interested in Horton’s farm. I’m glad that everyone is scared of the place. It keeps the peace around here.” J.W. nodded and knew his brother meant what he said. “You know Sam Horton don’t care for people coming around…they keep to themselves and they got some weird ways.”


    Time flies when you’re picking up pieces of the past. Ronnie was always amazed at how quick time went by when collecting in the field. He always got lost in his thoughts of how these people once lived. It always amused him to read older books on history when authors would call native people “savages”. If the tables were turned he wondered if they could have hacked it out living on nothing other than their wits and raw natural materials. Doubtfully. His appreciation for their art was one thing. But their sheer determination and longevity was cause for admiration in the least. Ronnie’s mind would drift but it was working on a puzzle. He knew all of the sites he collected on by heart so it was easy for him to place a series of Archaic Period sites on a particular side of the Oostanaula while including those with the later Woodland Period. It was true that many of the sites produced similar material but Ronnie had spent so much time with his collection and plotting the sites on his maps that he began to see patterns in certain ceramic types and the lithic points along the river. Today was no different. He noticed that three of the Savannah River points they found had a similar base as some he had once found at the Reynolds Site which was about a mile downstream. He would have to do some more plotting when he got home.


    Ronnie looked up at the sky and drifted back to present. It wasn’t late but Ol’ Gaither might have thought of some trading chores so he called out to his brother to come on up. J.W. looked up when he heard “Time to go J.W.” His brother was not interested in any free labor and Gaither made him nervous anyway so he quick stepped it to head out of the field. They carefully separated out the lithics and ceramics into zip lock bags which Ronnie had already labeled. By the time they made it up to the farmhouse, Gaither was a pretty good ways into another field. They stood for a minute by the truck and Gaither looked over their way. He waved and so did they. Good timing was on both of their minds as they made their getaway down the driveway. Gaither was a good old boy but it was the weekend and they had other ways to spend it than working here.


    As they rode home, they both agreed it was a good hunt. Good to get back to a place that had been protected as Gaither wouldn’t allow anybody else to hunt there. J.W. got out at his mama’s and bided Ronnie goodbye. He knew Ronnie wouldn’t stay for supper. He always headed home to wash the artifacts and would sit down and study them. Ronnie had a journal he kept with lots of drawings and notes on the sites they had visited. J.W. enjoyed the collecting but he really didn’t enjoy time with his brother after the hunt. Ronnie tended to be very quiet once the points and pottery were washed. He spent time studying the objects under a lamp and then with a magnifying glass. The journal would always be within arm’s length and his brother would flip through the pages comparing drawings. He would cross the room to look at the dots on the topographic maps which detailed every site. J.W. was left to sip his beer during this quiet interlude and knew this was no time for idle chit chat as Ronnie would shssssh him if he interrupted his thoughts. The only time they spoke was when Ronnie looked up to realize he was there. “You want a beer?” was about the most he could hope for on these nights. J.W. had been through this a couple of times and decided that his brother needed to be left alone when Ronnie was studying the past.


    Ronnie went through a ritual that he had followed for many years. He washed down the artifacts and used an old toothbrush to clean any dirt out. He was careful with those found in the area that had been burned. While he couldn’t afford to send charcoal samples off to a laboratory for evaluation, he kept the material separated and moisture free. Besides, there was no sense in notifying anybody. The big wheel archaeologists gossiped amongst themselves so he didn’t want to alert them to an area where he was hunting. After the artifacts had dried, he got out his journal and made notes within detailing the area they had searched. Earlier he had taken the time to pace out the area so as to have an approximate idea of its size in meters. Other notes were included such as distance from the river bank, color of the soil, size of the burned area, and counts of the artifacts themselves. Ronnie prided himself on his note taking. While he would never share this with others, he knew it was important to pay attention to detail. He began to look over the Savannah points and then compared them to those from the Stanley place. Sure enough his thoughts in the field had been correct as all the points had the similarity of the basal end. Small details to some people but important enough for him to remember.


    Ronnie was deep in thought when he realized it was getting late. He carefully put all of his notes to the side and cut out the table lamp. He walked out the front porch and snatched the cooler lid off to reach into the icy water for a beer. As he sat and rocked, he couldn’t help but think about Horton’s Bend. He knew the Horton family would never allow access to the fields in the bend. He didn’t like to trespass but he couldn’t get this site out of his mind. It would have to be on a full moon night. The weather would have to cooperate. Everything would have to be perfect including the river level since it was the only plausible access to the property. “Hmmm” he thought to himself “should I take J.W. or not?” He loved his brother and had always looked after him but this was a little more dangerous than trespassing. The Horton clan kept to themselves and didn’t abide by anyone on their land. Ronnie knew he could get away if need be but his brother was a little clumsy. He didn’t know the woods like him. Ronnie shook his head and bit his lip. Leaving J.W. out of this could also be trouble. He would have a hard time hiding what he might find…..J.W. was a little slow but he recognized lackluster artifacts from those that were outstanding. No. This was a matter of trust. He would just have to get an early start on making sure J.W. knew what they were in for. And after it was over they both agreed there would be no talking about that night to anyone.


    Monday morning brought about another typical week in the woods. The King brothers were working on a tract which had been sold off by the Patterson’s. They were a kindly old couple whose children had been long gone since going to colleges in Atlanta. Mrs. Patterson had brought the crew some lemonade at lunch time. The boys held off from drinking a beer after work in respect for the elderly couple. When they got into the truck, Ronnie looked at J.W. “Let’s go to the house. I got something I want to talk to you about.” J.W. looked a little concerned for a moment but trusted his brother so that it didn’t give him too much pause. When they arrived at Ronnie’s, they took their place on the porch with beers in hand. J.W. saw his brother rubbing his eyes. “Ron…you alright? You looked tired all day.” His brother looked at him in the most serious manner he had ever seen “I haven’t slept much this weekend, but there’s something I want us to do.” Ronnie laid it out explaining the weekend date he had in mind and what he expected of his brother. J.W. was a little surprised at first but then not so much. He felt a little frightened but was also proud to be included in this hunt. “Nobody and I damn well mean NOBODY needs to hear about this…..and I’m including Mama.” J.W. wasn’t one to keep secrets from his mama but he knew she would hound them every minute to change their minds about going around the Horton place. Ronnie pointed his finger at his younger brother and told him in the sternest voice possible “This is just me and you and you know I will find out if you slip it to your buddies.” J.W. nodded and said “I promise Ronnie” and with that promise the pact was secure.


    The two spent the next two weeks going over every detail of their plan. Never once did they discuss their trip during work hours. It was only mentioned in the truck or on Ronnie’s porch. Tools were readied in advance as each one received a keen sharpening. Their two small screens for sifting dirt were mended and sanded down to avoid splinters. Flashlights were fitted with new batteries and the gas lantern was given new mantles. They wanted to be able to move quickly and took a disguised fishing trip up river to scout out any changes in the river. A small map was made of all deadfalls and river rock. If they had to leave in a hurry they needed to know where the fallen trees were so there were no surprises. J.W. was getting nervous but never let on to his older brother. When it was two days away and the weather still held good, neither of them had a good night’s sleep. On the Friday night before they headed for Horton’s, J.W. told his mama he was going to hang out at his brother’s house for a while. “Well I’ll save you some catfish but I can’t promise you on the hush puppies.” He smiled and headed to the cabin. Ronnie wanted to them have an easy night of cooking out on the grill with a few beers. And he meant a few. They both needed a good night’s sleep before Saturday’s adventure and better to fill up on food than on beer. They relaxed after eating some small steaks with baked potatoes and corn from the grill. They had built a small fire in a pit out in the yard. Ronnie didn’t want to discuss it but knew his brother was nervous. “J.W. we’ve talked it over so we each know what we need to do.” He continued, “No need to be nervous…..it’s just like any other dig we’ve been on…..we probe and we probe until we find a soft spot. If it seems good then we set up the lantern and dig and sift.” J.W. nodded his face glowing in the fire light. “Just remember what I told you…..be ready to go when I say go. Don’t look back cause I’m gonna be right behind you.” Shortly after they had eaten, he ushered his brother off home so he could get some sleep. They had planned to eat breakfast at Mama’s and help out on a few chores on Saturday. As for the work, nothing heavy was planned so they could each take a rest before leaving out on Saturday night.


    Saturday’s work for the two brothers consisted on a little fence mending and some light painting. They also put up a new screen door on their mother’s porch. Around 3pm they both kissed their mother goodbye and feigned having any plans for the rest of the weekend. It was hard getting any rest in the middle of the day but J.W. found that between eating again and reading an old hunting magazine that his eyes begin to get heavy. Ronnie dozed but it was a fitful sleep that brought little rest. They both woke up a little before 9pm and began to stir around. J.W. readied the john boat while his brother began to bring supplies for him to load up. Ronnie told his brother to be very careful. Now was not the time to break the glass on the lantern or drop a flashlight. They had plenty of time and need to go slow. After loading the boat they slowly went up river. The moon was very bright this night and helped them navigate through the quiet water. They both saw their landing and made their way onto the bank. Horton’s Bend had a curious fog that night. It was a struggle as the two of them climbed up a steep bank to the edge of the plowed field. They didn’t speak but aligned themselves side by side with their probes. As they probed the soft dirt J.W. often shot sideways glances to his brother. This was an eerie place that felt like something in a horror movie. Ronnie kept his composure but could feel the power that Horton’s possessed. He knew it was rich in history but he had never felt such an overwhelming feeling that they were both being watched. Each probe felt as though it was an invasion. He knew the soil in this county. You could expect a stratum of rich nutrients which overlay the natural orange clay. The soil appeared much darker here. Its earthy smell was strong. He was suddenly drawn to the foggy drifts all around them. The lack of night sounds was also unnerving….no cicadas, no crickets. They had not seen a lightning bug all night. All the while the moon shed a reddish cast that did not bode well. All of a sudden J.W. lurched forward and momentarily Ronnie thought it had been a clumsy trip by his brother. He then realized this was no clumsy trip but rather the probe had gone deep. The two looked at each other for a moment and then began gathering tools from their backpacks. The small lantern was lit and a light weight screen was placed on the other side of it to deflect light. They glanced nervously in all directions and felt confident that the light was being sufficiently blocked. Ronnie pointed to his shovel tip next to his brothers’. They had discussed many times not to clank their shovels as it would alert the hound that Horton had on the farm. They quietly dug. A slight clank took place from Ronnie’s shovel causing his brother to look alarmed. Ronnie stopped and took a trowel and began to move the soil away from their excavation. He ran his hand over some flat river rock that looked to line the edge of the pit. He knew right then that they had found a burial.


    Shovels were put to the side and J.W. brought out a small dust pan and bucket. Ronnie began moving dirt towards J.W. who quietly sifted the dirt. He moved fairly rapidly as his brother would let him know when he needed to take more care when they came into contact with the burial itself. Ronnie continued to rake until he motioned for J.W. to pause. This burial was different. The flat stones also had some brittle wooden beams. Ronnie could see some copper staining in a woven bamboo cane panel covering that was fitted between the beams and the flat rock. Ronnie had never wished so much that he could see this in daylight. He reached down and moved the cane panel a few inches so that he could see the ancient inhumation. His removal revealed a burial unlike anything he had ever seen. Nothing in his nocturnal diggings or in any of his archaeological books had ever come close to what he was staring at tonight. The body was in a slightly flexed position with the chest upraised. Both men stared at the prehistoric wonderment as it was covered in thousands of tiny shell beads. Some retained a reddish pigment while others were the faintest of blue. Two large shell gorgets adorned the deceased. Ronnie reached out to touch the discs. These were no ordinary expressions of hierarchy as he instantly knew that their type contained design elements that were of a rare variety. The incising on the shell disks were that of both animal representations which included anthropomorphic figures. The designs were foreign to him and he found it difficult to understand their patterns. He began to explore the burial once again. The burial’s skull glared a grimaced face. Copper ear spools lay decaying on each side of the brittle skull. Two perfectly formed clay water bottle vessels were sitting next to each ear spool. The two brothers were on their knees when they looked up at each other. Ronnie simply exhaled but held his hands up when his brother started to say something.


    Ronnie looked around the site and felt a twinge of outright fear. The mist had more of a glowing quality than when they had arrived. He gazed off into the distance towards the Horton farm house and then returned his eyes to the burial to further study its contents. J.W. had gotten from his knees instinctively awaiting Ronnie’s instructions. Ronnie retrieved a small wooden probe from his vest and gingerly moved the cane panel further down the torso. Now he could see the copper motif plate. With a careful hand he slowly slid the cane mat further down the torso and out of the way. His eyes widened as he pulled the corner of the bamboo construct up and looked beneath the panel to find a thin rectangular object that appeared to be covered in gauze like material. He was almost short of breath when the saw the dull green patina covering the cuprous plate. The gauze fell away as it was as thin as fine cobwebs. J.W. held the light for Ronnie who was now transfixed by their find. Ronnie knew about the armor used by the Spanish explorers but this was no European breastplate. This was a highly regarded ceremonial item of which no one had seen in centuries. He could make out intricate design elements that were both embossed and engraved into the metal. The designs seemed to be comprised of prehistoric designs alongside Old World figures. Ronnie gingerly removed the copper plate which looked to measure about one foot square. There appeared to be a religious significance to the figures on the plate. The design, while difficult to make out, seemed to represent an offering ceremony in the complete with animals and a friar. Ronnie became a little dizzy trying to comprehend what he had discovered.


    He slowly looked up at J.W. whose eyes were darting out in the distance and back at him. Ronnie realized what his brother was so fixated on. The mist they had encountered earlier had thickened and was glowing brightly. Something wasn’t right. Ronnie quickly jumped from his knees when he thought he saw movement in the distance. What he saw at that moment went against everything he could ever imagine. His surroundings offered limited visibility but yet he could clearly see multiple adults wearing very little clothing moving in their direction. The figures eyes glowed just as the mist did and Ronnie began to worry. He realized he was still clutching the copper plate when he looked over to his brother and said, “J.W.! Listen to me! Take this and run. Now! Do not look back.” J.W. had been drilled on an escape but had to ask “You’ll be behind me?” Ronnie nodded and pushed his brother in the direction of their boat.


    


    Ronnie began to slowly move towards the edge of the field. He watched as his brother made for the bank of the river. J.W. only looked back once as he slid into a break in the cane stand. The figures were no more than twenty feet away when he came to a stop and faced his pursuers. Ronnie realized then that somehow he had walked back into the past. What other explanation could there be? The fifty plus men facing him were costumed in clothing from the 16th Century. They were striking men with a fierce composure. The young members of this group were carved lean bodies that carried no fat. An older man led the group and was obviously an important figure to them. His adornments gave credence to his status. Easily eighty years old his shoulders sagged. His wizened eyes glared disappointment and hate at the intruder. Ronnie began to take in the whole of the group. Some carried clubs while others with bows stretched tight kept their arrows pointed at him. Those standing in the front of the group pointed to Ronnie. While their eyes glowed, these ghosts of the past opened their mouths but nothing came out but a piercing shriek. Ronnie started to run but he knew there would be no escape. He prayed J.W. could navigate the river home. He looked beyond his captives and was astounded. He could barely believe his eyes once again as he made out the images of Mr. Tom Horton who was holding his crying wife in his arms. As the ghostly strangers closed in, Ronnie felt certain that this was his last intrusion into the past.


    


    Chapter Two


    Located in the basement of the Coosa Valley History Museum is a small archaeological laboratory. While it is well lit, the uninitiated visitor first notices an earthy smell from the artifacts that are harbored in this repository. Whole pots line the shelves while trays along counter tops are covered in lithic debris. One large table is dedicated to dusty ceramic sherds embellished with intricate designs stamped into them centuries ago. The lab’s appearance of chaos is just that: an appearance. Upon closer inspection, labels from designated locations adjoin each grouping of artifacts. Grid maps with meticulous notes are within arm’s length for those who work here. The only disarray to be found is located behind the cabinets where some cobwebs flutter whenever the lab door is opened.


    


    Archaeologist Paul Brody sat at an empty table hovered next to a lamp inspecting a faded parchment. At age 45 he was showing some grey in his longish hair. He had accepted his fate in regards to needing glasses this year much to his chagrin. He had often mused that it was difficult for an archaeologist to realize that he was turning into an artifact in his own right. Brody was in deep thought as he squinted at the parchment oblivious to the visitor at the doorway. A young woman’s voice called out” Brody….they’re locking up the museum…it’s quitting time ya know.” Brody looked distracted and replied “Is it already?..Jeez I got caught up in these manuscripts and lost track.” Darwin Maddox rolled her eyes and laughed. She had seen this scenario working at the history museum all summer. Darwin was the museum’s graduate student who was on loan until her fellowship money ran out. At only 23 years old, Darwin was a good looking young woman with an athletic body and dark chestnut colored hair. Her looks got her noticed but her grades allowed her to graduate much earlier than her peers. Already this young lady’s accomplishments in graduate school had gotten the attention of archaeology’s elder scholars.


    


    Darwin continued to chuckle “Hey you might want to think about living here in the present…you do have a life in the here and now.” Brody stood and looked at Darwin. He smiled and cleaned his glasses. “Well I do remember my graduate school years so watch out you don’t become crusty like me when you get out of school.” Darwin smiled and then smirked “Yeah…yeah…so how’s it coming on that translation? Do you really think Horton’s Bend could have been a stopping point for the Spanish expedition?” Brody stood from the table and walked toward the stairs where Darwin was standing. Holding the document, he looked at her “It seems to fit and we know they were further downstream into Alabama…but still I need to find something conclusive.” Darwin’s face had a puzzled look “But why would they have stayed such a short time? I mean…both their encounters with native groups east and west of us indicated they stayed for at least a week according to the chroniclers that were with them.” Brody pinched his nose between his eyes “I know…what made them move on? And that’s if they were even here.” He reached for his day bag and looked at Darwin. “I’m going out to the old King place tomorrow morning to see if Mrs. King can help me. She seemed hesitant last time we met and maybe I can convince her to tell me more about her sons and what they found.”


    


    Darwin’s face showed concern. “You know Paul you might want to let this obsession go. I mean you got a nice name for yourself with that Indian mound find and it brought a lot of attention to the museum. You’re in their good graces, got a permanent position here.” She spoke again before he could interrupt. “You got a nice wife and nice place out in the country….it’s just that well…Horton’s Bend. I mean that place is creepy. I hear stories from the locals.” It was Brody’s turn to laugh “C’mon Darwin….You’ve been on a bunch of digs and have spent a little time around skeletons…so don’t give me that superstitious mumbo jumbo.” Darwin turned defensive “Hey man…even the looters don’t go out there at night. There’s something weird about that place…the fog and how sometimes people see fires burning in the middle of the night. “I didn’t like it there during the day not to mention how that farmer treated me.”


    


    Brody smiled, “Darwin this could be really important. The Spanish seemed to stop every twelve leagues and yet we don’t have any evidence for them in this particular part of the river…this is our turf ya know. We gotta find it before the big university boys do.”Darwin wasn’t having any more of it. “Look Brody…when my fellowship is up I’m heading out to the Four Corners to finish my dissertation. She knew he hated hearing this. “You’re set…you got it made. No more run down motels..no more eating from a tin can in the field…” Brody’s face crinkled with concern. “Who the hell am I going to find who can run the GIS lab and has your background in archaeology?” he asked. She started to speak but instead said nothing and walked up the stairs. At the top of the landing Darwin turned back to face Brody. “I’ve got a little time before I finish up so I promise I will finish plotting in the maps…..look I gotta run. Got to get my time sheets in and head for Atlanta for the weekend…..Go home Brody and give my love to Lacy. Have a great weekend!” Brody smiled and waved her off “Go!…go have some fun…while you still can.” Brody sighed and looked down at the parchment. He shook his head, looked at his watch and picked up his satchel to leave.


    


    Brody shifted into second gear as he pulled into his driveway. His old Toyota Land Cruiser creaked and its windows rattled. Never mind she was an old beater. This old rig still turned heads to those who admired the old iron. Its dents and bruises were worn with battle scarred pride. A testament to durability from many a day in the bush but the cruiser was one of the most recognized vehicles on the city streets and back roads of the county. Brody’s wife Lacy was greeting him with a wave as he pulled up to their house. She greeted him with a “Hello Husband!” and a hug. They both stood on the front porch for a brief moment looking at the sun set. “Darling wife….what is for supper cause it sure smells good!” Lacy smiled proudly and said “Honey its biscuits and gravy….bedamned a stroke tonight.” Brody never tired of her breakfast for dinners. They were becoming a little rare as they both tried to eat a little more conscientious for a healthy heart. He put his carry bag by the coat rack and headed for the table. They both sat down and smiled at one another before beginning to dig in.


    


    


    Chapter Three


    The next morning Brody rose much earlier than his wife and made coffee. He sat in his recliner reading his journal which he had started when he began researching sites in northwest Georgia. He wanted very much to sit and talk with Lacy this morning but she had not risen yet and would give her time to wake up with coffee before bringing up the sore subject. Within thirty minutes she came into the kitchen wearing her favorite robe and rubbing her eyes. Brody had already started some can biscuits and micro-waved eggs for breakfast. They sat quietly and ate their breakfast watching the morning news. “What’s on the gander today?” she asked him with a laugh. Brody couldn’t help but smile since it was his wife’s inside joke. Brody’s mom, who passed away some five years earlier, used to struggle with words and often used the word gander for agenda. He looked at her and said “I’m going out to the King place this morning.” Immediately Lacy tensed and stood up. “Jesus Paul…this again. Do you really think they want to see you? Or anybody for that matter.” She walked over to him and looked him straight in the eyes. “Honey they’ve been through enough. I know it was a long time back but they’ve kept to themselves this long. I just don’t see any good coming from this.” He looked away. Brody knew he could not win this argument but he needed some answers. He needed to satisfy this one curiosity. Lacy left the room and walked into their bedroom. Brody gathered his satchel and walked outside to crank up his rig.


    


    Driving over to Mrs. King’s house, he thought of what he might say. Brody knew that the King’s had endured a tragedy which had occurred in the latter part of 2008 and it had changed everything about their family. Who was he to intrude? He felt certain she had dealt with the silence of suspicious looks during her visits into town. Time didn’t always heal all wounds. Hell he didn’t know what to ask. Maybe he could start with asking to see some artifacts. Everybody in this town had recommended seeing Ronnie’s collection if you wanted to know about the archaeology in this area. He had always collected rocks and bits of pottery they said. Would’ve been better if he had been looking for a nice little wife to settle down with was the other suggestion local folks had to offer. The fact was that Brody just wanted to know more about a single section of the river in order to confirm or disconfirm the existence of any Spanish artifacts. He was truly sorry that a tragedy had occurred but science marches on. Brody chuckled to himself and thought “Yeah use that line…..besides getting cussed out I would probably get my assed kicked by some family member”. He would sympathize but move on if he got no response. He already knew the response he would get over at the Horton farm. His daydreams of getting permission to put in test units were just that: dreams. He put that behind him long ago and could now only hope for a small miracle in the hopes that something could be found in the assemblage long ago collected by Ronnie King.


    


    Brody came upon the battered mailbox of the King residence and slowly pulled into the driveway. Lacy had told him the place used to be well kempt when the two brothers were there for their mother. The house was in need of a scraping and a new paint. Shrubs were long overdue for trimming and the adjacent pasture needed to be bush hogged in the worst way. He came to a stop next to an old pickup truck that was parked near the front porch. An old tabby cat came out from under the porch and lazily rubbed up against his legs. As he started up the steps, Mrs. King opened the screen door and looked at him. “Help you with something?” she asked. Brody didn’t notice a scowl but she wasn’t being overly genial either. He cleared his throat and spoke “Yes ma’am I’m Paul Brody.” He caught himself stammering for just a moment and regained himself. He smiled and said “I work for the museum in town and have been interested in some sites along the Oostanaula River.” Mrs. King stared at him blankly and gave him one of the longest pauses of his life. She gave a shrug and said “Well go find them….you oughta know there’s Indian stuff all over the fields.” Brody felt stupid and wished he had more charm to offer. He was losing her fast. As she started to turn to go back inside he quickly said “Ms. Jeanie please wait….I need your help.” The old woman stopped for just a moment and Brody could see that she had softened for just a brief moment. He could also see the hurt in her eyes. Brody continued “I know your son Ronnie knew the archaeology of this area better than anybody around. UGA and all the other schools should have sought him out and they would have learned a lot more too.” Brody had a little plead in his voice and hoped he hadn’t further angered the woman. Ms. Jeanie put her hands on her hips and said “You don’t have to tell me something I don’t know. My boy Ronnie was better at finding old things than any of them fancy college boys.” She fought choking back tears and made another attempt to speak. “He was good at it……”she managed before choking up. Brody quickly held up his hand gesturing to her. “Yes ma’am I know. I know. He went places that most people can’t get to. I just want to learn more about what he found. It would help me solve a puzzle that I can’t figure out about Horton’s Bend.” It was those two words that awoke Mrs. King who thrust her hand out and pointed to Brody. “Don’t you bring up that place to me!” she shouted. “And don’t you go nosing around there……it’s got a bad way. It ain’t meant to be messed with you hear!” Brody knew a line had been crossed and quickly tried to rebound. “Ma’am if I could just look at some of the artifacts that…”. He wasn’t even able to finish the sentence when she turned on her heels and closed the screen door behind her.


    


    Jeanie King walked back into her house and began to cry. She sat down at her kitchen table and put her head down on it. A rush of memories flooded her mind numbing her to the core. She jerked herself up and told herself to stop the waterworks. Wiping her eyes she walked into the bedroom where her youngest son was lying. She smiled when she looked at J.R. and then the sadness crept over her again. He had been in what the doctors called a “light coma” which basically meant he could function if he wanted but the victim usually lived inside their state of trauma. Staring into space and listlessly going through life seemed to be the destiny of her youngest. She sighed when she thought about the future. Jeanie accepted that she was an old woman who was getting to her twilight but what about her son? There was no one else and she didn’t have the savings to prepare for the future. She glanced around the room which was filled with artifacts and boxes of other artifacts that had been brought from Ronnie’s house. How long had it been now? Five years? It all seemed a blur but yet time had also stopped to a grinding halt when she looked back. She looked back at J.R. and walked over to pull the covers over her son. “Ronnie” she whispered to no one in the room “What am I going to do?”


    


    Chapter Four


    On Wednesday morning, Executive Director Barbara Peabody leaned back in a plush leather chair in her office of the Coosa Valley Historical Museum. Across from her expensive antique desk sat County Commissioner Herschel Banner. He had her complete attention as she knew Banner often held the purse strings for the finer things in life that she enjoyed. The museum’s non-profit status drew small sources of funding but it had never achieved the large corporate dollars necessary to expand the facilities. Banner’s coffers quietly drawn from the county tax payers kept Ms. Peabody the ability to attend social functions in style. Rumors about a tryst between the two were whispered amongst the small museum staff and the hired cleaning crew. The rumors, which ranged from brief interludes to passionate closed sessions, were always swirling. While the rumors were never confirmed, the two were quite familiar with each other since Ms. Peabody attended most of the county meetings when possible including planning, utilities development, and budget talks. She had always maintained that being a pillar of society meant being in the know.


    


    Commissioner Banner leaned forward to emphasize his position. “Now Barbara I appreciate how you’ve always been a strong supporter of our county duties and the fact that the museum has worked hard with the visitor’s bureau to bring more people to our fair city.” Ms. Peabody folded her hands wondering what Banner was getting to. She had not expected a visit today and tried to think back to some recent meetings to better understand while he spoke. “I spoke to Anderson Bloodworth recently at a soiree and he mentioned that your archaeologist has been nosing around Horton’s Bend. Now Andy has always had an interest in all things historical and to be honest I don’t think he had a clue about my position on that area.” Barbara Peabody now understood why the man had come by for a visit and also understood his level of alarm regarding this particular part of the river. She nodded in agreement and wanted to be clear in her position. “Herschel I fully understand your concern. I’m sorry that I did not realize that the committee had made that much progress and were moving forward.” She was putting it all together fast and it dawned on her that she had been in a museum conference in Pittsburg when the river projects’ committee discussion had taken place. Banner smiled before speaking. Barbara had her place in the county and social circles but he really didn’t believe that she should attend every meeting that was called. He and fellow commissioners often met together at the country club when decisions of great financial importance were needed but were not necessarily what they felt that the local newspaper should report. These closed door sessions were for the “boy’s only club”. “Barbara I never would tell you how to run your museum but I think you realize the importance of this project to the county. If your archaeologist were to shall we say “unearth” something in Horton’s Bend then we might find ourselves bogged down for years in environmental impact statements.” Ms. Peabody’s head nodded in perfect metronome timing. “Herschel you have my fullest support and I will address this matter immediately. Have you made further progress with the Horton family?” Banner did not wish to divulge any details of future plans in regards to dealing with the Horton’s. He smiled his best photogenic toothy smile and waved his hand as though it was much ado about nothing. “Barbara I really don’t think that is something that you want to be involved in my dear. As you know the Horton family has been adamant about their land rights and this situation may not be the type of well….situation that you want to be part of.” Banner rose to leave and shook her hand. “Thank you for seeing me and thank you for handling this matter. Will I see you at the Padgett’s dinner party on Wednesday night?” Barbara smiled and assured him that he would. The commissioner saw himself out and Ms. Peabody knew she would have to speak to Brody as soon as possible. She knew better than to arouse suspicion in the man but she needed to find a way to direct him elsewhere. This would take some thought.


    


    Ms. Peabody asked her assistant to hold all calls until further notice. She thought back to some three years ago when a discussion on how to improve water rights and manifest resources that might benefit the county had been initiated. The discussion turned into a small committee that would research a section of the Oostanaula River that could with the right direction be an economical boon for their area. Funding for a water treatment plant or a hydro-electrical was considered. A geologist from Atlanta had been employed to study all possibilities which became a matter of strong debate until Commissioner Banner stepped in to appoint a faculty member from the nearby college to steer the often bickering group. Banner reminded everyone to keep their eye on the ball and not to lose sight of mineral rights which could be beneficial to all involved. Obtaining the necessary properties would prove difficult as many of the landowners in that part of the county were strong supporters of agriculture and quite vocal about it. Besides these points, these community members held sway over votes that could put some of the project’s members in political jeopardy.


    


    Horton’s Bend had been one of five areas suggested by the geologist. One of the committee members had a friend in college who currently ran an environmental firm which was also from Atlanta. No sense in alerting local firms on what was merely an experimental focus group. For a small fee that was well hid within the county’s budget another impact statement was drawn up on the potential pros and cons of the five areas. While four of the five areas held great promise for producing generous resources, each and every one were attached to land owners who proved to be rather tenacious. The fifth area, Horton’s Bend, was also problematic but in a different way. The Horton family, whose residence in the county went back to its very beginnings, had long been known for being a rather odd group. They did not participate in community functions and were quite reserved. Unfriendly would be too strong of a word. They simply felt no need to reach out to others and it only took one visit to the farm to realize this fact. The Horton children, and there were few of them, were home schooled and upon maturity moved outside of Georgia. They returned from time to time with little fanfare. A rumor from nearby neighbors involved an unproven fact that every Horton child had married Native Americans. It did seem that most of them lived in North Carolina and in the Four Corners area.


    


    Barbara Peabody knew very little of the recent accomplishments of the river focus group but she was smart enough to deduce that the powers that be were conspiring against the Horton’s to persuade them to sell their property to the county. Naturally it had been a generous offer in the initial contact but still the offer was met with vehemence that had not been expected. Higher offers were considered but those who had approached the farm vowed not to return for this particular task. It had been unpleasant and proved to them that this piece of real estate would not be gained by conventional means. Whatever the committee was up to now could only be guessed but Barbara had been gently reminded that this portion of county affairs was not to be intruded in by her. She would speak with Brody and explain that complaints had been made regarding his archaeological inquiries. While she was in no way an archaeologist she knew their type often met with resistance due to their destructive work. Crops needed to be raised for family’s to make a living and farmers were not interested in working around other’s schedules. His investigations would have to be directed to other less sensitive areas in the county. She heard the rumble of that beast he drove pull into the parking lot. Now was the time to finish this annoying little quest of his.


    


    Chapter Five


    Samuel Horton came in from his fields to find his wife Ruby in deep thought. Horton had a deep understanding of his companion of 51 years. He knew every emotion she had ever experienced as he had stood beside her in their sorrow and joy. Ruby looked at her husband and knew she could not hide her worry. He walked over to the ever brewing coffee pot and poured himself a cup. He sat down at the kitchen table and put his cup to the side. He cupped her hands into his and asked her “Ruby I have sensed it also. We’ve made it this long and carried the load. This is not something that we direct but just something that is our duty. And that’s what we’ll continue to do as long as we live here.” His wife looked up and smiled. “I know Sam but I can’t remember having this feeling of dread. I recall it when we first arrived here. Those were some dark times and I worried about what we might….what we might….” She couldn’t finish her sentence and Samuel got up and put his arm around her. “There there it’s alright. We know they’re going to try again and we’ll be ready. You might remember that we were chosen to come here. Our commitment has been the reward in itself.” Ruby smiled at the old man and nodded. “We’ll be fine won’t we?” she asked and Samuel gave her a hug.


    


    Brody walked through the archaeology lab’s storage collection room using a handheld data collector. He had started the museum’s yearly inventory last month and wanted to make some progress this week. All of the permanent collections were stored in archival correct acid free boxes which had a bar code strip affixed to each box. The data collector read the bar code to confirm the inventory. It was dull work for his usually sharp mind but Brody’s mind was cloudy this Monday morning. He couldn’t help but regret the entire weekend. His argument with Lacy had left them both sore and they spoke very little except at dinner. His meeting with Mrs. King was another low point. He surely had not meant to upset her and realized maybe he should have listened to his wife. Perhaps then he might have used a different approach. Despite his lousy feeling he chuckled to himself when he thought “why can’t archaeologists get the greetings that firemen do?” It was because most archaeologists are either revered or under suspicion. The general public wants to know what archaeologists find but collectors are afraid of the professionals taking their collections from them. Farmers don’t want archaeologists taking up their crop space looking for rocks or bits of ancient trash. Landowners do not want archaeologists around to attract attention to trespassers who want to collect on their property. Many Native Americans find the science of archaeology offensive to their heritage. There were a lot of hurdles to uncovering the past. Brody stopped and looked at the archival boxes neatly lined up on the shelf. He smiled and spoke to no one in particular. “What’s an old rock hound to do?” Brody heard a voice call out to him. “I knew it would get to this point one day. You’ve finally resorted to talking to the collections! I’m leaving if they talk back.” Darwin walked down the last of the stairs toward him and smiled. Brody knew he had been caught in the act and merely shrugged. “What can I say? I’m the arrowhead whisper.” They both laughed but Brody hid his embarrassment thinking about his actions. He quickly changed the subject. “How was your weekend?” Darwin threw up her hands in gesture. “Great! Just damn great! Until Saturday evening when I had a flat tire on my jeep. I had just been to the High Museum to catch a retrospective on Klimt and Egon Schiele. It was pretty cool by the way. I almost made it to my friend’s house when it just went Blam! Some friends came to my rescue and things got a little better.” Brody let her finish since it was a better story than he had to tell. When she finished she asked him “What about you? You look like you didn’t sleep well.” Brody was about to answer when a different voice called out to him.


    


    “Mr. Brody? Are you down here?” It was the unmistakable screech of Mrs. Peabody. Darwin looked at Brody and took the data collector from him. “I’ll finish this up” she whispered. Brody stepped out from the shelving and called out “Yes Mrs. Peabody I’ll be right there.” He walked towards her looking up as she was stood looking down at him from the landing at the top of the stairs. “I should like to speak with you in private…if you have a moment?” Mrs. Peabody reminded him of the television character Charles Winchester III. She was always haughty even though she was appointed to the museum without any training in the museum world. He didn’t want to admit it but it was also her weight. She was very flabby around her neck and he always had trouble not making eye contact with the flubber. Brody met her in his office. “How are you doing this morning?” he asked her. “Fine. Fine. I wanted to check on your progress with the inventory.” Brody knew the routine. Barbara always showed up on Monday mornings to reassert authority. He was used to it and he rarely had any other interaction during the rest of the week. Except for the weekly staff meeting to discuss exhibits and then he was just another body at the conference table. “Darwin and I were working on it this morning. I think we can finish it up soon and put it behind us for the year.” Mrs. Peabody looked down her nose through her glasses “Very well then. The board asked about your progress last week and so I thought I would check in with you.” She gave his office a glance around and wrinkled her nose. Mr. Brody I also want to mention that the board is particularly interested in the completion of this inventory. There is a committee which is applying for a collection’s grant which will enhance the museum. We’ll use the money at our digression, of course, but I must emphasize the importance that this task be completed in a timely manner.” Brody felt somewhat confused since he had kept her updated throughout the process. Barbara seemed to have an agenda but one without specifics. “Yes ma’am. I will stay on task” was his quickest verbal response. Mentally he was thinking “God…when will you leave?” Mrs. Peabody started to leave but turned toward him again. “I realize your research interests also have a priority to you but let’s stay focused on the job at hand. Hmm?” This time he was quite certain of her agenda. Having said that, Peabody simply stated “I’ll leave you to your duties.” She turned and abruptly exited the office and left him without a goodbye. It was the same when he spoke to her on the telephone. He couldn’t think of one instance where she said goodbye when their conversation had ended.


    Darwin was finishing the row of boxes he had started when he arrived back downstairs. His assistant looked at him and rolled her eyes. “What did Mrs. Pisspotty want this time?” Darwin had little love for the museum director given her lack of credentials. “The usual things. Making sure I know my place. Don’t let it bother you. Think of it like graduate school that never ends.” Darwin rolled her eyes again but deep down she knew she was just being impatient and tired of her internship at this museum. She also knew she would go on to bigger and better things in due time. “I can’t wait to get out of this little town Brody” she grimaced. He patted her shoulder and asked her to work on the inventory until noon. “I’ve got to go run an errand for a little while. After lunch let’s work on the GIS map work.” Between dealing with himself, Mrs. Pisspotty, and Darwin he needed some air but knew what he was about to do would probably piss off more people.


    Brody got into his Toyota and took a drive towards the north end of the county. He turned off the state highway onto the narrow Dalton Road which runs parallel with the river. Lacy would be furious with him for this visit but he had to keep looking into this. His research was one of the perks at the museum plus it generated new exhibit ideas. He would continue to investigate until he came to a dead end and then move onto another project. Brody saw the battered mail box with the faded Horton lettering on the side and steered the 4x4 into their dirt driveway. He told himself that he would be pleasant and be the friendly archaeologist that no one could resist. He then whispered to himself “Please God don’t let me fuck up again.” The old Toyota came to a stop next to a large John Deere tractor parked in the yard. As he was getting out of his rig he could easily see that he was noticed immediately. An elderly woman with a dish towel in her hand was already at the porch and her husband wearing starched overalls was striding towards him coming from the barn. He waited until the farmer had gotten closer to the house before he approached. Both smiled at him and greeted him with a “good morning”. Brody put on his best smile and replied “Good morning. Mr. Horton?” After their brief exchange, Brody introduced himself. “I’m Paul Brody. I work over at the Coosa Valley Historical Museum.” While the couple didn’t frown it was clear that their facial expressions became guarded. “What can we do for you Mr. Brody?” Mrs. Horton asked. Brody explained how he was interested in the archaeology along the river and was curious if they had ever found anything when the fields were being plowed. Mr. Horton smiled again and told him “Well son I’ve seen a curious rock or two but I’m just so dang busy trying to get in the soybeans that I’ve never seen much that would seem to matter. I’ve run across a few of them flint flakes but not so much as a single arrowhead.” Brody knew that he had to tread lightly and not contradict anything the farmer had seen. Before he had a chance to ask another question the farmer was quick to come up with an explanation. “Ya know my granddaddy used to let neighbors hunt for that kind of stuff back in the 20’s and maybe they just picked up everything” he said as he wiped his brow with a tattered bandana.


    Brody decided maybe he should try a different tact and see what direction it would take him. “I didn’t know if you knew this but during the 16th century the Spanish came through this area. We know that they visited up river and then closer to town but we have all wondered if they spent any time here on this bend in the river.” The farmer once again gave a confident look to his wife and beamed as he explained to Brody that archaeologists had visited the site before. “Yessir there was some boys from the state university who came around in the 1960’s or 70’s and looked all over the property but I believe they figured it must be a….a what did they call that Ruby?” Mrs. Horton looked up from a moment in thought and said “I believe that called it a “dead zone” Sam. That it was just one of those things. Like where you think it has to be but it turns out there ain’t nothing there.” Brody knew he wasn’t getting anywhere and was about to suggest that maybe he could take a walk out into the fields with the farmer but was cut short when Mr. Horton looked at him with piercing blue eyes. The farmer stepped closer to him and put his hand on his shoulder. “Mr. Brody you know that The Bend didn’t look like it does now in the 16th century. It took a lot of hard work to remove all them trees. Its good land but the Spanish probably saw a lot of tangled mess and kept going on down river to spend time in a place where they could rest.” Mrs. Horton smiled in agreement and offered up a statement that was quelled by her husband. “The ancient ones probably chose…”. But she stopped when her husband glanced at her. Sam Horton smiled again reassuringly and said “What my wife is trying to say that the state boys consider this land barren. There’s just not much left. Besides we just don’t have the time being so busy. You remember the drought last year? We gotta a lot of catching up. You know how farming is don’t ya son?” Mr. Horton then suggested that he try down river at Cecil Brown’s farm to see if maybe he could find something that would help him with his studies. Brody knew then he had been gently reminded that he wasn’t welcome to look for anything here in Horton’s Bend. He thanked them for their time and invited them to visit the museum where he would give them a personal tour. As he left he couldn’t help but think of how Mrs. Horton and said “the ancient ones”. It sounded so solemn and deferential as if she was connected to them. And the fact that she came to such an abrupt halt when her husband glanced at her as if she had said too much. He drove back onto the pavement feeling as if the roadblocks to Horton’s Bend would never be bypassed. Brody drove towards the state highway but before he got to it he noticed a county vehicle sitting off on the edge of the road. Two men glared at him as he drove by their sedan. Considering what had just happened, Brody couldn’t help but think that today was the one day he should have stayed at the museum and worked on the inventory.


    Darwin and Brody began mapping in GIS points on the lab computer the rest of the afternoon. He was amazed at how efficient she was at maneuvering the data into the system. Their goal was to log in all the known archaeological sites in the county and cross reference the information for any visiting scholars. It wasn’t really that complicated since the state archaeological files had the way points but Brody had compiled a lot of recent data regarding how the sites had been impacted in the last twenty years. He would, of course, share this information with the site files office once it was completed to update their files. They took a break around 2pm and walked over the museum grounds to get outside of the lab for a while. “We’ve just about got to an end point on the GIS except for your piece de resistance” Darwin chided him as they walked. Brody took her verbal stab but said nothing about his recent failures to make some headway on Horton’s Bend. Brody stopped and faced her. “And with your data entry skills I think we can finish it up pretty quick too and knock out the last of the collections inventory. I have a little more data to pull from the paper files and the GIS will be complete” he said. She knew he was genuine and was embarrassed by how curt she had been in the past few weeks. “You seemed a little distant this afternoon. What’s the matter with you?” Brody sighed and explained “I’m sorry. I guess I see you going off to exciting new things and maybe I’m a little jealous. I’m glad to be in a permanent position but what I think I’m jealous about is the fact that I miss being around people who are able to do archaeology and keep the politics and bullshit separate.” She knew what Brody was going through. This museum had a lot of elements that she could appreciate but everyone saw the grass a shade greener when it was just out of reach. It was how Mrs. Peabody and the board members didn’t seem to love what they were involved in. She knew that graduate school was nothing more than an expensive rat race involving students jumping through any hurdles that the professors could throw at them. But it was so stimulating. That was what she missed: a nerve center pulsing with new concepts and with a positive worldview. She looked at Brody and said “Paul don’t forget that I appreciate your signing me on here. I needed a little break to finish the last of my dissertation and put a little more on my resume before I hit the real world. I can’t wait to head out west but after that I’m still worried about job prospects right now.” Brody patted her shoulder and assured her “Darwin you’ve got great credentials. Once you defend your dissertation then the world is your oyster. Think about whether you want to go into academia or do private research with an environmental firm. Don’t turn your back on government jobs…more paid holidays. But once you decide let me know and maybe I know somebody who has some pull.” She smiled in appreciation and started towards the lab but Brody stood still. His look was serious when he looked her in the eyes and said “Darwin there’s something I want to ask you when we get back to the lab.”


    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    The two men in the county sedan reviewed the digital photographs while sitting outside the county’s administration office. The driver, Roger Curtis, County Administrative Deputy, was especially pleased with the images. “I think Banner will give us a raise for these. He said he knew that he was up to something and this proves it” he told his cohort. Robert Ragland, who sat in the passenger seat, didn’t share his enthusiasm. He didn’t because he had only been with the county government for two years and wasn’t a trusted member of the people who worked there. Ragland was never snubbed by the other employees. He simply shuffled papers and didn’t realize he lacked the proper contacts to be anything more than his current position in county government. Curtis wasn’t much higher up the county ladder but knew pleasing Banner would help smooth the way. Ragland simply shrugged in agreement. Hell, what was the big deal? They had driven out to the north end of the county for the last few days and anybody could have picked out that red and white behemoth that the guy drove. They had photographed it before he even noticed them. Frankly he was bored and looked forward to getting back to the office. “They all look good so I imagine the Commissioner will be fine with any of them” he said getting out of the sedan.


    Curtis walked with him to his office and spoke in a whispered voice “Let’s just keep our little trip to ourselves. You know…just another county investigation.” Ragland closed his eyes and nodded with assurance having forgotten about the whole thing before he entered the public building. Curtis patted him on the shoulder and carried the camera up to the third floor hoping the commissioner would be in his office. Banner was just leaving his office with a group of businessmen when he noticed Curtis. He excused himself from the group and met with Curtis out of earshot of the others. “Roger I didn’t expect to see you today. Did we have some luck out in the country?” he asked. Curtis nodded and said “Yes sir. We saw him leaving the farm a little after noon. It’s all right here. Just as you asked.” Banner started to say more but simply smiled and patted Curtis on the back. “Good good. You did real good. I hope you remembered to remind your associate that this is something that is not worth discussing.” Once again Curtis assured the commissioner “He didn’t have any real interest in this anyway. I explained to him it was just the county checking up on one of our residents who needed advice.” Banner put his arm around Curtis and walked him in the direction of the elevator. “This is just a land issue. Something we do all the time. I don’t expect it to go much further than today to tell you the truth. Thanks for going out there. I’ll take it from here and will let you know if anything comes from it.” He removed his arm but wanted to throw Curtis a little bone. As Curtis pushed the elevator button Banner gave him a big smile and said “You know Roger we ought to hit the links sometime soon. I’ll give you a call when I can fit a game in.” It was more than enough to make Roger Curtis’ day and he must have told his wife ten times at dinner that maybe his ship had finally come in.


    Banner turned to his party and excused himself. He walked back into his office and called Steve Price who was his right arm on the river focus group. Price was one of the commissioners most trusted committee members and on more than one occasion had proved to be a valuable business partner. “Steve… its Herschel. Look I wanted to tell you that the digger came nosing around so I need you to do me a favor. Call Barbara over at the museum and encourage her to rein her boy in. I’ve already spoken to her about it and she’ll do it. I just don’t want to speak with her since she’s ahhh… little bit nosey. You know?” Banner checked his watch and continued. “Steve we need to call a meeting and get the ball rolling on putting some pressure on them. I just want this to continue on a steady course so we don’t have anybody raising eyebrows. OK?” Banner felt relieved as he always did when dealing with Price. He finished his conversation arranging for a meeting of the committee as soon as Price could arrange it. Banner smiled to his secretary and told her he would be back in an hour. He felt better that the archaeologist had made the move at the Horton farm. It was time to make forward progress and the time couldn’t be better. If this thing went right it would mean a permanent vacation and he wasn’t getting any younger.


    The Horton’s ate their lunch in silence for the first time in many years. Their grim mood had nothing to do with any disagreement between husband and wife but rather the uneasiness brought on by their visitor. Samuel Horton finally broke the silence. “Ah Ruby…. I know you’re worried. He’s gone and I don’t believe he’ll come back to bother us” he said to her. His wife looked at him with concern. “I’m not worried about the archaeologist. He means well but doesn’t understand anything about how sacred and special this land is” she said. Ruby put her hands on the table and looked at her husband. “I’m worried about the county. These forms of government are difficult to understand and sway. They made it crystal clear that they want the land and they want us off” she said on the verge of tears. Sam came to her and put his arms around her. “They’ve got no legal right and we’ll take it to court if they do try” he assured her. “Sam…..I’m not sure anybody will listen. The county……they’ve got everything on their side” she sobbed. “Ruby darling…it will all work out. We’ll wait this out and deal with whatever we have to. Now go on about your house chores. I’ll be out in the barn for a little while but I’ll be back shortly. I’m going to come in early this evening” he told her as he rubbed her shoulder. Ruby nodded and wiped away her tears. The old farmer walked to his barn but didn’t do any work for some time. He simply sat on an old bench and wondered what storm might be coming their way.


    Samuel Horton closed his eyes and tried to imagine a different world. He was a patient sort but it was in his nature. Ruby had surprised him with these outbursts but then the two of them hadn’t seen this type of pressure from outsiders in so very long. He smiled at the thought of their abilities to withstand the storms of the past. These “storms” had included a variety of intrusions, blatant lies, and unspeakable violations of those they had cared for. Ruby was his equal but she perhaps she had settled in and absorbed their culture a little closer than she had realized. It was not unknown to happen. The two of them had put a lot of effort in their protective care. The outside world thought them to be enigmatic and they found it amusing. It was their little secret and would remain so. Horton felt much better now. He opened his eyes and knew what must be done. The old farmer stood up and walked towards the farmhouse. His companion needed to be complicit in this matter. Right or wrong they had to make a stand now or it would soon be over. Horton smiled to himself as he went back into the house. He knew exactly what to do now and more importantly how to make it happen.


    Steve Price wasted no time calling the museum to speak with Mrs. Peabody. They had spoken at various functions but she knew it was unusual for him to call her at the museum. “Mrs. Peabody… the Commissioner is busy in a meeting but asked me to call you. He’s very concerned about your archaeologist. I believe his name is Brody. Did you know that Brody made a visit to the Horton farm earlier today?” Mrs. Peabody knew the commissioner was probably avoiding her by having Prior make this call but she also knew that she should have taken swifter action to make things perfectly clear to her staff member. “I understand Steve and please let the commissioner know that I will handle this situation immediately” she was quick to emphasize. They spoke long enough to express a few parting pleasantries and then hung up. Mrs. Peabody did not have the time to deal with Brody this afternoon since she was scheduled to speak at the local Rotary’s Club monthly meeting but she would make things quite clear with him in the morning.


    Darwin knew something was up when Brody wanted to speak with her back in the lab. Why not out here on the museum grounds? He looked pretty serious and considering the way he had been acting she was starting to get concerned. She followed him downstairs where they sat at the table. “What’s up Paul? Why the secrecy?” she asked him. Brody wasn’t sure that he wanted to disclose too much to Darwin. She was a good friend but he didn’t know if she was willing to go this far. “Darwin I want to run something by you. And I want you to hear me out before I finish” he said from across the table. She was almost amused by his seriousness but could tell by his demeanor that he wasn’t in the mood for jokes. A topographic map which detailed the Oostanaula River in the north part of the county was spread out on the table. Brody looked at Darwin and pointed to the map. “I want you to come with me tomorrow night. I want to ride up river and take a walk onto Horton’s Bend. Hey I know…I know. But I just want to see if I can find something. A sherd….anything.” Darwin’s eyes widened in amazement and then she shook her head in disbelief. “You want me to trespass on those people’s property…in the middle of the night and look for artifacts. You know there’s not a moon this week not to mention the fact that we would be breaking the law. OK that’s one thing but what about that little thing called ethics? Paul… what in the hell do you think we would find? It’s gonna be dark. And what if we end up getting caught? Can you just imagine the headlines? You know you would lose your job and my ass would be swinging in the wind!” Her voice had slowly gotten higher as she had spoken. Brody knew all this was coming but it didn’t phase him in the least. He nodded throughout her whole speech but knew he would have to be persistent. “Look Darwin I’m not going to camp out there. We can just go in and look around for a little bit and then we’ll get back in the boat.” Before he could say another word she quickly interjected “What is all this “we” business? Why do you need me?” Brody knew he would have to a little pleading at this point to get Darwin on board. “You’ve got sharp eyes. I…hell everybody knows you don’t miss anything in the field. For this short time I just need as much help as possible. It’ll be like an adventure. It’ll make a great story some day. We get in and find something and then get right back out.” Darwin was looking up at the ceiling which to Brody was a sure sign that she would finally concede. “OK” she said “but you show me what you have planned. And this better go smooth. And I don’t want to be on that property more than thirty minutes….it gives me the creeps with all the stories. And…” But Brody cut her off before she could finish. “And I promise…. “ he held two fingers up in a scout’s honor fashion . Brody stood up and begin explaining his plan using the topo map of where they could land.


    Brody thought about his actions in the past few days as he drove home. He knew he was taking too many chances and it was stupid of him to keep pursuing this foolish line of action. Taking Darwin with him wasn’t the smartest thing he had ever done. As he drove the Land cruiser he remembered some of the dumbass things he had done in his undergraduate days but those days didn’t carry any risk. He needed Darwin not only to look for what would have to be an incredibly lucky find but to keep an eye out for any signs of the Horton’s who might spot them in their fields. He damn sure couldn’t tell Lacy what he was up to. She had finally become a little more pleasant recently and this would be the last straw if she found out. Brody promised himself that he would stay with the plan and make sure not to overstay their nocturnal visit any longer than he had promised Darwin. If nothing came of this he would abandon his interest in Horton’s Bend altogether. He just needed to take this chance and get it out of his blood.


    Brody’s Toyota rattled into his driveway and as he got out of the rig he told himself to not give himself away to his wife. Lacy was in the kitchen when he walked in the door. “Hey baby” she said “Glad you’re home!” He sat down at the kitchen table with the local paper. She sat down with him and talked about what each other had done during the day. He felt the guilt creep upon him again but forced himself to keep his mood pleasant and without suspicion. Lacy had cooked up a vegetable dinner which included black eyed peas, cream potatoes, macaroni and cheese and turnip greens. The buttered biscuits that came with this meal were light as a feather. After dinner she and Brody watched the evening news and lounged on their sofa until it was time to go to bed. As she was putting on her pajamas Brody decided to mention to her that he would be late tomorrow night. “Lacy I’m going to look at a collection tomorrow evening. The family lives near Calhoun and are thinking about donating it to the museum.” She nodded and said, “I’ve got to go over to Linda’s tomorrow and help her do some decorating anyways. Will you be late?” He didn’t want to compromise his plan so he simply said “It’ll be after dark before I can get in but I promise to not stay any longer than I have to.” She seemed satisfied with his answer and Brody silently breathed a sigh of relief. Lacy reached over and kissed him. “Night Paul….I love you” she said. “I love you too baby. Night night” he said before he cut out the lamp on the night stand.


    The next morning Brody waited for Lacy to drive to the library before he left for the museum. He stopped by to visit his retired neighbor, Jimmy Tabor, to see if he could borrow his john boat this evening. “I’m sorry it’s such short notice but we want to go up river this afternoon to see if there’s some erosion on any of the banks of the river. The state archaeological society asked all members to take the time to do a survey of some local streams” he lied to yet another friend. “No problem” Jimmy said, “I’m going to work on some food plots to hunt near this fall so I didn’t have any plans for it.” He thanked his friend and promised to return it this evening. Jimmy told him he needn’t worry about returning it in the dark but Brody told another lie in that he probably had to leave early the next morning. He was stacking lies on top of lies and it made him disgusted and ashamed of himself to think of what he had become.


    Brody noticed that Mrs. Peabody’s car was already in the museum parking lot when he arrived. “How unusual” he thought to himself since she often didn’t make an appearance until 10am most mornings. He walked up to his office and to his surprise found Barbara Peabody waiting for him outside of his office. “Good morning” he said cheerfully. “I would like to speak with you” she said in a cold tone. They walked into his office but she did not take a seat. Brody sat down at his desk and waited to hear her out. “Mr. Brody I think you know that the museum encourages your research as an asset for potential future exhibits but there are limits. I know that you have an interest in the area along the river known as Horton’s Bend. I have been notified that you were nosing around there recently and the Horton family has no interest in archaeological investigations. I want to make it plain to you that you should no longer make yourself a nuisance to this particular local community.” Mrs. Peabody stopped not to allow Brody to speak but to make sure her emphasis was clear. Brody had started to counter her argument but thought it better to let the matter lie for the moment. He simply nodded as she continued. “I hope we are clear on this matter for I do not wish for you to jeopardize your position here at the museum. The board members have spoken to me about this and wanted me to convey it to you. Simply put….leave Horton’s Bend out of your research interests or you will force the museum to take actions that will be consequential.” Barbara emphasized this last point by raising her eyebrows and tilting her head. Brody got the message loud and clear and simply clasped his hands together and nodded. Mrs. Peabody turned to leave and left him once again without a goodbye but simply said instead “I’ll leave you to your inventory.” She walked out of the office leaving Brody feeling as though he had just been scolded by his former high school principal.


    Chapter Seven


    Brody was busying himself with the inventory when he heard Darwin arrive in the laboratory. “Yo shovel bum!…What’s up with Mrs. Busybody being here so early?” she said when she saw him alone. Brody knew it wouldn’t take much to scare Darwin off their trip this evening so he wasn’t going to say anything about his earlier meeting with the director. “Probably another board meeting” was all he was willing to mention. “I guess you haven’t changed your mind about the trip?” she asked. He smiled and shook his head but walked over to her to make sure she understood that he was still positively interested. “It’s all set up. I’ve got the boat ready and a lantern. Flashlights are double checked” he said. Before she could counter he spoke again “Now Darwin I promise this will be a quick in and out. I agree with you. We probably won’t see a thing and maybe then it will be out of my system. I’ll just have to look further downstream or move on to another project.” She could tell he was earnest and truly believed he didn’t want to get himself or her into any trouble. “OK boss….when do we leave?” she asked. Once again he detailed how the trip would go and what time they should leave.


    Steve Price sat at his desk waiting on a phone call. Actually several calls were expected and he wanted to receive them as quick as possible. His spacious office in the Price-Render Insurance Company smelled of his cologne which he used liberally. Price, who no longer had to split profits with his deceased partner Charles Render, had done very well for himself in the insurance game. He never considered himself lucky but simply genetically gifted. Price was an athletic sort who had above average looks and would have been successful in any venture since he was able to sell most anything. He often felt sad for the dolts who stumbled through their miserable lives. Poor sobs didn’t everyone know that proper schooling and the right contacts made all the difference. He often thought of a quote by Adrian Rogers which “you cannot multiply wealth by dividing it” or something along those lines. His philosophy was simple: I earned my way to success and shame on anybody who can’t get do the same. He had planned his expected retirement when he was 28 years old and if this river focus group could capitalize on the project then it would put him even closer to his goal. His relationship with Herschel Banner had been lucrative to say the least which is why he was impatient to receive his phone calls. The other committee members had a lot at stake too but they had better be ready to drop any current commitments for this meeting. It was that important.


    Eventually his cell rang its melodious tone. It was Gary Marcus a local attorney who dealt with the personal injury crowd. Price didn’t have time for their usual chit chat and cut quickly to the chase. “Gary I need you to call a few committee members for me. We want to meet ASAP and don’t take any excuses. Herschel also needs for you and Harvey Gant to run over to the court house and check on any updates on the Horton land deed. I know its short notice but things have moved forward some and you know we have decided that neither Herschel nor I should be connected to any deed searches. What? Yeah tomorrows fine on the deed search but see if you can get everyone to commit to meeting tomorrow evening. I’ll make calls too.” Marcus knew where his bread was buttered and also knew that he needed to get ahold of Harvey quickly so they were not accountable for anything that might slow the project down. Price closed his cell and called his secretary in to prepare for the day’s claims.


    Price finished his phone call and was surprised to hear from Banner. Everything was on track so what else did he want. “Hello Herschel?” he answered. “Hi Steve….listen I’ve had a change of heart on a few things.” Price immediately wondered what the man was getting at but didn’t interrupt. “You know my boy Roger Curtis right? Well I’m going to have to bring him in a little closer.” Price questioned the commissioner’s move while he listened to the old man speak. “I know what you’re thinking Steve but we’re gonna need an errand boy and he’ll do just fine. I’ll include him on some things but still keep him on a leash. This project is going to start moving a little faster than I thought so we need the manpower. I’m just calling you to keep you in the know.” Price didn’t really like the idea but this had been Banner’s show and he wasn’t about to rock the boat. “Herschel if you think he’s needed then he must be needed. Just let me know next time we meet on how much Curtis knows so that I don’t give away anything ok?” The old man grunted and said, “Will do. He’ll only know as much as we want him to. He answers to me in the county food chain so I see no problems. Ah Steve? I’ve got to catch this next call. Talk to you soon.” Banner hung up and left Price hoping this would be the last of any possible leaks in their little consortium.


    Brody was anxious all day thinking about the river trip that evening. Darwin brought it up several times but he was giving her the same answer every time so she finally let it drop and immersed herself in finishing the inventory. They both congratulated each other on finalizing the work by lunch. Darwin asked Brody if he wanted to join her on Broad Street for a vegetable hoagie but he declined and told her he would hang around the lab. He wanted to download the inventory data into the lab’s pc and knew it would probably take the rest of the afternoon to double check the files. And he wanted some time alone. He still felt a rising guilt about this little adventure but now was not the time to back out.


    At 3pm Brody noticed that Mrs. Peabody had left the museum and he decided that he would stick around for another half hour or so before he left to pick up the boat. Darwin would drive her jeep out to the river boat landing so he wouldn’t have to run her back into town. Brody left the museum at 3:45pm to go hook up the boat while Darwin stopped at her apartment to change clothes. Brody already had the boat launched into the river but securely tied to a stump when she arrived at 5pm. They double checked the trolling motor and the lights while they waited for the sun to set a little more. It was getting dark fast but not fast enough for either one of them. Neither spoke but it was on both their minds that they were apprehensive and wanted to get this little adventure over with. Darwin almost backed out but promised herself that she would see it through. She couldn’t help but think of how foolish she was to be trespassing onto Horton’s Bend after dark.


    While the two loaded the small johnboat, Jeanie King was seeing the EMTs out to the ambulance. She had been sitting quietly in the den where she had started a new needlepoint project when a strangled gurgling sound had come from her youngest son’s bedroom. She had thrown the needlepoint to the floor and rushed to find J.W., still comatose, choking in a gagging reflex. She immediately grabbed a wooden spoon that she kept at his bedside and attempted to keep him from swallowing his tongue. This was not the first time J.W. had fallen to one of these seizures. This one counted the third time in just the past month alone but it was much worse than any of the others. Normally she was able to settle him down and get his breathing back on track. But this time had been different. This time was bad and she knew it. J.W. didn’t respond and had started turning blue. She had began to panic and called the hospital to request the emergency medical techs to come as quick as they could. Upon their arrival, the EMT’s were able to administer oxygen to the young man and revive him from what could have been a fatal asphyxiation. Jeanie listened patiently as the technicians explained to her that the young man needed to be relocated into a facility with round the clock care in order to monitor him and provide aid in such events. It was to no avail and they knew it. Most everyone in the medical field in this area knew about J.W. and his condition. They felt for Mrs. King but they also knew her financial burden. She was not the only one who was in this particular predicament as they knew of other local families dealing with tragedies that threatened to pull them apart. The only difference was that this patient was a young man and all of the other cases were situations that involved the elderly. The healthcare professionals finally gave up giving their advice and left the old woman to watch over her son. Jeanie King broke down in tears sitting by his bedside after they had left. Her faith in God had been tested for so long that she just didn’t know if she could carry on any longer. The bill that would be coming from the hospital would have to be paid in payments just as all the others were. She didn’t expect to ever get ahead but dear God how could he expect her to continue to carry on this way. “There has to be another way” she sobbed in the dimly lit bedroom. The pitiful old woman finally made her way to her bed and fell into a deep exhausted sleep. Her dream was initially fitful but it soon progressed into a sense of calm. Ronnie appeared towards the end of the dream. The next morning Mrs. King awoke with was an epiphany though she didn’t call it that. Jeanie knew that God had spoken to her. She knew that Ronnie was not here but the dream was a sign and it could not be ignored.


    


    Chapter Eight


    The john boat slipped into the river in a quiet and effortless manner. Darwin had gotten in first while Brody steadied the craft for her. Soon they were slowly paddling up river with a minimum of effort. No one spoke as they paddled but instead they listened to the sounds of the approaching dark. An occasional great blue heron glided effortlessly above them traveling to some unknown destination. The river was up just a bit and the current became a little stronger once they had managed to round two of the bends. When their paddling became strained and the boat began to drift against the downward flow, Darwin looked back at Brody. He immediately read her mind and put his paddle away to crank the trolling motor. It started up without pause but he kept the pace of their travel slow as to not cause the motor to whine and attract attention. The sunlight was now providing only enough light to produce shadows and they both knew that the additional lights they had brought along would soon be necessary. While Darwin remained focused on putting this foolish trip behind her, Brody fixated on doubts that would not go away. “I’m breaking every rule, every pledge on preservation that I’ve made in all my years in archaeology. I’ve lied to my wife and myself…for what?” he thought to himself. He had always been driven but now where was this destination taking him? He found himself almost muttering out loud “To discover a site….another site that’s going to tell us something we already know…that the Spanish were here? We know that already…” but he stopped himself and realized how dark it had become.


    Brody reached into a ruck sack and handed Darwin a light weight head lamp for her to put on. She did so but before cutting it on she turned and asked in a whisper “Are we getting close?” Brody nodded and whispered in response “Probably about 5 minutes or so.” It was pitch black now and both concentrated on watching out for any deadfall in the river. They were too close to hit any snags now. Especially since they had spotted several water snakes who had left the rock outcroppings and eased into the cool water as they motored by them. Darwin became impatient and couldn’t wait for Brody to signal their arrival to the landing he had chosen. She had become increasingly concerned when she noticed the steepness of the banks after they could only navigate by the LED lights. She started to turn around to ask Brody if they were close when he killed the small electric motor and reached for his paddle. The small boat was coming to the river bank quite quickly and she was very relieved to see that their landing site looked to be somewhat manageable. They had discussed the landing and her responsibilities before they had put in. At least there was some footing before the river bank rose and she immediately noticed some vines which she could hold onto to steady herself. When the boat hit the sandy river shore, Darwin carefully stepped across the gunnel to pull the boat closer to terra firma. Gingerly she tested one of the vines with a tug unwilling to give it full confidence but it was enough to assist her from stumbling so that Brody could make his way out of the boat.


    Once they got their footing and tied the boat off, the trespassers climbed a steep bank which was overgrown with river cane and green briars. At the crest of the embankment they peered into an open field and tried to make out lights from the Horton farm. A light mist had begun to form across the floodplain but it didn’t stop the two from stepping into the soybean field. They looked at each other and began to search the soil for artifacts. Brody stepped close to Darwin and whispered “remember to watch the farm from time to time….if you see any lights then we gotta get out of here.” She nodded but returned to searching the ground. From time to time each would stoop down but inevitably it would turn out to be either a flat stone or a wild onion bulb which had deceived them. A coyote howled in the distance causing them both to pause and look at each other. They had been searching the ground for around fifteen minutes when the mist began to thicken. Darwin was the first to notice the mist and it began to unnerve her. She no longer had any interest in the surface hunt but instead stared out beyond the field towards a distant tree line. Brody’s back was to her and only noticed the mist when it became thicker at his feet. He looked up to see Darwin staring off into the distance. He glanced at her impatiently and returned to his search. It wasn’t until he heard a gasp that he stopped and looked up again.


    Brody looked up to see Darwin with a startled look on her face. She had one hand on her forehead peering into the mist. He looked in the same direction and began to make out the shapes that she was seeing. It appeared to be a group of people walking towards them but the mist continued to shroud who they were. Briefly the mist cleared and the figures were no more than fifty yards away. The group was comprised of half naked men. Several were toting long poles that had spear points affixed to one end. Others were carrying long thin, implements that looked very much like prehistoric ceremonial blades. Darwin stepped back and stumbled on a clump of dirt which caused her to land on her backside. Brody started toward her but didn’t have the opportunity as she quickly sprang up from the ground. Brody could easily make out the men’s faces one in particular which contained heavy tattoos across his prominent aquiline nose. Brody’s mouth dropped open in disbelief but quickly regained himself when he heard Darwin scream. One of the members of the group began to break from the rest and made a move in her direction. Brody looked up to see the lights on the farm house come on. Darwin immediately ran towards him. He grabbed her arm and both headed in the direction of where they had tied off the boat. When they reached the brushy slope Darwin lost her balance and fell through the weeds rolling towards the river’s edge. Brody only looked back once and it was when she had tumbled. The stalkers had stopped and were staring at him. One of the members held a lit torch above his head and Brody could clearly make out the piercing eyes that cast hatred for their intrusion.


    He quickly moved through the brush and found a muddied and bleeding Darwin scrambling to untie the boat. “Get in…get in now!” he told her. She got into the front of the boat as Brody stood knee deep in the muddy river water turning the craft downstream. He pulled himself into the boat and almost caused it to capsize but managed to avoid doing so. Brody quickly started the trolling motor which screeched a high pitched wail as he demanded power out of it. Darwin was shaking badly and weeping in the front. He called out to her but she did not look back at him. Brody desperately needed any available light she could provide but did not call to her after his third attempt. After what seemed an eternity, Brody could make out lantern light from someone fishing near the boat ramp. The surprised fisherman stood up from his makeshift seat from a plastic milk crate. He was equally surprised when the john boat arrived at his favorite fishing hole abruptly and the navigator jumped out into the river to pull the boat to the landing.


    Brody pulled the boat past the fisherman who could tell something was wrong. Darwin stepped into the muddy water and began to walk quickly to her jeep. Brody caught up with her and grabbed her arm. “Darwin.. stop for a minute! Are you hurt?” he asked her. She had a large scratch above her left eye but the blood had already dried. Her clothes were still covered in mud and leaves. She jerked his hand off of her arm and screamed at him “Leave me alone Brody! I’m leaving….I’m leaving right now!” He released her arm but continued to match her pace. Darwin stopped and stared at Brody. “What did we just see? Huh? Think you can explain that?” Brody started to speak but was quickly cut off. Darwin’s voice began to quiver as it got higher. “Goddamn you Brody. Why did you take me there? Huh?” she yelled at him. She was about to leave when she stopped again and pointed her finger in his face “That’s it! I’m done. Goddamn this place. Don’t ever.. EVER speak to me again. Got it!!” she screamed as she stormed off to her jeep. Brody watched her get to her jeep and pull from the parking lot.


    He knew he needed to load the boat, drop it off at his neighbor’s house and get home. Darwin was hysterical to be sure. He didn’t know what had happened out in the field. No way to explain it and all he knew was that he needed to get home. Brody stopped before he got down to the fisherman. Standing in the darkness while watching the glow of the lantern he began to think. And panic. “What if she goes to the police? Surely she wouldn’t. I knew I should have gone alone. What the hell was I thinking?” went through his mind like a speeding train. Brody regained his composure and walked toward the light. The fisherman got up from his crate again and asked “Everything alright buddy? That gal seemed upset.” Brody smiled and assured him “She just got spooked. You know…being on the river when it got dark. She’ll be alright.” The fisherman nodded and went back to his fishing hoping the man would not ask him to help load the boat. Brody backed up the Toyota and slid the boat onto the trailer. He left without saying goodbye to the lonely fisherman. He hoped he had left an impression on him that it was just a woman who had no place being on the river.


    When Brody unhitched the trailer at the Tabor’s he did so as quickly as possible. Jimmy was coming out of his back door to greet Brody but he waved his goodbye and got in the Toyota. He could always explain why he didn’t stay and talk to him later. He put that behind him as he drove home. The lights were lit on his front porch and once again panic began to set in. “What was I thinking? Would Lacy see through him? Would Darwin call Lacy and tell her that they had snuck onto the Horton property?” he asked himself. Brody put these questions away as he took a deep breath and tried to calm himself down. He vowed never to do anything so stupid again. Never to risk everything so dear to him for a lousy site that nobody cares about. Lacy was sitting on the sofa and greeted him when he walked in the door. “Hey sweetie I’m glad you’re home I was beginning to wonder. How was the collection in Calhoun?” she asked. He smiled and explained that it didn’t pan out. He kept it brief but mentioned something along the lines that the family decided to keep the artifacts for their children. He sat down with her on the sofa but declined any dinner telling her that he was tired and didn’t feel very well. Lacy was concerned and told him to get a hot shower and she would come to bed shortly. After his shower he lay in the bed and closed his eyes. He whispered to himself “I’ve got to let this go. I’ve got to put this behind me.” His wife came into the bedroom and asked “Did you say something Paul?” Her husband closed his eyes again and said “No honey. Come to bed.” He was asleep within minutes.


    Chapter Nine


    Brody arose the next morning with a ravenous hunger for breakfast. “Maybe today I can do something right” he thought in the shower. It wasn’t until he dressed that he realized it was Friday. He had put on some comfortable jeans thinking that it was Friday. Brody started to change clothes that would be acceptable at the museum but decided that he wanted to call in sick today. “I haven’t been out in sometime and it’s just not in me to go there today” he reasoned to himself. A sense of relief came over him but it lasted only a moment before his thoughts turned to Darwin. What would she do? Would she even return to the museum? He lingered in the bathroom on the verge of having a full blown panic attack before he finally calmed himself down to have breakfast with Lacy. When he walked into the dining room, his wife was all smiles and greeted him warmly. “Well hello there sleepy head!” were her words as she offered him up a plate of pancakes. Brody managed a smile and asked her “How long have you been up?” She looked at the clock and said “oh sometime around 6:30 I suppose. I’ve got to go into town for a library function this morning. You remember me telling you about it don’t you? It’s a planning committee for exhibit ideas.” He did vaguely remember her telling him earlier in the week. Brody’s face appeared to be frowning but he was actually lost in thought when his wife brought him out of his day dream. “You don’t need me for anything do you hon?” she asked. “No…no I just was trying to remember….” His voice trailed off. Lacy didn’t take any offense since she knew her husband was wont to keeping too many thoughts in his head at once. His wife stopped and looked at him “Sweetie are you feeling ok? I thought you would be getting dressed for work.” Paul shook his head. “I’m going in a little late today. I’ve got some notes I want to look at before going in.” She patted him on the back and said “Ok…well sit down and enjoy your breakfast. I’ve got to get ready. I’ll be back sometime in the early afternoon.” She walked in the direction of the bedroom and left him to his pancakes.


    Brody was sitting on the porch swing when his wife bid him good bye. As she was pulling out of the driveway, Brody began to concentrate on all the possibilities of last night’s disaster. He was certain he could feel his blood pressure rising. Brody also became convinced that Lacy would find out and he had no way to explain to her why he acted so impulsive. Brody realized too that he had jeopardized everything his wife and he had worked so hard for in life. It also began to sink in that he had thrown all his ethics in anthropology out of the window. And he had convinced Darwin to be part of this scheme. It had been a criminally stupid scheme that could have gotten both of them either arrested or hurt. Brody could not believe how eternally foolish he had been to compromise both himself and Darwin. He took his work in anthropology very seriously up until now. Should he go ahead and tell Lacy or wait and see what happens on Monday? If Darwin refuses to go back to the museum, there will surely be consequences and questions from Barbara Peabody. She had specifically told him that any more involvement with the Horton property would result in his termination from the museum. “Christ Jesus what have I done?” he thought to himself. Paul Brody also made a promise to himself that if this mess managed to clear itself up he would turn his back on anything having to do with Horton’s Bend.


    When Lacy pulled from the driveway, Jeanie King was also leaving her home that morning. She too had gotten up early that morning preparing what she knew she had to do this particular morning. She had no profound guilt for not having done it earlier as she had put her faith in the Lord and the Lord had answered her. While having her morning coffee, Jeanie considered all the possibilities but could not imagine where they might lead. She had always been a spiritual person in tune with nature. Her beliefs were something she had instilled in both of her boys but she knew deep down that Ronnie had probably benefited from her convictions more than J.W. Ronnie should have gotten a better education but like her he was a determined sort. Their father had been the same way in willing to sacrifice for the good of others. She was not ashamed that Ronnie had not received a higher education but had resigned herself to the fact that she and he had done the best that they could.


    Jeanie had made her preparations for the contents of the box and gave careful thought to what she was going to say. It was most important to handle this situation delicately. She was asking a lot and would understand if the task could not be completed. There are no guarantees in life and this was certainly a fine example of the lack of sureties in this fragile journey. Still she would be persistent and hope for the best. It was her only hope left.


    Meanwhile, Brody calmed down and walked around his yard wondering what he would do with himself the rest of the day. He knew for sure that it would be a long weekend of worry. After a while he was able to take his mind off the debacle by weeding Lacy’s flower bed and looking for further chores to keep him busy. As he walked to the shed in the back yard, he heard a vehicle turn in his driveway. Brody half recognized the vehicle until it got closer and recognized the driver. Jeanie King? “Oh god” he thought “I’m not sure if I can handle another thrashing.” The pickup truck pulled up alongside his Toyota and the driver gave him a small wave and a smile. Brody managed a wave and a smile in return but remained confused to the purpose of her visit. Jeanie got out of the truck and looked back in the cab to check on its contents before she walked towards the archaeologist.


    “Mr. Brody I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time.” Jeanie asked. Paul immediately assured her that she had not. “No Mrs. King. I was just doing some yard work. How have you been?” he asked. The old woman did not appear as defiant as their last visit but instead had a look of almost defeat. She smiled again and said “Please Mr. Brody….call me Jeanie. Everyone else does.” Brody nodded and said “Thank you and please call me Paul.” Brody felt an uncomfortable brief silence and decided to make amends for the last meeting. “Jeanie…..I want to apologize to you for bothering you last time. I shouldn’t have intruded and promise you that I won’t….” Jeanie King held up her hand and stopped Brody from speaking. “Listen Mr. Brody….I mean Paul. That’s why I’m here. I need to talk to you about Horton’s Bend.” Brody immediately recognized that this was a difficult moment for her and offered Jeanie a seat on the porch. “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked. “No Paul…..I’m not thirsty but I do need your help.” The woman looked at him with tired eyes and began to speak. “You know about both of my boys and the tragedy. I know they were at Horton’s Bend that night. Five years ago my Ronnie disappeared and it’s a miracle that J.W. made it home. I’ll never know what happened but I know or at least I think I know what they may have found up there.” Paul was stunned and didn’t know what to say but he had to try. “Jeanie what can I do to help?” She composed herself again and spoke.“You asked to see some artifacts from Horton’s Bend. I need for you to look at something the boys found. I think….I know what they found was important but you need to know something else. It’s about the Horton’s. They’re good people. Some think them a little strange but it’s just that they’re protective. I don’t know much about them but all the old timers around here know to leave them alone”. Brody had a chill run down his spine. What was this sad woman talking about? He was about to ask when Jeanie reached over and grabbed his hand. “Paul….I need to ask you a favor. I need you to go to Horton’s Bend.”


    Chapter 10


    Commissioner Banner sat in a conference room with Roger Curtis on Friday morning. Geologic maps lay beside blueprints some of which were at least two inches thick. The two men had met one hour earlier but had not spoken to any length since each had a number of phone calls they needed to make. Review of the paper work had also gotten in the way. Banner got up to get a cup of coffee and asked his companion if he wanted a cup. “No thank you sir” he replied. Banner sat back down and looked over at Curtis. “I think the situation is under control and we’re ready to put this project into play” he said. Earlier that morning Banner had summoned Curtis into his office. The commissioner began to lay out a project that was in the works for the county but became somewhat vague when he mentioned any specifics. Curtis couldn’t help but feel he was moving up in the county’s caste system by the way the man seemed to exude this new found trust. “Commissioner I can’t find any problems that can’t be corrected by the engineers. My background in this only goes so far but do you think we can get off to a smooth start?” Curtis asked. Banner gave the younger man a confident nod. “Steve Price is sitting with Gary Marcus as we speak. Papers will be served to the Horton’s and imminent domain will take effect by Saturday night. The newspaper will continue to provide coverage as we feed it to them…our side of the story that is.” Curtis nodded and felt better. He had worried there might be a hitch and then the metro media would get wind and a dozen different scenarios swirled in his head. “Don’t worry Roger….that family has been warned. Moving day is coming and there is nothing going to get in the way of this project. This project is very important to the county but we have to be smart about this. You know the old saying “loose lips sink ships” so we have to keep it quiet.” Banner got up and stretched and then looked at his watch. “Roger…..I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes but I’ve got a special job for you and Ragland.” Curtis stood up and looked at his boss. Banner laid out his needs, “I want you and Robert to go out to Horton’s Bend tonight and Saturday night to do surveillance. Do not approach the Horton family. I would rather you both sit in your car during the night and keep an eye out. No county vehicles either ok? Move your vehicle from time to time and just report back to me if you see any movement out at the farm.” Curtis nodded and took out his phone to contact Ragland. “Wait just a minute. Is Ragland going to be a pain in the ass with questions” he asked. Curtis shook his head and said “I don’t think so sir. He may be suspicious about the late evening and night work but I won’t say anymore than I have to.” The commissioner nodded gravely. “Good. This will be important for your growth too Roger. The county needs good men who can be trusted.” Curtis beamed and stepped out of his boss’ way. As Banner was about to leave he walked back over to Curtis. “Roger, I’m going to have a gentleman named Steve Price in the area too. He’s going to be your boss so do exactly as he says to do. And be sure to let me know if you see anything. This is simply a county matter involving an involuntary eviction but I want it handled quietly. Our local legal eagle, Gary Marcus, will have the papers served shortly and I’m not taking any chances. The last thing I want to see is some advocacy group show up to protest and get the media involved. When you contact Ragland go on home and get some rest. It’s gonna be a lousy night but we need this so I’m depending on you.” The commissioner wanted to be damn sure there was no mistake in what needed to be accomplished this weekend. “Yessir I understand” Curtis replied. The commissioner reached over to his desk and handed his new aid maps to direct him to the Horton farm. “These should be studied and then destroyed” he said to Curtis. “I’ve got another meeting so we’ll talk again soon” Banner said before he left the room. Curtis sighed as he began to rethink his entire weekend schedule. Over his initial disappointment, Roger Curtis smirked and started dialing his cell to ruin Robert’s weekend too.


    Steve Price received his bad news but didn’t tell Gary Marcus about his weekend plans. Marcus was on the phone with a sheriff’s deputy who confirmed that he would serve the eviction papers promptly. Price shook hands with the lawyer and decided he would cut his day short too. “Better get some rest” he thought as he got into his Mercedes. As he drove home, he began thinking about the Horton’s. “Poor saps” he said over the din of his radio. He sympathized briefly but then got into a dark mood. What if they cause a stink? They better not! That was the last thing this project needed. The paper would stay out of the way but the Atlanta muckrakers would have a field day. The local rag would report an increase in the availability of local work, a decrease in water rates, and how the county is on the road to financial stability. It would work out. He just knew it would.


    The sheriff’s deputy, Marvin Talley, and his fellow officer, Bill Mason, delivered the papers to the Horton’s. They were old pros at this but neither ever enjoyed the eviction process. Silently each wondered if kids were involved. That aspect was never easy to swallow. When they arrived at the farm, an old man and an old woman were idly standing in their yard. No protest was made. They simply accepted the papers without a single question. The husband and wife’s facial expressions never changed. Nothing was said by either one of them. “You both understand what I have just explained?” Talley asked. Both nodded in unison but exchanged no words. An odd wind blew up as the officers began to get into their patrol car. It wasn’t an incoming storm but it seemed to come out of nowhere. Dust flew across the nearby row crops and then suddenly stopped when they got back onto the paved road. While very little was said back at the farm, Talley and Mason had plenty to talk about on the way back into town. What had happened back there? Both of them described an odd feeling out at that farm. And why had those two acted as strange as they had? It was almost as if the old farmers had been expecting them. Their stares had bored through the men and then that strange wind. Neither mentioned the eviction to anyone back at the police station. Both men remained quiet even after the events that followed that weekend.


    After the sheriff’s deputies left, the old couple stood in the yard and stared off in the distance. Horton’s wife looked at her husband with worry. He smiled and put his arm around her and guided her to the house.


    Chapter 11


    Jeanie got up from her seat on the porch and walked to her pickup truck. “Maybe….maybe” was her only thought. Brody started to follow her but she reached inside the cab of the truck and retrieved a rectangular box that looked like a plant press with its wooden lattice strips and cardboard. Jeanie walked back up the steps and looked at the archaeologist. “Paul …can we go inside? I want you to look at something.” He opened the door and allowed her to walk inside. Jeanie walked towards the dining room table and Paul quickly cut on an overhead light. The old woman carefully opened up the bundle but slowed to look over at Paul before revealing its contents. Mrs. King looked over at Paul in a most serious fashion. “What I’m about to show you is something that I’ve had for five years now. I want you to assure me that you won’t mention this to anyone. Ever. Will you do that for me Paul?” He nodded and wondered what he had just promised. She opened the last sleeve to reveal a small copper plate measuring approximately 12” x 12”. Brody didn’t gasp but had to take a double at what he was looking at.


    The copper plate was repousse with ornamental designs including what appeared to be a pig and a Catholic friar. The images were not disturbing but they concerned him. It was the interaction between the two that seemed unnatural. Was this real? The symbolism was like nothing he had ever seen before. This couldn’t be a fake. Many of the symbols were becoming familiar to him now. They were representative of prehistoric iconography but still there existed a clash of sorts. The friar and the mammal were post European contact ideas which indicated European contact with native groups. But yet there was something else that didn’t quite fit. The religious motifs were consistent with those recognized in the southeastern U.S. but the other symbols were not supposed to be associated with these types of imagery. At least the previous regional studies never indicated a presence of such opposing and conflicting patterns. Nonetheless the copper plate had the right patina. The green tarnish looked correct. Brody realized Jeanie was staring at him. He looked at her “Jeanie where did you get this?” She spoke carefully. “Paul this came from Horton’s Bend. My boy J.W. was clutching it when he came home.” Brody noticed she was struggling with her composure. She continued “I’ve never shown it to anyone. I lost both of my children that night and this….this artifact has something to do with it.” Paul glanced back at the plate and then turned his attention back to Mrs. King. “Paul…I have struggled with life the past five years and last night I had a dream. Something told me what I must do but I can’t do it. Not myself. I….I need help. I want you to take this back to Horton’s Bend.” Brody started to interrupt but the old woman held up her hand to finish. “Paul….I can’t take it there. I’m too old. Will you do this for me? It belongs back in the Horton ground and I need closure for my boys”.


    Paul Brody was not stunned. He was numb. If anything he could be described as mortified. Brody felt the old woman’s anguish and wanted to help her but in the back of his mind a single word rang out: betrayal. No more than just minutes before Jeanie had arrived he had promised himself to wash his hands of this mess. It was a betrayal of everything all over again. To put his wife and his job in jeopardy again was clearly an act of insanity but yet he looked into the clear blue eyes of Jeanie and something changed him. Instantly he fought back the desire to help the woman. Brody stepped away from her in an attempt to defy the feelings he was having. He couldn’t face her and looked off into the distance. Jeanie stood silent and still. Her mind was serene. She could do no more if this man was unwilling to help her. While betrayal filled Brody’s mind, Jeanie’s thoughts were placid. Her faith had led her to this point and she was not a woman to forsake the assurance that she had in the Lord. Jeanie looked into the sunshine and breathed in and out. Over and over she repeated silently to herself “Thy will be done”. The sunshine created a white blinding light not unknown to those who have been through a near death experience. Jeanie’s second epiphany of the day was as blissful as the first.


    While standing in his own house, Brody’s state of mind became a growing storm with torrents of thoughts that frightened him to the core. “There is no way I’m going back on the Horton property” he thought over and over. Furious he looked over in Jeanie’s direction but she seemed to be in some type of hypnotic trance. Brody started to walk to her. The storm was turning into a violent squall and he so desperately wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her. “Wake up!” his mind demanded but the gale winds subsided and Brody calmed himself. Did he really want to help Jeanie King out this much? What would be accomplished other than artifacts being returned? The Horton’s were strange people and they might call the police if he were caught. Hell they might shoot him and then call the police. Brody was at an impasse of a million questions. None of the answers satisfied a single damn question he had either but it didn’t seem to stop him. Every hurdle soon had a detour and he couldn’t understand why he had a sudden desire to help this woman. He found his thoughts mulling over possibilities. “It would have to be this weekend….tonight” was his first thought. What about Lacy? He couldn’t bear to lie to her again. Should he tell her? Tell her what? “Oh honey by the way…..I’m going over to Horton’s Bend to return some burial goods that were stolen five years ago….oh and I guess that it will have to be at night since I need to trespass?” Insanity. Pure insanity was all it was. She would leave him that night. Lacy would leave and divorce him. This he knew and had no question about it. Not to mention the fact that he could be arrested. “And how am I going to get a boat to go upriver?” his mind almost screamed. What about his neighbor Jimmy Tabor? He had already seemed offish to his friend last time. What about Darwin? If she has made up her mind then another storm will rise up on Monday but there was time to resolve that. His mind reverted back to the river. An excursion by boat just won’t work. His trespass would have to be accessed through the property. Brody began to look up at the sun. He did not feel serene but rather compelled. “I can do this and not worry Lacy” he reasoned to himself. It was at this moment that he realized that he was talking to himself out loud. He looked away from the sky and over at his accomplice. Jeanie King was no long looking at the sun but staring straight at him with those pale blue eyes. He woke from his dream sleep and walked towards her. Paul Brody suddenly had an epiphany of his own.


    Chapter 12


    At five o’clock on that Friday, a Volvo station wagon pulled to a stop just beyond a bridge crossing an unnamed creek near Samuel Horton’s property. Robert Ragland sat in the passenger side of the car and silently gave thanks that Roger Curtis at least chose a shady spot to park. Ragland was not pleased to be spending his Friday evening doing some type of surveillance on something that Curtis was impossibly vague about. This was the second time he had been asked to sit out here in the boonies and he saw no real rhyme or reason for it. The last time Curtis seemed pleased to see some fellow driving an ancient SUV onto the nearby farm. If it’s trespassing then why don’t the local authorities handle this? Ragland began to glance through the day’s newspaper for the second time and wished he had brought along a novel that he had just started. Curtis remained silent for the first hour and on occasion glanced around. Abruptly he started the Volvo and drove for fifteen minutes before choosing another spot to park. Within a short amount of time, a resident of the area had stopped once to ask them if they needed some help. It happened to be a nosy woman with three small children piled into the front of an old rusty Ford pickup. Ragland never said a word and let Curtis explain why two men just happened to park in their quiet little neck of the woods. Even the kids seemed nosy spying over the rim of the door. After the woman left them, Curtis began to make a little conversation for the first time. “We’ll go get some lunch up at the diner near the crossroads shortly” he said. Before Ragland could add anything Curtis had more to say. “But we can’t eat there. We need to come on back so make sure you get a bathroom break in if you need it.” Ragland sighed and returned to his paper but it didn’t go unnoticed by Curtis. “Look Robert…..I didn’t want this either. The commissioner asked us to do it and I don’t think either of us are in any financial situation to have to look for another job.” Ragland looked over at his companion and nodded. Curtis continued “Bob…..I’ll tell you what. We’ll get the dinner. Come back and then take another break around 8pm. Maybe go to a convenience store for a soft drink. We’ll come back and stay till around 12 midnight. There’s another guy who’s gonna be checking around this area tonight. I know he’s close to Banner so he’s checking up on us too. If we see him we’ll look like we’re doing our job and maybe he’ll leave us the hell alone. Either way we’re going to have to ride back through here several times before 12’oclock tomorrow before we come back and do it all over again on Saturday night.” Ragland acknowledged the man’s attempt to explain away this shitty after hours work and appreciated it. “I understand Roger. How ‘bout we take a nap in shifts once it gets dark?” Curtis nodded and agreed. “Sounds good…..let’s go get a hamburger” he said as he started the Volvo.


    While the men were discussing their dinner plans, Brody greeted his wife who had stayed in town later than she thought. “Whew honey! This day has just flown by” she said as she hugged him. She looked at her watch and cocked her head. “You’re home a little early.” Brody wasn’t about to catch himself in any lies today. “I called in. Told them I was feeling achy and just couldn’t make it in today. I’ve enjoyed myself just working around here in the yard. And I made us some dinner!’ he beamed. Lacy perked up at the thought of not having to spend any time in the kitchen and her husband knew that he had hit a homerun. Brody knew that he still had to finish the game and decided to speak to her before they sat down to eat. As they walked into the house he announced to her “You know I had a unexpected visitor here today”. His wife looked faintly surprised and asked “Really? Who’s that?” Brody scratched his head and told her. “It was Jeanie King. She came out to ask me a favor.” Initially Brody could tell when he said the woman’s name that Lacy was irritated but her face relaxed and became curious. “She asked me to help her around her house with a few chores. I was surprised since I know how country people can be proud but I told her I would be glad to do it”. Lacy shrugged and said “Well I think that’s awfully nice of you. Seems strange since we haven’t had a social visit from her but…..”she trailed off. Lacy turned to him and suddenly offered help. “Hey Paul I can come over and help out. She’d probably appreciate the female companionship!” Lacy was so enthusiastic that Brody had to think quickly. “No honey…I’m not planning on being there too long. Gonna tar up one of the gutters and move some things in her yard. She wants me to come around 5pm tomorrow since she has to run to town in the morning.” Lacy didn’t seem disappointed but he could tell she felt that it all seemed a little odd especially coming from the ever distant Mrs. King. Brody changed the subject to dinner and began to lay out the salad and grilled chicken that he had prepared earlier.


    During dinner they chatted about her day and the exhibit plans the library had in mind. Brody let his wife carry the most of their conversations but was careful not to seem too distracted. It had been a full day and there was much to think about. After Mrs. King left, Brody knew that he had to call his work to explain his absence. He was lucky enough to avoid Mrs. Peabody and get her assistant to let the museum know that he would not be in today. He explained that he wasn’t feeling well and wanted to take some time to rest. Brody had also accomplished other fence mending that day. After some careful consideration he decided to call Darwin. She had answered her phone in a very terse manner but did take the time to speak to him. “Darwin I just wanted to apologize and let you know that it was a big mistake going out there. I shouldn’t have put you into that situation and I….”Darwin quickly cut him off but was understanding. “Paul….it’s alright. I’m at the museum in the lab right now. What happened out there was a mistake. I wish I had never gotten into the boat but it’s done and I hope you are done with it” she said. Brody started to speak again but instead let his assistant speak.


    Darwin sighed and continued “Paul I don’t know what I saw out there. I don’t know what you saw out there. Maybe it was my nerves but something was out in that flood plain and I’m going to do everything I can to forget about it. Some things just can’t be explained. Look..here’s the deal. I’m not leaving the museum. I’m going to finish up my work just as I said I would. I only have a few more weeks so don’t worry. We’re good.” Brody muttered thank you and waited for her to speak again. “Paul I just have a few other things to say. I won’t bring this up again. Ever. Whatever was out there shook me up so that’s that. The other thing is….well……..you need to let this go. Don’t go back there Paul. Just stay the hell out of Horton’s Bend. Think of yourself. But mainly think of Lacy. Something’s out there alright. But you don’t need to find it. Nobody does. It needs to stay where it is. Just let this go. OK?” Brody agreed to her wishes but felt himself reverting back to his lying ways. How could he tell her what his plans for tonight involved? Brody realized he was grateful for her loyalty but knew he could tie up the loose ends tonight and walk away. He knew within his heart that he may never be satisfied knowing what lay beneath the soil but it was not worth the risk. He promised to see her Monday to finish the inventory as quickly as possible so that Darwin could make her future plans become concrete. Brody’s lies to Darwin caused him to think of other lies that he might have committed that day.


    They weren’t really lies. Brody simply didn’t divulge his and Darwin’s visit to Horton’s Bend to Jeanie. He didn’t see any reason and she had been the one coming out and stunning him with her request. It was all too much to absorb any more. The one sure thing he did know was that it was almost behind him. His thoughts began to center on Mrs. King’s visit and a plan that they conceived for Saturday night. Brody would arrive at Jeanie’s house and wait until close to sunset. At near dark, he would hide in the cab of her truck and she would drive him out to the Horton place. Brody would slip out of the vehicle with the plate and walk down onto the river’s flood plain. He didn’t know what he would do with it once he got there. Probably get the hell out as quick as possible. He knew he wasn’t going to cover it up. At least not with a shovel. Brody had no regrets about the upcoming trip to Horton’s Bend but he did have mixed feelings in wishing that at least he should photograph the copper plate. It was just the archaeologist in him but he was slowly letting it go. All of it.


    Chapter 13


    Brody slept very little Friday night. He and Lacy enjoyed a foreign film on the IFC channel and found himself getting sleepy around 10pm. They said their goodnights but Brody continued to stare at the ceiling until well after 1am. He caught himself exhaling somewhat loudly and stopped as to not disturb his wife. No sense rousing in suspicion in Lacy. Not when so much rode on her trust. His days of betrayal would soon be behind him once he carried out this last act of attrition. It seemed bordering on a crusade. Lingering doubts rose and upset him once again. Why in the world is he doing this for the old woman? He owed nothing to Jeanne King. He was sorry for her losses but all of that was before he even moved into this area. He had heard of her oldest son through local collectors who had great admiration for his interest in the local history. The youngest son, J.W., was rarely mentioned by the collectors and it was mere happenstance that he found out the young man was in a coma. Brody certainly felt for her troubles but could do very little to help that situation. He suspected that a nursing home or convalescent center lay in his future. Brody shifted the pillows again to feel the cool side of the pillow. Short of getting up to watch some late night television he didn’t think he would ever fall into slumber. It eventually came though just as it does to everyone.


    As Brody finally found rest, Ragland and Curtis were making their way to their own humble abodes. Each had a stomach ache from the onions on some chili dogs that had eaten earlier. Neither man was used to “stake out” food as Ragland called it. Ragland was the most relieved of the two in their ability to go home since Curtis was about to change his mind when a dark SUV had pulled next to theirs around 11pm. It was Steve Price who decided to check up on them. He explained that he had ridden out earlier and could not find them parked anywhere. Curtis admitted that they had ridden to the store to get a quick bite to eat and that they had returned as quickly as possible. Price did indeed feel some compassion for these two but neither could tell it on his face. He was curt and to the point when speaking to them but told the weary spies to go home and get some rest. He would finish out the night and keep an eye on things. “Be rested and prepared for Saturday night. I’ll be in and out too. Go home. This will be over soon” he told them before he drove away.


    Jeannie King checked on J.W. before turning in that night. She had enjoyed a cup of coffee on her front porch earlier while watching the full moon rise. It had been a quiet night for her. She had done something that she hadn’t done in a long time. Jeanie had gone through boxes of Ronnie’s things that were kept in the back bedroom. In the past it had normally been a very painful experience but tonight it had only brought about joyful memories and she was glad that she had done it. She was proud of her two sons. Why shouldn’t she be? Both had been strong boys who helped their mother. They were not one to shun duties and lay about in bed all day acting like a door hinge. She had known of many sorry men who turned from one side of the bed only willing to sleep and then turn over asking for a meal. Door hinges. It was disgraceful to know how some folks had been brought up only to find the devil’s path of sloth. Things had not turned out as she had planned for either of her sons but old matters could be soon be put to rest.


    While Jeannie King enjoyed her coffee, Barbara Peabody took pleasure in what she considered a sublime evening. A small group of socialites had gathered at the home of Anderson Bloodworth to celebrate a small historical novelette that had just been published by the patriarch of the family. Anderson’s work, entitled A Brief History of the Garrison Earthworks, detailed a minor historical event in which the Confederates in the area utilized an abandoned earthwork to their advantage to escape from their Union counterparts. Bloodworth was quite knowledgeable about the county’s history. He was never known to turn down any speaking engagement as Andy did love the podium. His wife, Ester, never turned down the opportunity to throw some type of soiree whenever Anderson had any type of achievement historical or otherwise. Couples danced to the strains of Chopin and the champagne was plentiful. “What a delightful evening” was tonight’s mantra for the Lady Peabody to whomever she encountered.


    Barbara stood admiring an Aalto vase, which had been placed oh so conspicuously on the mantle, a few ladies drifted in her direction. The trio, which included Shelby Carmichael, Susan Josephine and Maryann Tucker, were ever present at these affairs and always traveled in a pack. This was the reason some of the other ladies often joked that they were the “Capitoline Wolves” behind their backs. As the pack approached, Shelby was the first to speak. “Why Barbara I must say that ensemble you are wearing is most lovely. Have we seen that before?” she asked. Mrs. Josephine quickly cut her eyes toward the younger Maryann to acknowledge that the game was underfoot. Mrs. Tucker’s eyes never wavered but instead murmured “Most fetching, indeed.” The museum director had been played by these three before and gently threw her head back and laughed. “No dearest. I felt the need for something befitting Anderson’s newest diatribe” came her clever response. It was a lie since she had worn the dress six months earlier at a symphony benefit. Barbara attempted to change the subject with her ubiquitous “What a delightful evening” and was met with a unanimous ‘tis true’ by the ladies. Barbara was just about to comment on the nearby Finnish vase when Shelby interrupted her with a question. “Barbara how is your little museum these days?” Dame Peabody’s blood pressure began to rise. ‘Little museum’ indeed! “In the pink darling….in the pink” she said as she smiled. Thinking that would satisfy the group was Barbara’s misjudgment and one she would regret the rest of the evening. This was due to Maryanne Tucker’s mouse like voice leading the conversation down a path that Barbara did not care to travel. “Well Barbara we all know that your depository is a local landmark and is “sine qua non” to our little hamlet. I think you’re most lucky to have our fearless commissioner in your pocket.” At that moment Shelby smiled her Cheshire grin and said “Or is it the other way around?” This quickly brought an amused laughter from her fellow shit stirrers and thus brought another spike in Barbara’s blood pressure.


    Barbara Peabody did not stomp off in a fury but simply smiled and decided to wait to see if they might feel uncomfortable by her lack of retort. The ladies briefly kept eye contact with her but then began to look around the room for any future lambs that might be preyed upon. Barbara’s pride could not contain herself so she chose to strike before they moved on to their next kill. “Ladies I’m sure you’re aware that the museum is a non-profit entity and our generous donations keep the lights on so I’m not sure by what you mean regarding Herschel Banner’s role in sustaining our operations.” Shelby had forgotten Mrs. Peabody was even present and knew a challenge when she heard one. “Oh Barbara we know the museum does nicely but we couldn’t help but hear from Ester that Herschel has a special place in his heart for the museum but that he can be controlling at times. What was he talking about earlier Susan? Something having to do with that wretched little part of our fair county called Horton’s Bend being off limits to the museum?” Mrs. Josephine smiled and nodded in agreement. “We all have to live within our means and do what we have to do in such times as these.” Shelby moved her hand around the room as she said this. Barbara simply smiled and said “you’re quite right” as she walked away.


    Barbara stood in another part of the room deciding what she wanted to do. She felt exhausted from the combative conversation with the ladies. And her ankles were throbbing from standing so long. Horton’s Bend? What in the hell did that have to do with anything? And what did Ester Bloodworth know anyway? Barbara had never even seen this part of the county and yet it had been the impetus of what was now becoming a full blown migraine. Excusing herself from some guests, excluding the hosts, she decided to gather her sweater and go home for the evening. Her exhaustion left her unable to remember the antonym of sublime as she drove home.


    Steve Price got into his bed around 3am Saturday morning. He had seen no unusual traffic and wished that he had gone home shortly after the two county employees drove away. While he didn’t see any vehicles enter or leave the Horton farm, Price did notice an unusual greenish glow near the river around 1am. The night had turned somewhat foggy around that time but cleared up shortly. He chalked it off to the lantern glow of someone fishing the Oostanaula at an ungodly hour.


    Chapter 14


    When Paul Brody woke Saturday morning, he could hear his wife in the kitchen. He decided not to get out of bed just yet but rather lie there and listen to the sounds she was making. Pans rattled and the oven door was opened and closed several times. Brody really wasn’t hungry but knew he would be within the next hour. He re-stuffed his pillows and stretched his legs to pass the time. Once, he feigned sleeping while Lacy passed through the bedroom to go to the bathroom. Brody didn’t feel especially anxious but did force his mind to concentrate on anything other than his plans this evening. He stared out of the window and could hear birds chirping in the yard. The sunshine was fairly bright and he assumed it must be around 8:30am or so. Finally he sat up in bed and came to the conclusion that he would start moving around in another ten minutes or so.


    Brody quietly went into the closet and found a pair of blue jeans and t-shirt to wear. After putting on some socks he slipped into a pair of Converse hi-tops and walked into the dining room. Lacy looked up from the day’s newspaper and smiled. “I was just about to come wake you up. Good morning” she said. Brody smiled and came over to give her a hug. “Smells wonderful. Have you already eaten?” he asked. “Oh I nibbled on a few things. Go ahead and sit down. I’ll make you a plate.” Brody did as instructed and reached for the paper. The headline read “Local Commissioners Meeting Again Next Week”. The article underneath was vague about what they were convening for so he moved on to the second page. Lacy put his plate on the table and he sat the paper over to the side. The smell of the freshly buttered biscuits and grits brought on his hunger with a relish. Lacy sat down and watched her husband eat his breakfast. Brody finished eating and wiped his mouth. “What do you have planned for today hon?” he asked. “Oh I don’t know. Hang out here with you till noon I guess and then maybe go over to that nursery near the bypass. I heard they are having a plant sale so I thought I would check it out. I’m still looking for that ginko tree that you wanted.” He smiled again and told her not to worry about it too much. She looked up at him and asked “Do you want to come with me?”Brody shrugged and told her “I think I’ll hang around here. I may not be home this afternoon since I still plan on going to help out Mrs. King”. Lacy put her arms around her husband’s shoulders “C’mon Paul…..take a ride with me. It’ll be fun.”Brody decided he shouldn’t be a stick in the mud today. Nothing good would come from sitting at the house and thinking of the afternoon’s delinquency that he had planned. “Sounds good” he grinned “but let me have just one more of those wonderful biscuits!”


    Boyd’s Nursery did indeed have a sale going on but most of the plants and shrubs were not what the Brody’s were looking for to plant in their yard. Paul did manage to find a small ginko tree but didn’t say anything to Lacy about it. His wife was having a great time telling him about certain plants that she used to see at her grandparent’s house when she was a child. Lacy was not an inobservant woman and soon spotted the Japanese plant in the corner of the nursery. While not on sale that particular day, she quietly excused herself and did a little bargaining with the owner. When she and Paul returned to his Land Cruiser, he spotted the small tree in the back seat. “Ah you little witch…..I didn’t think you spotted it!” he told her. “I love the yellow leaves in the fall too baby and it’ll be something we can watch grow well into our old age.” Brody stopped, grabbed his wife and gave her a loving kiss in the parking lot. “I love you Lacy” he told her. She patted him on the back and said “C’mon baby. You got some diggin’ to do!”


    After lunch, Brody consulted with Lacy on a nice spot in the yard for the newest topiary. A hole was dug, partially filled with potting soil, and the new tree was given a new home. They chose a location where they would be able to look upon it from their porch. Many considered the ginko to be a desirable plant since it is beneficial to the human brain. Lacy joked with her husband as he tamped the dirt around the tree. “Now don’t you feel smarter?” she kidded him. He put his arm around her and walked her to the house. “Honey…..when I’m around you I need all the help I can get!” She laughed and assured him not to forget that salient point either. The two sat on the porch having lemonade when the phone rang. Lacy got up and went inside to answer it.


    When his wife returned she had her pocketbook in her hand and a light sweater. “Where are you off too?” he asked. “Melinda Wilkins had her baby this morning and I thought I would go visit for a while. I won’t be long and I hope you won’t either.” Brody’s mind had completely forgotten his promise to Mrs. King due to having so much fun with his wife. “Honey, be sure to watch the weather this afternoon. There’s supposed to be a front moving in and I don’t want ya’ll to get caught up in any weather if ya’ll are working outside”. He promised to do so and kissed her goodbye. It was almost 3pm and he still had a little time on his hands before going over to the King farm. Smiling at the little ginko tree in his yard, he decided to walk to the mailbox and see if anything had come today. The mail provided little interest to him so Brody decided to sit on the porch and do something he had little time for lately: relax.


    Just 15 miles north of the Brody residence sat two men who once again were anxious to have the weekend pass. The only movement they had seen during the afternoon was old man Horton taking his tractor into the fields. Robert Ragland was a little happier since Roger Curtis was at least somewhat talkative today. The two commiserated about the assignment for the first hour. Ragland didn’t have a clue that he was a chump. Curtis lied and told him that he had been on assignments like this before. He reasoned to his associate that the commissioners felt that they were needed in the community and that without them the entire infrastructure would fall apart. They were just a bunch of old men but old men that held power nonetheless. “I don’t like being at their bid and call either Robert” he explained “but I’m just like you. When we got the mortgage and the kids and the car payment….well sometimes we just have to tow the line.” Ragland felt better after their conversation. They were just cogs after all. Every municipality had its bureaucratic bullshit and he knew he would never rise up any of those ladders. “Think we’ll see that guy Price today?” Ragland asked Curtis. “No telling. He’s one of those guys who is close to the commissioners so he’d be sure to report us missing if we didn’t have a presence.” Ragland had thought ahead on this trip and had brought along some reading material and a small pillow. He tucked the pillow behind his head and began reading an article in the paper. Curtis almost made a comment about the pillow when Robert got into the sedan but realized he would just be a hypocrite since he didn’t think of it himself. As the sun began to set, the two men decided to run to the diner. Both of them didn’t want to be hounded by Steve Price for not being around as they said they would be.


    


    Chapter 15


    Brody picked up his backpack to take along with him. It held a flashlight, a headlamp, a compact 9mm pistol and his cell phone. The handgun was an afterthought and he felt some apprehension about taking it along. Trespassing was one thing but getting caught with the weapon was quite another. Still though, Brody decided to take it along. It made him feel safer considering the location that he was going to. He hadn’t discussed what he and Darwin saw that night. Who could he tell? Darwin sure as hell didn’t want to talk about the matter anymore. While he hadn’t spoken about it, Brody had given it a great deal of thought. It was just that he forced himself to skirt around these memories each and every time they came up. What occurred that night could simply not be explained. He realized that “the experience”, as he came to think of it, was what may have convinced him to agree to Jeanie’s wild plan. What else would drive someone to do such inexplicable things that no rational person would ever consider? Backpack in hand, Brody got in the Toyota. Rationale be damned tonight.


    Arriving at the King farm, Brody got out of the cruiser and walked up to the porch. Jeanie came out and held the screen door open for him. “I thought you might change your mind Paul” she told him as he entered the house. Brody didn’t say anything at first. He looked at Jeanie and put his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be getting dark soon. I want to help you but I won’t lie. I want to get this over with.” Jeanie closed her eyes and nodded. “We won’t be long. I can’t leave J.W. for any amount of time”. Jeanie gathered her pocketbook and a blue jean jacket and motioned Brody towards the door. It would be dark in less than thirty minutes and they had a schedule to keep. Brody had explained to her before that he felt that this adventure was akin to an infidelity. Jeanie understood that it troubled her friend Paul and promised to abide by his wishes. While it wouldn’t take them that long to get to Horton’s Bend, there was one thing that Brody insisted upon: they had to check it out before he trespassed on the farm.


    Steve Price had driven his Mercedes SUV out towards Horton’s once again while Ragland and Curtis were at the diner but he knew where they were. He had seen the vehicle as he drove out to the farm. He didn’t park the Mercedes in their absence but rather decided to drive past the Horton farm and see if anything looked suspicious at any of the neighbor’s houses. Price was a thorough man but then again he had to be considering the investment in the project he would have once it got rolling. His concern that using the two rubes, Ragland and Curtis, might lead to unwanted inquiries was starting to subside. They didn’t want to be out here anymore than he did but he also realized this was just the start of his constant treks in this general vicinity. Once construction began, he would have to slow down the insurance business to give his full attention to the Horton Project. Price decided to turn around and drive back to where the two men were parked last night to see if they would choose the same parking spot. Sure enough they had chosen the same conspicuous spot. He pulled alongside them and motioned for them to follow him. Ragland and Curtis seemed puzzled but followed until Price made an abrupt turn into what appeared to be the edge of the woods. Given the dusky time of day, the forest seemed to swallow Price’s SUV but the two men realized it was a well camouflaged logging road. They pulled behind the Mercedes and started to get out but Price was already walking towards their car. He stopped at the driver’s side window and said “Gentlemen, slight change of plans.”


    Ragland didn’t know what to say and instead looked over at Curtis. Price motioned to the backseat of their sedan and said “We’ve got too many vehicles on this road. I’m going to keep you company for a while.” With that he opened the back door and slid into the seat. “Everyone comfortable?” he asked from the back seat. They both nodded without looking back. “Good” said Price “but we’re going to find another location to park than the one you’ve chosen. Just go back in the direction from which we came and I’ll show you another spot.” Curtis obeyed and backed out carefully.


    It was dark now and Ragland had some difficulty spotting where Price wanted him to pull into. “Here it is! Stop right here” Price told him. “That’s it. Now slowly back in. We’ll be able to see what we need to see right here” he added. Ragland did as asked. Once again it was a location that he and Curtis had not noticed before. The location was overgrown and low lying privet limbs scratched the roof of his sedan. “Yeah that’s why he wanted to ride in my car” Ragland thought as he stopped the car. Price asserted his authority from the backseat. “All right fellas. I really don’t expect anybody to show up tonight but we do need to keep a watchful eye. We’ll need to get out from time to time and look down the road. Supposed to be a little front coming in tonight but I don’t expect a storm.” Price had already opened the door to the sedan and said as he was getting out “I’ll go first and keep an eye on things at the edge of the road.”


    Ragland looked over at his companion but didn’t say a word. The breeze had started and both men watched as the leaves swayed in the trees. They could both see Price standing near the road but he didn’t remain stationary. In a nervous manner he moved around from time to time. They both got out of the car and walked down to the road to break up the monotony. Price glanced over at them but didn’t say a word. The silence was broken when his cell phone rang and he walked back to the sedan. It was Banner calling to check in but Curtis and Ragland were not privy to this information. Price walked back but before anyone spoke a word the three men noticed a car coming in their direction. Instinctively they stepped back into the woods. As the vehicle went by, Price reacted immediately. “What the fuck is she doing out here?” he whispered. The other men said nothing since they neither recognized the vehicle nor the passenger in the dark. “I better call Banner back” was all Price said as he walked back to the car. Ragland and Curtis could barely make out his conversation. “Listen, Herschel. I just saw Barbara Peabody drive by. Now why in the hell would she be out this way?”His conversation was muffled briefly but picked up again. “Hey I don’t know. She’s the last person who I expected out here.”Both Curtis and Ragland strained to hear him but stopped trying when another vehicle was approaching. They could see the lights in the distance and turned towards Price to motion him in their direction. “Look. I’ve got to go. We’re here and I’ve got to get back where I can see. I’ll call later” he said as he hung up and walked over to the road.


    Jeanie drove her pickup slowly as she got closer to the King farm. Brody strained his eyes to see if he could make out the farm house. Lights were on, of course, but the rest of the area looked vacant. No tractor lights were present in the fields and that was a good sign. He told her to drive past the farm and turn around. He wanted to make one more pass and he would get out well above the driveway. There was a tree line along a small intermittent stream that he could walk and place him in the floodplain. Jeanie turned around about a half mile from the farm and drove back slowly. Neither noticed the two vehicles just inside the woods nor the three men who were watching them intently. When Jeanie came back during her second pass, Brody told her to slowly come to a stop. When she did he looked over at her. She carefully handed him the package. They made eye contact but Brody didn’t say a word but instead opened the door of the truck. He grabbed his backpack from the floorboard and slipped it on. Before closing the door and looked at her and said, “Just drive somewhere for fifteen minutes or so and then come right back here.” Jeanie nodded and her truck drove out of sight leaving Brody with fading red tail lights to remind him he was on his own.


    Chapter 16


    Barbara Peabody didn’t know why she had even driven out here. She had never ventured into this part of the county and was almost lost but had managed to find a place to turn around. This was not her milieu and she knew it. She had been so furious last night after the Bloodworth function and had despite her headache she had several stiff drinks once she got home. She had them alone. No one knew her secret but they would find out soon enough. Her husband of sixteen years had left her. William Peabody had finally had enough and left her without saying goodbye. They had bickered quite a bit in the past year about her lack of attention to him. Barbara had long lost any affection for the man and found her social agenda to be much more stimulating than the arms of her husband. She really had regarded him as a convenient background conversation piece. It had been more than a year since anyone had even asked about him anyways. Saturday morning brought no relief to their impending severance. An invitation for an upcoming ball would leave her in a predicament and she hadn’t thought out any excuses for their falling out just yet. His absence would be noticed this time. Barbara had become quite anxious when she began to think of how her life seemed to be falling apart. This very evening she had had a couple of glasses of wine and decided, for some inexplicable reason, to drive out to this bucolic little shithole. The wine wasn’t the problem; the vicodin was. It was an old prescription for an old back injury and it was making Barbara Peabody do strange things tonight.


    Driving back towards the main road, she saw a man in the field walking towards where she believed the river was located. It was difficult to see but it looked like Paul Brody. Brody! What was he doing here? She had specifically told him to avoid this farm or there would be consequences. Was he just a complete idiot? And what the hell was he doing out here after dark? This was it as far as she was concerned. Monday would be moving day for Mr. Paul Brody. The museum board would approve his termination and that would be that. As she drove past his faint image, she looked up in her rear view mirror to see some men step out of the woods onto the road. Mrs. Peabody hit her brakes in a panic but immediately lift her foot and kept driving. A short distance away, where she was sure no one could see her, she turned around and parked her car. She was going to have to investigate this further.


    Price hesitated for a brief second before realizing that the Peabody woman was immaterial. He had to think quickly. “What was Brody doing here?” he thought. Sure the man was on his radar but what were the odds that he would show up? What was he going to accomplish? Price thought for sure that it would be some family members coming home and bringing a gaggle of media hounds to stir up trouble. He couldn’t very well physically attack the man and he sure as hell didn’t want to call the police. A 911 call could be traced by the media so that was no good. He could call directly and report suspicious activity. Possibly reporting an apparent trespasser? Before he got his phone out he motioned for Ragland to come over. “Look. I need you to stay in the car and keep your eyes open for me. Curtis and I will be out in the field watching this guy. If you see anybody else stop here then haul ass and come tell me ok?” Ragland nodded and was glad that he wasn’t chosen to go traipsing around in the dark. Roger Curtis, on the other hand, was not glad. He had stupidly worn some wingtips and they were not the right shoes to be wearing in damp slippery dirt. Price distanced himself briefly and brought out his phone. He seemed to struggle with it momentarily as though he could not get a signal but then began speaking in a hurried whisper. As soon as he finished his call he quickly began walking in the direction of whoever the hell was out in the field. Curtis struggled to keep up with Price who had worn some slip on Gortex boots. The attorney also had a flashlight with him. The guy was dick but he was prepared. Just as Curtis caught up with him, Price slipped through a barbwire fence line but never looked back. No offer to shine a light or hold up a barbed strand of the fence either. “I hate this dick head” Curtis thought when he struggled through the fence wire tearing his shirt on one of the barbs. Price kept moving steadily into the darkness and seemed to maneuver his way but poor Curtis managed to find every rock and hole to stumble across. When he noticed that Price was almost out of sight he lost his patience altogether. “Will you slow the fuck down man?” he exclaimed in an excited whisper. Price must have heard him loud and clear because he was walking towards him as quickly. The lawyer walked straight up to his face and with a sneer told him “Hey Jack. I don’t know who you think you are but you better get with the program. Right now…ass face!” He then turned around and began his quick pace to find the idiot archaeologist/trespasser. Curtis shook his head and swore to god that he would pay this bastard back.


    Brody turned to look back several times after hearing car doors slam. He had spent all this time watching for lights at the farmhouse that the noise near the road startled him. If someone was behind him then he would have a hard time making his exit. A small group of trees surrounding a drainage ditch that emptied into the Oostanaula River was to his right. What to do? Brody stopped again when he heard a strange screech. “That’s no animal” he thought. It sounded like a woman’s screech but he couldn’t be sure. Brody looked toward the river and saw a mist creeping up. It was eerily like the last time he was on this floodplain but he noticed that the wind was getting up and moving the mist around in strange patterns. Given what he was seeing he almost dropped the package and turn back to find Jeanie but he didn’t. “Just keep going a little further. It’ll be close enough soon” he muttered to himself. Brody decided he wasn’t going all the way to the river. Just about half way would be more than good enough to satisfy. What he didn’t expect was the sudden drop that he experienced. Tumbling down into the small ravine that had been on his right hand side, Brody tripped ass over teacup until he came to rest at the bottom of the gulch.


    Ragland sat waiting in the car for a few minutes while the others walked away. Despite the desire to take a nap, he found himself anxious to stay near the road. He got out of the car and peered into the darkness to see if he could see either of his associates or the woman that Price had cursed about. Neither was visible so he continued to stand in the darkness. Ragland decided to call his wife even though Curtis had forbidden it earlier. His cell was somewhat comforting with its small glow but he frowned when he saw the lack of bars. The small phone’s glow began to fade in and out as it began to act erratic. “Great” he said to himself and snapped the little phone shut. Standing in the darkness he began to feel utterly useless. No telling when the others were going to would return and here he was stuck with his thumb up his butt watching for traffic that was never going to appear. Ragland started to get back into the car when his stakeout changed in an instant. He thought it was his imagination but after blinking he realized that he could see an obese woman crossing the fence into the field! She was huffing and puffing and muttering curse words but making pretty good time even as she was stumbling just a bit. Now what was he supposed to do? Price said come get him but he didn’t want to stalk some fat broad in the darkness. What if she had a phone? Hell she could call the police and Ragland didn’t believe for a second that either of those sonofabitches would back him up. He looked around to make sure no one else was coming and decided that he could at least follow her for a little bit. Following fat chicks in the dark! Ragland decided right then that this weekend should have included some type of hazard pay.


    Indeed it was a stumbling fat woman in the field. Barbara Peabody was both furious and disoriented. Where had that traitorous fool gone off to? On one hand she had a mind to get back to her vehicle and call the police but for some inexplicable reason she wanted to tell Paul Brody off right here. He was not going to deny her the pleasure of it tonight. Rules were rules and she had made herself quite clear. It was Mrs. Peabody’s opinion that if there was no chain of command or pecking order in society then chaos would prevail. After all, she was the Executive Director and he was merely an underling. “Where the fuck is he?” she slurred. The mist from the river had set in and swirled around her legs which she found vaguely amusing. But still she was on a mission. He couldn’t be much further. And suddenly she found him as she fell right on top of him.


    Chapter 17


    Ragland never really saw what happened but both Curtis and Price could now see movement in their ill-lighted surroundings. Their vision had adjusted to the dark and it was hard to mistaken when a large woman tumbled. One minute she was huffing and puffing and the next minute she simply vanished but they most heard an unmistakable groan shortly thereafter. They just did not realize that it was Paul Brody who had groaned. Barbara Peabody was briefly dazed. Brody was just about to climb out of the small gulch when he was toppled by his museum director. He did not recognize Mrs. Peabody as he was struggling with having had the wind knocked out of him. More frightened than hurt, he leapt to his feet snatching his package with him as he frantically searched for a gentle slope by which to get out of the ditch. Once out of the ditch, Brody could still not make out who had stumbled on top of him. It wasn’t until the intruder in the hole opened their mouth that he realized who was there with him.


    The familiar voice slurred “Mr. Brody!.....I have had it! I have absolutely had it!”. Brody lacked any type of comprehension to what was occurring. It made no sense to him at all. What in the hell was she doing out here? He looked around briefly and then back into the hole and was about to respond when a voice shouted out to him. “Brody! Get off this land! You are trespassing and the police will be called!” Brody wheeled around but did not recognize the voice and could not yet see where it was coming from. It was at this surreal moment that the museum director began to claw her way up the least precipitous walls of the gulch. Brody felt as though he had been thrust into another dimension. These events just could not be happening. He had come out here alone. It seemed simple enough. Drop off the copper plate and walk back to get picked up by Jeanie. In a panic he started to move towards the paved road to look for her when the voices in the dark began to scream at him again.


    Jeanie King was not hearing screams but rather suggestions. Her mind was not under the influence of wine nor narcotics but something was influencing her to go back to the Horton farm. Jeanie had parked her truck on a side road to clear her head but she was overcome with emotion. Her earlier divination had possessed her to do something that she would never have done. The event caused her to trust Paul Brody and sway him to help her in ways that he could never understand. Her epiphany had imprinted something so cerebral that she couldn’t explain it but it was happening again. Here in the cab of her pickup, Jeanie knew two things: She had to get back to Paul and there was a storm brewing. Not a physical storm but forces were coming together to do great and terrible things. For one brief second she saw her son Ronnie. It was as clear as day but as brief as a falling star. In a rush she cranked the truck and turned it in the direction of Horton’s Bend.


    The voices yelling at Brody were mainly from Steve Price and Barbara Peabody who had managed to emerge from the gulley. Her business attire was covered in the orange clay so prevalent in the county’s subsoil but she was completely unaware of it. Roger Curtis remained silent as he watched the two attack the man verbally. Initially he was amused but it did not last long as he began to consider his surroundings. The gentleman, who had something that looked like a small bundle in his hands, said nothing. He did appear to be shifting from side to side. Curtis expected him to bolt from the field like a common criminal but he didn’t move. He seemed to be in a trance but yet he turned his attention away from his accusers. Curtis’ attention became drawn to the same thing. The mist had gotten thicker and he thought he saw movement near the river. Price stopped his diatribe and realized that Brody had something in his hands. “Brody! What do you have?” he demanded. When no response came he called out again. “Put it on the ground and leave this farm. Right now!” he ordered. Mrs. Peabody had noticed neither the fog nor the package but continued to screech out for Brody’s undivided attention. All the while Robert Ragland stood in the distance in rapt attention at the group. He could make out their small gathering from his distant spot but he could also see that shadows existed in the gloomy murkiness near the river. There appeared to be a gathering that was emerging from the fog and slowly approaching the contesting trespassers below. The group, which he considered his group for some odd reason, seemed to be arguing and completely unaware of the others approaching them.


    Paul Brody was having a small epiphany of his own. This eureka moment was fear based and coming at him fast. Brody couldn’t explain why things were becoming clear since he did not understand what was happening to him. He was no longer concerned about the museum director or the strangers’ commands. His epiphany became déjà vu in a matter of seconds as he watched the group approach. The shadowy figures were carrying torches and it was not a small group. Brody knew it was happening again and there was no way to stop it. Drop the package and run like hell was his first thought but he found himself cemented to the ground. Brody was afraid. The time before had been different. He didn’t have time to think because all he wanted to do was get the hell out of Horton’s Bend. Now he was not sure what to do. A voice from the torch bearing crowd called out to Brody. “Mr. Brody! Do not try to leave. Destiny is upon you.” It was a familiar voice but where had he heard it before? The answer to his question was revealed when he saw Samuel Horton leading a crowd he had tried in vain to forget.


    Jeanie King’s truck came to a screeching halt not far from where Curtis and Ragland had parked. As she slung open the driver’s side door she paid no attention to the fact that her lights were still on. She probably wouldn’t have noticed if the vehicle was still in gear. Her mission was clear and she knew she had to get to Paul Brody right then and not a second later. Jeanie had brought a small flashlight and stuffed it into the rear pocket of her jeans. For an older woman she moved in panther like fashion nimbly crossing the barbed fence. Her deft fingers opened the two strands as though they were made of silk and through them she went in a single movement. From the distance she could see the crowd down below her. Her keen eyes drew upon the man she was seeking. Paul Brody’s outline was captured by the illumination of those carrying the fiery torches who had now descended upon him. Jeanie raced towards the crowd but was surprised to find a man standing no further than fifty feet from her. Running as briskly as she was, Jeanie had almost slammed into the back of him. The old woman stopped short and slowly walked up to his side.


    Robert Ragland had been so engrossed watching what he assuredly thought was about to be a dangerous situation that he was caught completely off guard. “Oh dear god!” was all that he could mutter as he stumbled and sputtered while almost tripping over his own heels. Jeanie King’s face had a glow about it. Ragland had heard women talk in circles about “glowing” from pregnancy but he had always dismissed it. This woman had an actual aura that he could not deny and she looked so serene. She walked up to his side and put her hand on his shoulder. Without an introduction Jeanie King said, “Robert Ragland. Leave this place and leave it now. Get in the vehicle you came in and never speak of this again.” Ragland stepped back a step and started to speak but the woman spoke again in a whispered voice “Go now Robert. This is not for your eyes.” Ragland was spooked to say the least and looked towards the small assembly in the distance. He looked back at Jeanie King but she was already running in the direction of the disturbance below. Ragland blinked twice in confusion and something told him to obey this strange woman. That something saved Robert Ragland’s life that night.


    Chapter 18


    Paul Brody recognized the familiar attire of Samuel Horton who was wearing the same overalls he wore day in and day out. It did surprise him greatly when the farmer’s wife, Ruby, stepped out from behind him and joined her husband stride for stride. Brody almost smiled when he saw her calico full length dress. He made a step in their direction when his museum director came nose to nose with him. Brody could feel Mrs. Peabody’s hot breath on his face as she began to scream. “Mr. Brody! I want you to know something! You are fired! Do you understand me? You are terminated as of this very second! I warned you and I warned you! Now you leave me no choice!” Brody stepped back from her to explain but she confronted him again. This time she began to jab her finger into his chest as she raged. “Mr. Brody what do you have in your hands? Never mind. Hand it over immediately!”she fumed. Barbara Peabody’s jabs soon turned into clawing attempts to jerk the package from him. She almost succeeded but the alcohol and the pills were now affecting her greatly. Her slippery, sweaty hands finally managed to pull the object from Brody but she fell as it came loose. The robust woman toppled one way and the ancient package fell a few feet from her. Immediately she sat up but looked about in confusion. She suddenly felt a presence around her and indeed there was one. Mrs. Peabody could not have been more stunned when she found herself at the feet of the Samuel Horton and his entourage.


    While Brody was mesmerized by the events that were transpiring, his attention turned to those who had followed the Horton’s. Brody had spent most of his entire adult life reading European accounts of their encounters with native people but what he was experiencing could not be real. There seemed to be at least fifty native people behind and alongside the farmers. Their manner of dress matched everything he had read in Spanish chronicles from the 16th century. It looked as though something straight from the illustrations of Jacques le Moyne an artist who was a party member of the French colonizer Jean Ribault. Amongst the group existed the fiercest looking men and women he had ever seen. Their eyes blazed at him with could only be hatred and mistrust. The light from the torches revealed something extraordinary to him. All of these Native American apparitions were ashen colored. Each and every one of them was sweating profusely but the color of their skin was a light grey. Brody swallowed very hard and looked over to the Horton’s for any type of explanation. Samuel Horton stepped forward to speak to Brody but was interrupted by Steve Price who had stepped from the shadows.


    Price couldn’t explain how he felt but he damn sure didn’t feel in control and that was not acceptable. Price had witnessed the same thing that the archaeologist had but was growing angry by the second. “What kind of charade is this?” was the first thought that had set him off. Secondly no one was speaking to him for his advice. This land no longer belonged to the Horton’s. Did they not realize they had been served? It could not have been made clearer by the sheriff’s deputies who had arrived Friday evening? The law was the law and these country hoosiers and their preposterously attired friends would soon be put in their place. First he was going to set this Brody fellow straight. He was probably the stupid son of a bitch who had invited this parade of savages. This really lit him on fire when he assumed they were merely costumed protesters that were no more than media whores. Price strode towards the archaeologist and shoved Brody. “You’re the cause of all this aren’t you? You’ve been behind it the whole time!!” he yelled. Brody struggled with trying to keep Price at bay. Roger Curtis had no ill feelings toward Brody and had not forgotten how the attorney had treated him. He simply stood to the side of both men wondering how the archaeologist would handle his mad companion. He never had the chance to take sides when outstretched hands collared him and forced him to the ground.


    Price’s confrontational behavior had stirred the anger of Horton’s party and the native souls became agitated. Their voices offered a guttural sound when speaking their dead language. Several moved forward beyond Horton in Brody’s direction but walked past him where they thrust Steve Price to the ground. Sharpened sticks were held at his neck. Curtis fared no better as he was forced to his stomach as the grey men stood on his neck and back. Brody fully expected the same treatment but the aboriginal ghosts simply stood guard around him while intently watching Samuel Horton. The old farmer stood quietly with his wife by his side. Price managed to scream out to Brody in defiance “Do something Brody! You bastard!” Horton walked over to Price and knelt down. “Mr. Price. There is nothing for him to do. He is a trespasser here just like you. But there is a difference Mr. Price. That is something I can assure you. While Mr. Brody’s intentions are not pure at heart, they were well intended. I wish I could say the same for you and your friend. You are merely another link in a long chain of violations of this sacred land. You have desecrated the spirit world and this violation cannot go unpunished.” Samuel Horton stood back up and looked back at the grey warriors. When he spoke again it was in the undecipherable languages heard earlier. It was not spoken softly. He commanded several members of the group who came forward. Immediately Price and Curtis were jerked from the ground. Price immediately struggled and cursed out. “Horton! You old fool! You won’t get away with this! It’s over goddammit! Banner is probably already sending the cops on your dumb country ass!” he screamed. Horton only smiled. His eyes twinkling, he simply looked upon them both. “Your commissioner is being visited tonight as I speak” he said. The old man gestured behind him and continued “You probably didn’t notice the small group of caretakers who departed upon our arrival. Those ancient souls are on their way to visit your friend Mr. Banner. My caretakers will assist him in his decision and he will soon know the way”. Price jerked to free himself but couldn’t as their coercive hold tightened around his face and neck. His companion Curtis felt a death grip on his carotid artery and was at the point of choking. They must have known their fate as the sounds emanating from their mouths could only be described as a gut wrenching howl. Initially their screams pierced the night but many ashen hands assisted in keeping them quiet. Horton said nothing to Brody or Jeanie King while the men were removed. Mrs. Peabody’s mouth was aghast in terror but simply sat on her knees. After the men were removed, Horton walked up to Paul Brody and clasped his hands together. He looked into Brody’s eyes and said, “I suppose you want an explanation for what’s happening. Well I’m going to tell you a story. It’s a story that spans generations and when I finish…you’ll become part of the story Mr. Brody. You’re here for a reason.”


    Chapter 19


    A human’s life is merely a journey. While this sounds cliché it really is a choice of paths that leads each and everyone to their destination. The paths are, of course, a combination of smooth and bumpy surfaces that must be endured. Within the good and the bad times are moments. There are so many types of moments that are rare and other times mundane. Inspiration and desperation walk alongside all of us. If anyone ever tells you that humans are created equal then they are wrong. It simply all comes down to how wealthy or how much intelligence you possess. Our lives often depend on how lucky or foolish a person decided to be at a crucial point in their lives. How many people throughout all of time have existed and never contributed one iota of anything to themselves or others? A lot. We wouldn’t still be on this spinning blue marble right now if everyone contributed as much as they could. We would have advanced above and beyond. The point is that seminal moments occur and either leave us wondering or lead us to greatness. Paul Brody was having a seminal moment. If there was ever a moment in his life that equaled what was happening he certainly couldn’t recall it. All Brody could do was exhale.


    The night was quiet except for the crackling of the torches. Brody’s knees buckled and he slowly knelt down and looked up at the faces of his accusers. As he scanned their faces, he noticed a newly arriving figure coming in from the dark. The grey sentinels parted and Jeanie King stood firm looking at Samuel Horton. “Ah Mrs. King! Your presence now completes our ceremonial occasion. I don’t have to assume that your dreams brought you here. I know they did because I sent them to you.” Jeanie King did not feel unwelcome at this gathering. She wasn’t intimidated in the least by those in attendance. In fact she wasn’t fully aware of the surrounding guardians behind the old farmer but she was completely engrossed by Horton’s words. “Stand up Mr. Brody! You are not in harm’s way.” Horton gently put his hand under Brody’s right arm and steadied the rising archaeologist.”Mr. Brody you are merely a vessel here. I needed a method of transference and I needed someone who by this world’s standards was of a moral conduct.” Horton turned back towards Jeanie. “Mrs. King I know of your suffering. I would not have interfered in your life except for the trespass by your sons. I won’t lie to you. It was an act of abomination by my friends here but we are no strangers to such violations. It just happened to have occurred on this sacred ground which has been in my family’s care for generations. I’m not going to explain my genealogy to you since you could not even comprehend what I am part of here on…..”Horton’s voice trailed off and he smiled at the old woman. “Let’s just say that I and my family are part of something much larger than you might be accustomed to.” Horton walked a short distance away and turned to look up at the sky. His wife, Ruby, joined him and took his hand into hers. Brody could not help but notice that she seemed very proud of her mate. Never before had he witnessed the type of true content that was present between the two. It seemed as though they were proud of being exactly where they were at this very moment.


    Horton’s attention turned from his companion and back to his present company. He walked a few steps and picked up the burlap wrapped bundle. “Mrs. King I see that you have fulfilled your obligation. The package that Mr. Brody has returned to this land is so very important to us here. The Bend contains many artifacts but you know that don’t you Mr. Brody? My wife and I have acted as trustees for so very long and it was with great sadness when this object was removed. You see all of it is important but we understand human nature. Curiosity is innate to you but this item is a little different. It’s not a pottery sherd or an arrowhead as you call them. This item has an essential value that completes all that is shared here.” Horton paused while seemingly finding it difficult to convey the importance of the object. He sighed in frustration as he attempted to explain. Gently he continued, “This is not an artifact to us. It represents the now and the future. There exist certain tangible items that are beyond holy. They transcend everything. It’s too early for you. It will be centuries and centuries before you ever accomplish this. I hope one day your people will. I truly believe that one day there will be……understanding.” Ruby Horton again walked to her husband and comforted him by patting him on the back. Brody sensed their frustration in trying to explain things but it amazed him how their approached seemed other worldly. It was as if they were teachers of pupils who were not ready or perhaps not developed enough to graduate. Brody stood in rapt attention while Horton continued his lesson.


    “I mentioned that we have been trespassed upon before. Mr. Brody I know you have a keen interest in the arrival of the European intrusions on this continent. The Spanish did travel through this area. They left a trail of sacrilege along their way but found that this area, now known as Horton’s Bend, was a special place. It wasn’t different because the inhabitants were able to ward off intruders or that it was especially bountiful in the precious gold that they sought but rather because of the people. I’m not going to tell you what this area was called by the natives. You don’t need this information. But you should know that they were special to my people. They were gifted in the most important of aspects to us. We found them to possess an exceptional sense of humility, kindness, and the greatest love of their land and its resources. Today’s society cannot comprehend these values and it was here that my people gained a great hope and lost it at the same time.” Horton walked over to his ashen guardians and spoke a few words in a hushed voice. Two of the members, a man and a woman, nodded and walked away into the darkness. Horton turned back to Brody and smiled again. It was an almost defeated smile. It was almost a grimace that portrayed the appearance of an internal struggle and great sadness.


    “Mr. Brody I need a favor from you. I won’t expect you to do as I have done these many years. You have the heart but your life only has so many years. My time here is almost finished. I have fulfilled my duty but it will soon be over and I must leave this place. My replacement will arrive in the not too distant future and I want you to act as a temporary caretaker for Horton’s Bend. It won’t last long. We can’t afford that. When the time comes you will be notified that your duties are over here. But I do need for you to leave this land alone. I know your human characteristics bring about the desire to explore this place but Paul…..I want you to let it be.”


    Brody had had no desire to interrupt Horton earlier. He had known better. A warm surge grew through his body when Horton spoke the last words. The old farmer was much, much more than he had ever expected. The man put off an uncanny energy and an indescribable warmness. His intellect was obviously beyond….anything. Brody’s scientific desire to know more would have to be set aside for the greater good. He knew this and it felt good to make this choice. But all the while he had to ask himself; why? Where did he fit into this strange but yet inviting scenario? He was being chosen for a task but he was unsure if he could fulfill the obligations. Brody’s knees began to slip yet again but the steady hand once again guided him.


    “Paul. I know what you’re thinking. Don’t let this overwhelm you. You won’t be alone in this endeavor. You’ll have an internal guidance that will direct you.” Horton made sure Brody could stand and put his arm around him to direct him away from where he was standing. The old sentinel stopped suddenly in realization. He looked back to Mrs. Peabody. “Dear Barbara I have almost forgotten my obligation to you. Ruby will make sure you are returned home safe and sound.” Horton faced Brody and spoke to him. “Don’t worry. She will not be harmed. Your museum director is going to wake up in the morning and have a change of heart. Her desire to work with antiquities and continue the study of museology will cease. Mrs. Peabody will soon be retiring to Tennessee to visit family and there she will decide to reside until her dying days. What her husband decides to do in regards to their relationship will depend on him.” Horton turned and motioned to his spouse. “Ruby please help Miss Barbara home. When I see you again shortly everything will be in place just as we discussed.” Mrs. Peabody did not resist and stood up with assistance. Her face was revealed in the glow of the torches only once as she glanced back before disappearing into the dark.


    


    


    Chapter 20


    Herschel Banner threw his cell phone down on the leather sofa in his office. This was his home office that was off limits to members of his residing family. He had often called it the one place that he could relax from both work and irritating relatives but this night was not going well. Frustrated, he had given up on Price after repeated calls. If there was any hope in Curtis it soon became apparent that he also was not dependable. “What in the hell is going on?” he thought angrily as he circled his desk. Banner had almost got into his Lexus and drove out to the farm but decided against it when he looked at how dark it had become. Besides if there had been any trouble he would not want to be part of it. Banner knew that he was the lynch pin of this plan. Without his coordination and forethought there would not and could never have been the type of progress envisioned. Banner sighed again and silently prayed for the weekend to be over, the Horton’s evicted, and contractors in place to finally get the ball rolling. He paced again and finally sat down on the sofa.


    What if they didn’t call him tonight? Should he drive over to Price’s house and demand an explanation? Maybe the best course would be to leave things be until the morning. It just seemed odd that Price left him hanging during their last conversation. He was certain that Barbara from the museum was there and that left him mystified. What the hell was she thinking by putting herself in what could be a potential spotlight? Banner would deal with her later. Was her damn archaeologist at the Horton farm or not? The commissioner began to second guess himself again. Driving out there would do no good but he also wanted to be ready if any type of media barrage was in store. Banner lost his composure and screamed out “Goddamn that bone digging sonofabitch!” Embarrassed at his outburst, he looked around the office and calmed himself by looking at his many self imposed accolades. Banner’s mind relaxed somewhat as he glanced at the framed photo-op 8”x10” glossies of himself and the governor and other political figures. He needed time to think and sort this mess out. But the question remained if it really was a mess. Banner sat down on the sofa and held the telephone in his hand. As he was about to try Steve Price again, the lights dimmed in his office. Immediately he stood up but it was at that moment the office’s interior lights went out altogether.


    In the dark, Banner shuffled towards his desk where he felt would be a comfortable place to coordinate his next move until the lights came back on. The commissioner tripped on an ornate brass stand up lamp and cursed his inability to navigate through his own office. With his hand firmly pressed on the corner of the desk, he balanced his weight and began to rub his shin that was starting to throb. Banner did not see the shadows through his office window nor did he see the two figures who appeared behind him. It was because he suddenly realized that he could use his cell phone to illuminate his way to the main part of his house. Smiling he cut the phone on and started to walk towards the door. The smile left his face when he had the oddest feeling that he was no longer alone. Turning to look behind him, Banner made the hardest of efforts to scream out but never quite managed to utter a sound. The ghostly figures moved in quickly. Their rough hands pulled him from the carpeted floor and forced him backwards into his desk. The commissioner’s last cognizant thought was confusion while his last conscious feeling was pure fear. One of the intruder’s hands rested on his forehead with the thumb firmly against Banner’s temple. When his family found him later that night, they honestly thought he had suffered a massive heart attack. During the next morning’s autopsy, the county coroner determined that Herschel Banner had actually died of an acute brain aneurysm. Banner’s personal physician, Dr. Robert Moss, was mystified since results from a recent CT scan had shown no evidence of any swelling or blood clots when he reviewed the findings.


    Chapter 21


    Paul Brody stood in the middle of the river’s floodplain and pondered his surreal situation. His look of total confusion was noticed by Horton who approached the archaeologist again. “Paul I know this may seem difficult but I think….well I know I made the right choice. Your earlier decision to help Mrs. King brought me to that conclusion. And remember that this won’t last very long and you won’t be alone. It will seem most conclusive which should satisfy your scientific side.” Horton walked a few steps away so as to allow the torch light to wash over his face. “Since you will help us by not conducting further investigations and by making strong efforts to discourage others to do the same I suppose I should give you a little background on this property that we consider so very important.”


    Horton was a natural storyteller and orator. He was well aware of the audience’s obvious confusion. He began to calmly tell a story that has not been revealed for so very long. “When I and the others arrived here, this land was unrecognizable. By this I mean transportation accessibility was either a simple path or the river. And I can’t even describe the resources that were available. It contained unbelievable sustainability due to the lack of greed. The native people were, of course, in awe of us but once they understood our mission a synchronicity began to take shape. Their awe became a mutual respect for our approach to making contact and yet maintaining autonomy. Our intent was not to encroach but rather to act as a collective. We were one with them and not considered a threat. If was as if we had been here all along.” Horton stood looking at the ghostly figures for a moment before he continued with a sigh. “You have a saying ‘All good things come to any end’ and it is well served in this story. Our group was aware that European intrusion was imminent but we did not inform our friends. You see…we had to allow them to evolve as much as it pained us to do so. Believe me I almost broke this edict a dozen times but luckily I had wiser council to guide me too. The invasion came as predicated but our new friends reacted in the most magnificent of ways. Their sheer determination to maintain their culture despite the horrific acts did nothing except impress us further. We did not interfere but rather made our presence known in a peripheral way; the copper plate. By assisting to help design the plate and using a little magic, which I’m afraid that I don’t think you would ever understand, we frightened the invaders. Please don’t get me wrong; they wanted the plate but they were afraid of it. The Spanish never actually saw us but we did provide some brief but disturbing images that influenced them to leave the area. Perhaps that explains why you have that gap in your expedition chronicles hmmm?” Horton started to continue but paused briefly to watch Brody. Horton had seen this type of behavior in his time but each experience had been different. Some were more satisfying than others. This ranked high on his celestial visits but he could not explain that either. Another thing he had learned from experience. Some subjects were just not ready for the entire truth. This one, Brody, would need just a little information to placate and pacify to justify all that he has been through.


    “Mr. Brody I wanted to ask you a question. What did you think when you saw the plate? Don’t answer. I know that you’re a dedicated student of history. Especially the history of this area and particularly the era my friends inhabited. To answer your question it is a mix of religious symbols taken from Native American religious concepts. But it has been corrupted by the use of some other worldly iconography that was especially designed to repel the European invaders. Psychology is not limited to terrestrial parameters. It can be quite useful in……well once again I stray from the matter at hand. The copper plate’s significance is that it has the ability to disturb those who bear ill will against its owners. I know that when you saw it you were not disturbed by the images but rather perplexed to how it fit into their culture. The use of the animals interacting with the humans was intriguing to you I’m sure. But I can only imagine your face when you noticed the traditional religious motifs alongside the extra terrestrial representations. You are too good of an archaeologist to merely let that slide.” Horton looked to the sky and realized that time was of now a factor. “Let me put it this way Mr. Brody. The copper plate was a ruse to assist our friends. They made the plate from a precious resource and we merely suggested a few emblems that would keep them safe. In its own way it is a monument to a prehistoric moment in time. Or contact moment in time if you prefer. Its importance is in that it helps them remember that their people remained whole that day. I still consider it one of the greatest things I have ever witnessed.”


    Brody started speak but hesitated. He looked at what he once thought was a simple product of generations of agrarian sweat and felt that overwhelming feeling of extreme pride once again. Brody’s expression was a relief to Horton. The weathered farmer knew his choice had been well made. The scientist was learning to learn all over again and this time it would have more than just scientific purpose. It would have an appreciation of all things human and extra-terrestrial. Horton closed his eyes briefly and could feel that this new contact would forever feel connected to not only this place but to all places and times that have ever existed. Paul Brody would never visit the beyond but that was no matter; he was already there and back again due this experience. “Go ahead and speak Paul. I trust your questions now and want you to understand anything that might leave you confused.” Brody’s voice crackled when he spoke. “It must have been…….it really must have been a true privilege and a pleasure…”was all that he could manage. Horton smiled again. Brody ceased to impress him with his handling of the situation. “It was for both parties Paul. And it continues to be but then I think you know that don’t you?”


    Brody’s realization of the things that Horton had spoken of stirred his thoughts towards his wife Lacy. His emotions were mixed in that he wished she were here to witness this but at the same time he began to have a strong desire to return home. While his choice to help Jeanie had brought about a great and wonderful accomplishment, Brody remained unsure what might lie in store for him in the near future. He looked to Horton to ask but was not surprised when he heard the uncanny innate answer already coming from this spiritual leader. “Paul I know you are tired and ready to return to your lovely wife. You and I will see each other very soon to speak again. You have done your part tonight and fulfilled all obligations. I want to thank you for that.” Brody smiled and nodded and searched for Jeanie to leave. Horton anticipated this and called out to Jeanie. “Mrs. King would you please come forward?” he asked. Jeanie collected herself and walked towards Horton. “Jeanie I want you to know that your journey is also at an end but it is also at a new beginning. If you will look in this direction I think you will see what I mean.” Horton gestured behind her where she saw two of the spirit warriors carrying torches walking in her direction. As they neared and the light became available, she realized that someone was walking behind them. The torch light gave the old woman a view to a face that dropped her to her knees. Glowing light revealed a tall, bearded man who left the company of the ghostly figures and walked towards her. “Oh my dear Jesus! Ronnie! Is it really you?” she cried out. Her son Ronnie held out his arms to embrace his mother. Ronnie’s beard and hair were a tangled grey mess but he was a welcome sight to his mother. Jeanie could not believe her eyes and looked to Horton in pure astonishment. Horton stood quietly and beamed before supplying any answers to this mystifying situation. “Jeanie your son has been living here with us since the night he disappeared. He is perfectly fine but will seem a little distant for a while before he acclimates back to his surroundings. He has seen many things during his stay and he may not discuss all that he has seen. It will be his choice. I want you to know that Ronnie chose to stay here among us. He has been both a student and a teacher….and a blessing I must add. But now we must part ways. Ronnie has a new role here in Horton’s Bend and he will explain all of it to you in due time.” Jeanie’s sobs began to subside as she held onto her son but still her voice cracked as she whispered “Thank you.”


    Horton gestured again to gather Brody with the King family. The three began to walk away from the ethereal gathering towards the pickup truck. Only Brody glanced back to look at the group. The trio had walked a mere twenty feet when Horton’s voice boomed out. “Mrs. King! You have another surprise in store. Go home and begin your new journey” was his final advice to the grateful old woman. Their pace picked up to find the way out of the Horton pasture but they could hear the old farmer speaking to his spirits as they neared the roadway. No one spoke in the cab of the truck on the way to the King residence. Brody felt he needed to drive them home but still managed to steal a glance to his right before delivering them home. The glow of the radio allowed him to see Mrs. King with her head on her son’s shoulders. Brody couldn’t remember feeling more self satisfied than at that very moment.


    Brody turned into the King driveway and stopped the truck by his Toyota. Ronnie opened the door and waited on his mother to get out of the cab. Jeanie didn’t say anything but hugged Brody’s neck with tears in her eyes. Ronnie looked at Brody with his piercing eyes and said nothing. As Jeanie stepped away from Brody she froze for just a brief moment. Brody looked back towards the porch of her house and then began to smile. The interior lights of the house were aglow. Light shone through the windows and the open door washing the front yard with illumination. Standing in the threshold of the house was Jeanie’s youngest son J.W. who cried out “Mama!” Jeanie King grabbed Ronnie’s hand and led them to the porch. Brody quietly got into his vehicle and started it up. His last view of the King family that night was watching them all embrace and slowly walk into the living room of the house.


    As Brody near his house he noticed that the veranda lights were softly emitting and defining the large oaks in the front yard. He walked into his house where he found Lacy who came to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Honey I was worried about you. Are you ok?” she asked. Brody held Lacy tight and whispered “I’m just glad to be home baby. Just glad to be home.”


    Chapter 22


    Due to the sudden departure of Barbara Peabody, the board of the Northwest Georgia History Museum unanimously voted Paul Brody to the position of Executive Director. He was allowed to continue his historic investigations as long as it did not interfere with the day to day operations of the museum. Brody’s work began to center on Civil War ruins in the area which became wildly popular when he located a rich site which revealed a Union encampment near the Oostanaula River. The dearth of artifacts recovered from the site surprised even well known scholars of The War Between the States. Brody’s exhibits caused quite a stir allowing the museum to find new sources of grant money for several years. While Brody never excavated another prehistoric site, he did continue to examine artifacts brought to the museum. He often explained to visitors that each and every artifact held a special place to its previous owner. “You now own this piece of history and you are now an official steward of the past” was his oft used phrase when identifying the artifacts. Brody on occasion would visit Horton’s Bend and met the new patrons in time. He and Lacy would sometimes drive out and ask just to enjoy the view of the river floodplain.


    An investigation of the disappearance of Steve Price and Roger Curtis took place but no conclusive evidence was ever found. The two were never known to consort and each case was handled separately. Authorities were mystified by the presence of Price’s Mercedes in the area as he had no known extended family to visit in the county. The county police investigators, led by officers Talley and Mason, interviewed Robert Ragland to question him on his coworker. It was another dead end. Both were intrigued by his strange behavior but soon gave up considering him any source of help. He was just too bewildered to make him suspicious. Ragland suffered from strange dreams for six months but prescribed medication soon gave him relief and his memories of that weekend slowly faded away.


    No development ever took place in Horton’s Bend. Today it remains a quiet and tranquil place just as it has for thousands of years. The occasional visitor would be almost certain to remember that the caretakers of the property seem to be the most serene people they have ever met in their life.


    THE END
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