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CONFEDERATE GOLD

 



Chapter One

The ‘60s rambler home looked to be almost in
the same terminal condition as the occupant within that Pastor
Richard Cornwell had come to visit. Here and there a shutter was
askew. A few bricks were chipped on the outside facing. No one had
recently taken the time to put the house back in proper order. The
house and its owner had aged together and would probably go out
together. The human to a gravesite; the home to be pulverized by
wrecking equipment leaving the lot to be transformed with a new
starter castle.

So be it, Cornwell thought. Nothing stays the
same forever. Only the unobservant would think so. As the head
minister of Nashville’s largest Baptist church, Cornwell regularly
visited the sick and dying. It was part of his job description.
Oftimes, the elderly folks that he visited had no one else.

These elderly had painted themselves into a
figurative corner. Especially if they had no children. And then
when one of them passed away there was only a solitary individual
left. Damn, life could be hard.

Stewart Nicholson, the parishioner that he had come
to visit, was the last of a line. A dinosaur if you will. But a
lucky man nonetheless. Mr. Nicholson had lived to be 95, far
surviving all of his contemporaries. His wife had died five years
ago.

Cornwell eased his silver Camry down the
driveway, carefully avoiding a stray branch or two that had
rappelled onto the tarmac from over-hanging trees flanking both
sides of the parking area. There really was nothing wrong with this
home that a little outside maintenance and painting would not
quickly put in acceptable order. He wouldn’t mind living here
himself. All these new homes were too damn big. Too many floors for
one thing. How did builders think that older persons could navigate
all those steps from one floor to another?

Homebuilders in the past had it right. Build
the house in a rectangular fashion on only one level. No steps.
Then, it did not matter how old a person got. They could move
around their home quite easily. That was the problem—it made too
much sense. Now people had been conned into believing that they
needed to live in a palace! They felt a need to impress their
family and friends with a showplace on a colossal scale. What did
Jerry Brown say about less is more? How right he was and still
was!

As Cornwell strode up to the house’s front
door, he witnessed the scene as if he were viewing a painting. It
was one of those out-of-body experiences. The home was entirely
covered in red brick. Not just the side facing the street like
houses of today. The house had a patina of sadness about it. It was
as though the house knew that its owner was not long for this
world. Maybe this was not that far-fetched an idea. A person’s
spirit and emotions could be encaptured in the building that he
occupied for many years. Possibly the house just reflected
this.

Cornwell stopped directly in front of the
front door and inspected himself. His tie was straight, his hair
was combed and he gave his clothing a quick shake to eliminate
crumbs from anything that he had eaten that morning.

He smartly took the horsehead-shaped
doorknocker in hand and rapped it twice against its metal plate.
Then he waited—not knowing what to expect.

In seconds the door sprang open and a woman
in white stood there giving him the once over. She was an
attractive lady who wore glasses that were presently hanging across
her ample bosom. The glasses had a dark cord that disappeared
somewhere behind her head.

“Good morning, madam. I’m Richard Cornwell,
pastor of Mr. Nicholson’s church. I think that he is expecting me.
Can I come in?” he said.

“Of course, of course, sir. He is expecting
you. This will make his day. Won’t you please follow me?” she
insisted.

The home was pleasantly decorated and
thankfully retained an air of the fresh outdoors. Cornwell noted
that recently cut flowers occupied just about every room that they
passed. This nurse must be responsible for this nice touch.

“I’m Linda Rawls, Mr. Nicholson’s private
nurse,” she confided to him as they made their way to the master
bedroom. “He is such a good man to work for; he asks for so little.
It’s almost as if he is reluctant for any assistance.”

Nicholson lay across his massive bed propped
up by a bank of pillows. A comforter covered his torso and a smile
appeared on his lips as he recognized his visitor.

“Dick,” he said. “I was hoping it was you.
Come sit down next to an old man and rest yourself. Tell me about
what’s going on in the world.”

Cornwell bade goodbye to Nurse Rawls who
quickly disappeared back into the greater body of the house and
pulled up a solid chair conveniently placed a few feet from
Nicholson’s bed. He unbuttoned his jacket coat and dropped into a
comfortable seating position not knowing if this was going to be a
short or long visit. He always anticipated a long visit with an
elderly sick person. These visits were the Protestant church’s
answer to the Catholic confessional.

“Stewart, the world keeps on spinning and I
keep getting older and more forgetful. It sure is good to spend
time with friends like you who have shared lots of the same years.
That’s nothing against young people but then again they are young
people. They weren’t around during World War Two; they don’t grasp
the songs of Sinatra and Dean Martin. With folks like yourself I
don’t have to explain myself every few minutes,” Cornwell said.

“I know what you mean, Dick. There’s a
comfort level with people of your own age group. And as we get
older we begin to notice that our ranks get smaller and smaller.
It’s hell to look up one day and realized that almost all of your
contemporaries are now passed away. But that’s the curse of being
long-lived. It’s been a good run for me though, Dick. I can’t
complain,” he assured him.

“Is there anything that I can do for you
today, Stewart? Or do you just want to chew the fat for
awhile?”

“Today is special, Dick. Very special. I want
to confide something with you that no one, besides myself, knows.
It’s a secret that I have kept for all these years. I did tell my
wife, Enid, about it but she took that knowledge to the grave with
her some five years ago.”

Cornwell shifted a bit in his seat as
Nicholson went on. This was not something new for him. Many older
people felt a compulsion to share secrets with a pastor as death
came up in their rearview mirrors. Dick had heard many a tall tale.
About wayward children, confessions of guilt, bequests to the
church. Surely, this would be more of the same.

“Dick, what would you say if I told you that
somewhere here in the South there is a treasure hidden that just
might be priceless in value? A treasure that remains unknown since
the end of the Civil War.”

“I don’t know, Stewart. Sure, that is
possible. I’ve read about southerners who buried valuables on the
land so that the Yankees would not get them. There probably are
still a lot of these items still buried. Makes for good stories too
as far as that goes,” Cornwell stated.

“This is much more than that, Dick. Much
more. This treasure encompasses both precious metals and history. I
couldn’t begin to estimate its true worth. But I don’t want it to
die with me. That’s where you come in. I’m going to pass the
knowledge of it on to you to do with as you will.”

“What are we talking about, Stewart? Is this
a Nicholson family treasure?”

“No, Dick. My family never had great wealth.
This treasure concerns an entire people and what they stood for.
I’m talking about all of the lost gold of the Confederacy.”

*****


Chapter Two

Cornwell dropped back in his seat as if he
was avoiding an imaginary slap. Nicholson continued to eye him like
a falcon surveying its prey. Was this the gaze of a madman or was
it the earnestness of a true believer?

With the gauntlet dropped, so to speak, Dick
had to plow on with the conversation. “So, let me get this
straight, Stewart. You’re telling me that you know of the
whereabouts of an incalculable treasure that hearkens back to the
War Between the States?”

“That’s correct, Pastor. I know where it is
and how it got there. It’s a secret that has been passed down
through my family that goes back to the very end of the Civil War.
I could have gone after it years ago but, quite frankly, I was too
damned scared to do it. Some things are just best left alone. I
thought that this was one of them. But now that my time had finally
come I can’t leave it alone. So that’s why I want to share the
knowledge with you.”

“Yeah, thanks, Stewart. I’m just not sure
what I want to do with it. How about filling me in with the
details?” Cornwell pushed on.

“Okay, fair enough. It was just before the
Appomattox surrender that my great-grandfather, Wiley Nicholson, a
captain with Nathan Bedford Forrest’s cavalry command, was sent to
the Gulf Coast to meet with Confederate president Jefferson Davis.
It was the grimmest of times. The South had fought on for four
years but men and supplies were finally running out. Davis knew
this. But he had one last strategic card to play.”

“And what was that?” Cornwell said as he
warmed up to the story.

“The currency of the South was truly backed
up by actual real gold, a lot of it. Many southerners thought that
that was a fiction—but it wasn’t. The gold existed. Furthermore,
the gold had been stamped with the seal of the Confederacy,
numbered and smelted into bars that weighed five pounds each. When
my great-grandfather arrived on the coast at Davis’ home, the gold
was waiting for him in a nondescript surveyor’s wagon. President
Davis ordered my ancestor to take the gold to Shiloh battlefield,
in west Tennessee, and bury it.”

“Why would Davis order such a thing?”
Cornwell implored.

“Why? Good Lord, man. If the gold wasn’t
buried or moved out of the South, the Yankees would get their hands
on it. Davis wanted no part of that. So he entrusted this special
mission to my great-grandad. Davis had already seen what Lincoln
and his vicious generals had done to the state of Georgia and other
parts of the South. They had burned homes, farms and businesses
everywhere. It was a scorched earth policy of horrific dimensions.
Davis had no love for these bastards. To give over the Confederate
gold to war criminals like this would be the worst travesty
imaginable. Better to bury the gold and wait to retrieve it years
after the war was over.”

“That’s quite a story, Stewart. And you know
where this booty lays, I take it?”

“I’m not through yet, Dick. There’s more. The
best part.”

“What more could there be?”

“As you are well aware, the South was, and
still is, a much more refined area of the country. Southerners
believed in the classic arts, good manners, a cultured way of life.
Jefferson Davis epitomized all of this sophisticated bearing. That
is why he was chosen as the South’s first president.”

“In the years leading up to the war, Davis
had traveled to Europe and spent time in Greece and Italy soaking
up the homes of western civilization. He saw the South as the next
manifestation of high culture and thought. And it was while he was
in Athens that he purchased two objects of art that would, he
thought, be eventually on display forever in the new Southern
president’s home in Richmond, Virginia.”

“What were these two objects?”

“They were ivory-sculpted likenesses of Zeus
and Hera, the king and queen of the gods of ancient Greece. The two
sculpted pieces were done in miniature and were one of a kind
pieces fashioned by a Greek artisan known simply as Tharex. Davis
brought the two classic art pieces back to America with him.”

“And where are they now?” Cornwell
inquired.

“That’s it, pastor. The two pieces are buried
with the gold. Everything is buried together at Shiloh,” Nicholson
said.

“Wow, that’s some story. I’m overwhelmed,”
Cornwell said.

“You’ll be more overwhelmed when you hear
what all of this is worth in today’s dollars.”

“Really? Well, try me.”

“The stamped, numbered confederate bars have
both historic and metallic value. The entire lot of it would have
to be valued at least twenty million dollars, possibly a lot more
to the right collector at auction.”

“And the two Greek sculptures?”

“These were the only two miniatures every
done by Tharex. His life-size work has sold in just the last few
years twice. Both times the Tharex pieces sold for thirty million
dollars each plus commission.”

“But these are miniatures,” Cornwell pointed
out.

 


“Yes, I know. But miniatures are valued far
greater than life-size statues. And these were carved in ivory and
the subject matter was not any lesser god or goddess but the rulers
of all gods.”

“So—how much? Would it be double the value of
the bigger pieces?” Cornwell inquired.

“Double? You must be crazy, man. Those two
pieces are the most valuable artwork in the entire world. Bidding
at Sotheby’s would start at 100 million dollars each and I don’t
know where it would end!”

*****


Chapter Three

Cornwell sat stunned in the afternoon
sunlight while Nicholson lay in his day bed waiting for a response
from his friend. What Dick had just heard amounted to a confession
of sorts. He had received many end-of-life soliloquies from his
parishioners. But never had he heard something like this. He was
certain of one thing though—what Nicholson had told him was the
god’s truth.

“So, are you with me, Dick? Will you take
care of my family treasure?”

“It’s a tall order, Stewart. I don’t know if
I am the man to handle it,” Cornwell interjected.

“You can handle it, Dick. I’m sure of that.
The time has come to bring the treasure out of the earth and back
to life. It’s been hidden away for far too long. But I still don’t
want the Yankees or today’s federal government getting their paws
on it.”

“How could we avoid them taking their share?”
Cornwell asked.

“That is part of the deal. I tell you where
it is and you go and retrieve it. It will be up to you as to what
you do with it all. I only ask that you do all you can to keep it
out of the hands of those federal thieves.”

“Do I get some time to think your offer over,
Stewart? This is a lot to lay on a person just out of the
blue.”

“Look at me, Dick. I’m like that hourglass
with the sands running out. Seriously, I know that I don’t have
much time left. It would be better if we settled this now,”
Nicholson insisted.

Cornwell closed his eyes and made a mental
calculation. This knowledge of the treasure was indeed a two-edged
sword. And if he didn’t accept the information from Nicholson two
things would happen. Nicholson would die and the knowledge would
die with him or Nicholson would impart the treasure location to
someone else. Someone who most likely was far less honorable than
himself. He had to accept the offer.

“Okay, Stewart. You’ve got your man. I accept
the responsibility of being your agent. I will do my best to
retrieve the treasure and go from there. Is that good enough?”

“Yes, it is. If I can’t trust you, Dick, I
can’t trust anyone.”

“Will you leave me a map to locate the gold
and statues? Maybe you’ve already drawn one up?” Cornwell
inquired.

“Nothing written, Dick. That’s evidence. This
will be verbal. Man to man.”

“What? Can’t you just pen something out for
me? I’ll guard it carefully.”

“Written records are what get people in
trouble, Dick. So I’ve decided that there won’t be any connected
with this treasure hunt.”

“You strike a hard bargain, Stewart. All
right, tell me where to find the Confederate gold.”

 


“Remember, Dick, it’s the historic gold and
the two incredible Greek statues. The statues will far exceed the
gold—of that I am certain. And no one, repeat no one, knows about
the statues. The gold has been rumored about for over a hundred
years. Tharex’s statues are the treasure within the treasure. I
just wish that I was around when you dig it all up,” Nicholson
lamented.

“So, you said that it is buried at Shiloh
battlefield. Where in the battlefield?” Cornwell said.

“The last place anyone would look for
confederate gold, Dick. It’s buried in a gravesite that contains no
body.”

“A fake gravesite?”

“That’s right. A gravesite with a marker made
out to a person who never existed,” Nicholson said.

“What name should I look for?”

“The name is Ransom—Magnus Ransom.”

*****


Chapter Four

The speed limit sign read 30 miles per hour.
As one entered Hardin County from the east, one should definitely
take note of the sign. Failure to do so could result in some real
trouble for the careless individual.

Marv Elbert and his wife, Nicole, paid no
attention to the sign. The upper middle class couple from Columbus,
Ohio, continued to push their new Lexus SUV at a robust 50 mph with
Marv doing the driving and Nicole tapping her fingers to the
saxophone sounds of Euge Groove. This was Euge’s best CD yet,
Nicole thought. It was a 70s retro album that Euge had recorded
with the technology from only that period. Euge had hired session
players who could augment his sax. The lead cut was a get-down
number called “Get ‘Em Going.” Nicole thought that it was right
on.

Marv and Nicole had no use for the goobers
that lived in this godforsaken area of the U.S. They were on their
way to Memphis for a law convention to be held at the Peabody
Hotel. Nicole wanted to visit Graceland while in the River City.
Marv was hot to eat, at least once, at the Rendezvous restaurant
only a couple of blocks away from the hotel. A legal friend of his
said that the Rendezvous had the best spare ribs in the country.
Very dry and mouth-watering off the bone. It was going to be a
great trip. Now, if they could only leave this hayseed county far
behind. The sooner the better.

Unbeknownst to Marv and Nicole, their
movements were being carefully monitored by radar gun from a
sheriff’s sedan parked just behind a row of bushes on the right
side of the highway some five miles outside the city limits.

“Sheriff, we got us a good one here,” Deputy
Neil Lee exulted as his radar gun clocked the passing Lexus SUV
doing 52 miles per hour. “Yessir, this one is red meat.”

“Okay, Neil, I’m pulling out now. Hit the
siren for me,” Sheriff Wayne Diggs told his right hand man.

Marv was enjoying the sunny day when reality
came crashing in. He heard it before he saw it. A police siren
broke his reverie and before he could slow down even the tiniest
bit a county police car was on top of him. Hell, where did they
come from?

 


Marv thought about trying to outrun the cops
but decided against it. That would only make matters worse. Better
to take his medicine now. Pay the ticket and move on to Memphis.
He’d had worse things happen to him. But he couldn’t remember the
really last painful one.

Now to add insult to injury the cops behind
him had added flashing lights to the siren. Oh boy, these local
yokels had to pull out all stops, didn’t they?

“Nicole, let me handle this. Don’t say
anything, okay. Let’s just be real businesslike about it. We need
to be in Memphis by five p.m.,” Marv reminded her.

Marv slowed down to almost a walk and pulled
over to a flat apron of grass bordering the right side of highway
12. The county police car pulled right behind him with lights
flashing. The siren had been switched off. Marv waited. No one ever
enjoyed this kind of thing.

Several minutes went by and Marv began to
worry about what was taking the cops so long. Shit, I’ll go to
them. “Nicole, stay here. I’m going to initiate this meeting,” Marv
said as he reached for the door handle.

A powerful voice greeted Marv just as his
door began to open.

“Stay in the vehicle, sir. We’ll be with you
in just a second,” the loud speaker voice intoned.

Fuck that, Marv thought. Who the hell did
they think they were dealing with? Marv got out of the car.

At that moment two large policemen exited
their vehicle. Both were wearing sunglasses and both appeared to be
the size of NFL linemen. One of them had a pair of handcuffs
swinging from his right wrist.

Marv froze in place. Maybe he had been a bit
hasty.

“Place your hands against the side of your
car, sir, and don’t move,” the one in charge bellowed out.

Marv did as he was told. The officer in
charge patted him down to search for a weapon. Of course he wasn’t
armed. The cop ran his right hand up Marv’s right thigh and managed
to squeeze his package. Marv cringed.

“Hey, was that necessary?” Marv asked. “Do
you enjoy feeling guys up, officer?”

“Cuff him, Neil,” Sheriff Diggs ordered his
deputy. “Listen, wiseass, you’re in some serious trouble here.
We’ve got you for speeding and now we’ll add insulting a police
officer to the ticket. Want us to add anything else?”

Marv gulped. Why did I say anything to this
rube?

After the handcuffs were attached to Marv
from behind, the deputy frog-marched Marv back to the police
cruiser placing him in the backseat. Deputy Lee stayed with Marv
while the sheriff stayed with Mrs. Elbert.

“Okay, lady, I want you to step out of the
car and place your hands on the side of the vehicle. This shouldn’t
take too long,” Sheriff Diggs told her.

As Nicole opened her door the sheriff quickly
tossed a small plastic bag full of high-quality cocaine through
Marv’s window and watched it land squarely in the middle of the
backseat. Bingo! Got them now but good the sheriff chuckled to
himself.

Nicole assumed the position at the side of
the car and the sheriff loomed up behind her. He ran his hands up
both of her pant legs and then had them linger in her groin. The
sheriff felt perspiration through the cloth and pressed callused
fingers against her clitoris. He rubbed his member against her
behind.

Nicole was in shock. What was going on here?
This was all happening in broad daylight. What kind of people lived
in this county?

Nicole took a couple of deep breaths and then
said, “I think that’s enough, officer. I might have to report you
to the sheriff of this county if you don’t stop now.”

Sheriff Diggs leaned to his right and
whispered in her ear, “I am the sheriff, sweetie. You don’t want to
fuck with me.”

He jerked her right hand down and snapped a
handcuff on it and then attached her left hand to its mate.

“Looks like we got a pair of speeding Yankee
criminals here, Neil. I want you to take both of them to the jail
and book ‘em. I’ll handle their vehicle,” the sheriff
confirmed.

Marv watched the entire episode from the back
of the police cruiser. What had he gotten them into? And worse yet,
what kind of people was he dealing with here? A wave of nausea
passed across his complexion. And he had told Nicole not to say
anything! He had should have kept his own counsel. Too late
now.

*****


Chapter Five

Nelson gazed out over the rooftops of
Stockholm. Primary colors of blue and yellow covered a great many
of them. There was an occasional green or indigo thrown in the mix.
The Swedes preferred heavy slate slabs to cover their roofs here in
the principal city of all things Swedish.

But this was somewhat misleading. Sweden of
2006 had an estimated 8 million citizens. Everything looked very
prosperous. As he circumvented the city in his daily rounds, Nelson
had to dodge baby strollers and hovering mothers on just about
every street corner. It was said that the populations of European
countries were in decline. That might be true of England or
Germany. However, it was not true in Sweden. The Swedes were doing
just fine in the fertility department.

Nelson had his own hunches about the Swedish
birthrate. Here was a country of very intelligent people that had
not opened its doors wide to the outside world. It was a country
that did not engage in “military adventures” all over the planet.
Yes, the tax rate was damn high in Sweden but the citizens actually
got something for their taxes. Included for all Swedes was
universal health care and a paid college education for your
children—if you had any. Not the vague promises proffered by the
U.S. government. Swedes therefore had every reason to be positive
and seize the day for a promising future. Hence, why not have
children! Just call him Professor Nelson.

He and Jeri had just returned from a weekend
trip to Gothenburg. They had taken a day cruise on one of the many
ships that regularly connected the principal cities of Sweden.
While the two of them leaned against the railing of their ship,
they sipped on two Absolut vodkas with a touch of mint thrown in.
As the ship plowed the gentle waters they watched what seemed like
innumerable summer homes scattered on a series of islands bordering
the mainland. These homes were painted in bright pastel colors. It
was said that wealthy Swedes all had summer homes where they would
spend at least one month or perhaps two during the hottest segment
of the year.

The summer homes were for socializing with
family and selected friends. Europeans valued time away from work
and made the most of it. The Swedes had taken a page from their
Finnish neighbors and installed saunas in each home.

If you were invited to spend some time with a
Swedish family at the summer home, you were expected to share sauna
with them. That meant that everyone used the sauna together sans
clothing. Yes, you really got to know your friends in a rather
personal way.

After all, what was wrong with a little
nudity? Essentially nothing. Europeans had no problem separating
nudism and sexuality. Americans had never learned this lesson—and
probably never would. There was nothing sexual about immersing
oneself in a 130 degree sauna for fifteen minutes with family
friends. One began to understand how a lobster felt! And then the
real fun started. You leaped out of the sauna and into the chill
waters of a nearby lake only a step or two outside the sauna
entrance.

The saunas were actually small houses built
quite close to each summer home. They were a key part of the summer
entertainment and a lasting tradition in Scandinavia. It all seemed
very natural. Birch trees, alpine lakes far removed from all
cities. These people had some wonderful ideas about what was really
important in life.

Jeri broke his reverie as she joined him on
the balcony. She had only a massive towel wrapped around her torso
since she had only minutes before been in the shower.

“Hey, big guy, a penny for your thoughts. I
haven’t seen you this quiet in ages,” she said.

“Nothing earth-shattering, hon. Just enjoying
a peaceful day. Have you noticed that the weather here is a lot
like San Francisco?”

“How’s that?”

“Sunny, windy and cool. About 60 degrees
today. I love it. Maybe we should stay here from now on?” he
commented.

“You’re forgetting that we are just visiting,
Mr. Nelson. We are not Swedish citizens. I believe that our
passports allow us to stay a maximum of three months,” she
cautioned.

“So we take the three months and then take a
quick trip to England or Switzerland and come back. The clock
begins fresh for a new three months. What about that?”

“Sure, that would work. But would you really
be happy doing that?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I know you. You have to be using
that brain of yours. I’m amazed at how mellow you’ve become since
we got here. I thought that you’d be screaming for something to do
by now,” she said.

“I’d never been to Sweden before. Never
experienced the Scandinavian lifestyle. I’m just soaking it all up.
Have you noticed the differences between here and the States?”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed a lot. People here are
more concerned about personal grooming than the general condition
of the planet. There’s a whole lot of drinking to contend with
too.”

“So, is that really so bad? When we were in
New York all we heard about from the media was something to scare
the shit out of you every day. Nuclear war, bird diseases,
terrorists behind every bush. Frankly, I got damn tired of hearing
that garbage every day.”

“Point taken. But if we agreed to cast our
lot with these people I think that we should be doing something
constructive. Too much idleness is not good for anybody.”

“Perhaps we could offer our talents to an
American school here in Stockholm. Schools are always looking for
volunteer adults to help them out. At the very least we would be
good role models for young people,” he said.

Jeri gave him a penetrating look. “I’m not
going to respond to that statement,” she said.

“All right, I know what you’re thinking. A
person who has killed has no place around children, right?”

“Not exactly. But what if the school did a
background check and something ugly jumped out of the closet? They
might contact the local police. Then where would we be?” she
counseled.

“I hadn’t thought about that. Hell, I’m just
thinking out loud right now.”

At that moment there was a knock at the door.
Nelson left Jeri on the balcony and answered the door. A pleasant
young man in what looked like a railroad conductor’s uniform stood
in front of him.

“Are you Mr. Nelson, sir?” he inquired.

“Yes, that’s me. What’s this about?”

“I am Lars Eriksson, sir. I am a postal
messenger for Stockholm Express. I have a telegram for you. I
believe it’s from the United States,” he said.

Lars handed him a sealed envelope. Nelson
accepted the telegram and tipped the young man a 100 kroner
note.

“That is unnecessary, sir. I am paid an
adequate salary,” Eriksson pointed out.

“Yes, it’s not necessary, young man. But I
wanted to show my appreciation. Thank you,” Nelson said as he
closed the door.

“What is it, Rob?” Jeri inquired.

“A telegram. I have no idea who it could be
from.”

“Well, open it and solve the drama,” she
said.

Nelson grasped the envelope at the long end
and tore through the paper before removing what lay within. On the
single sheet was one single sentence. It read, “Need your help
desperately—Richard L. Cornwell”

“Well, what does it say?” Jeri asked.

“It says that I’m about to go on a vacation,”
Nelson assured her.

*****


Chapter Six

Athens in the Age of Pericles

Tharex closed his eyes and began to visualize
forms. Forms out of nothingness. From the time that he was a young
boy he had spent some time each day perfecting his thought
processes. He had become a master of the art.

As the preeminent sculptor in all of Athens,
Tharex lived a life others could only imagine. He was a rather
nondescript man, average height and weight and dark hair and beard.
What set him off from all others were his penetrating blue eyes.
Like many artists he was also left-handed. Left-handers were most
beloved by the gods.

Tharex had never married. Married life would
only get in the way of his art. Besides, he literally had men and
women throwing themselves at him for a bit of his time. He had
sampled hundreds finding little difference among them.

There had recently been a slave girl from
Sparta that he took a fancy to. Perhaps it was because she showed
no interest in him. She had been a gift from a wealthy patron here
in Athens. The patron had hoped that by giving Tharex a live
present he could induce Tharex to commit to doing a personal
sculpture for him.

“You must sample this one, Tharex,” the
patron pleaded to him. “She is like a wild mare that will give you
the ride of a lifetime. I’m afraid that I’m too old for this one.
But I’m certain that you can tame her.”

Penelope, the Spartan slave girl, went about
her duties at his villa with adequate dispatch. She hardly ever
spoke to him—unless he spoke first. It was Tharex’s custom to eat a
hearty breakfast early each morning in the atrium. He loved the
smell of fresh flowers around him. While eating the morning meal,
he remained unclothed.

Penelope was given the duty of serving him
breakfast right after she arrived. He would lay back on a recliner
munching grapes or drinking a sweet beverage with Penelope within a
step to his right. His nudity did not affect her. Her being clothed
was an odd stimulus to his day.

Later, after breakfast, he would have her
dress him. He enjoyed having her so near. Just yesterday, as
Penelope was tucking him into a work apron, he suddenly grasped her
face in both of his hands and looked deeply into her eyes. She did
not turn away but stared straight back at him.

“What if I kissed you, Penelope? Would you
find it exciting?” he said.

“You have every right to handle me, master. I
cannot say no.”

“But do you want to say yes, my sweet.”

“Whatever you desire,” she answered.

“Right now I desire you,” he said and planted
his lips in a soulful kiss around hers. He felt her mouth begin to
open, wanting more. Just at that moment another household slave
entered the room.

“Master, you have visitors,” the male slave
informed him.

Tharex broke away from Penelope and attempted
to gather his wits.

“Please bring them to my dayroom,
Antiochus.”

Tharex turned his attention back to Penelope.
“I want you near me tonight. We have unfinished business,” he
smiled.

Penelope ran her tongue down her right index
finger and took the measure of her master.

“I am here to serve you, master,” was all
that she would say.

Tharex soon joined his visitors in the
dayroom. Natural sunlight filtered in through side entrances and
also sprayed the room from above. There was all the promise of a
glorious day to come.

“Nikos, Polydorus,” Tharex addressed his
guests. “Please be seated.”

The two large men went from standing alert to
a grateful relaxation on twin benches just behind them. Nikos was
the older of the two and stood well above six feet in height. He
possessed dark hair and a carefully groomed beard. Polydorus was
slightly shorter than his compatriot. His hair was brownish-red
with no supporting beard. There had been rumors that the two men
were sexually intimate. It mattered little one way or the other in
the Athenian society.

“Were you able to bring back what I
requested?” Tharex asked urgently.

“We have completed the mission,” Nikos
offered. “But it was not without considerable cost.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that we left Athens with twenty men.
We returned with eight. And we were damn fortunate to return at
all,” Nikos volunteered.

“What happened?” Tharex said.

“We sailed uneventfully to the African
continent. The weather was warm and pungent and our ship rode the
waves confidently. Once arriving in the land of Egypt we paid our
respects to the monarch there. All went well and we added to our
provisions before we ventured south toward the wilder lands of the
interior.”

“And then?”

“After several weeks of travel we had gotten
strong legs under us. Then one day we crossed paths with the
dark-skinned peoples. They spoke no known language that we had ever
heard before. We managed to communicate by a rudimentary sign
language. We let them know that we sought the tusks of
elephants.”

“How could you get that point across?” Tharex
inquired.

“We simply drew their leader a picture in the
sand. He knew what we wanted at once. We then joined forces with a
hunting party that they put together. There were thirty of them and
twenty of us. We felt no fear because we knew that one Greek
fighting man can handle two or three of anyone else’s fighters.
After two days of travel in rugged country we ran across a small
herd of elephants.”

Tharex was mesmerized from the telling of the
tale. “What happened next?” he asked.

“The largest of all of the elephants faced
off against our forces as we approached the herd. It appeared to be
a male elephant. The giant elephant possessed enormous tusks. It
watched our movements carefully. When we were within twenty yards
it pawed the earth and let loose with a dreadful roar. This
momentarily caused us to stop but then we continued toward the
group of elephants. That was our fatal mistake.”

“You mean the elephants attacked all of you?”
Tharex inquired.

“No, not at all. Only one elephant attacked
us—the leader. He was much faster than any of us imagined. He
trampled at least a third of the black men outright and we lost two
of our own. In the melee that followed several of our spears caught
him in vulnerable places on his body. It was a horrible scene. But
we finally put him down. That animal was as brave as any Greek
mercenary that I have ever seen.”

“So you secured the tusks?”

“Yes, we did. But then the chief or leader of
the black men demanded high payment for the tusks. Of course we
never intended on paying them anything. At a signal from myself we
tore into the black men. We slaughtered them all. At least we
thought we did. But apparently one or two of them got away.”

“Why is that important?” Tharex asked.

“It is important because of our journey back
to the Egyptian lands a large force of the black devils ambushed
us. They would probably have killed us all but when we heard their
war cries we, as a group, raced toward a nearby hill giving us the
high ground to fight from. It was still brutal combat. We lost all
but eight of us. However, we killed them all. I ran a spear point
through the throat of the last one. I never want to see those
bastards again.”

“Where is the ivory now?” Tharex asked.

“It is at the Temple of Zeus. Isn’t that
where you said to leave it?” Nikos said.

“Yes, yes I did. You did well, Nikos. The
gods will smile on you for eternity.”

“That is fine, master. But what payment do
you offer?”

“I promised twenty gold pieces for each man.
And you shall have it. But let me sweeten the bargain. Each of you
will also receive five hectares of farm land as family homesteads.
I want the whole of Athens to be aware of your courage.”

Nikos and Polydorus immediately dropped to
one knee each and bowed their heads. “You are too generous with us,
master Tharex. We thank you for this bounty.”

“Citizens expect a high level of performance
from me, Nikos. And I charge them accordingly. You performed your
mission with that same high level of performance. I am pleased to
reward all of you as befits what you have accomplished. The gods
are pleased.”

*****


Chapter Seven

Dick Cornwell took the phone call in his
rectory office. It had been another long night with one of his
parishioners. He didn’t get to bed until way past midnight. So be
it. This was the life that he had chosen and the Lord had blessed
him greatly since he had made that choice.

“Yes, Pastor Cornwell speaking,” Cornwell
intoned.

“Mr. Cornwell, I have a serious matter to
discuss with you concerning my son. This is Dennis Goad calling,
sir.”

“Go ahead, Mr. Goad. Your son’s name is
Winston, I believe.”

“That is correct, sir. Your memory is
amazing.”

“I work at it, Mr. Goad. Please fill me in
with your concern.”

“Winston is one of those kids, actually he’s
almost nineteen, who spends vast amounts of time on the computer.
We can hardly get him to eat. He sits there for hours banging away
on the damn thing. Of course he is not harming anyone while doing
this. So, I have stayed out of his way when it comes to computer
time.”

Cornwell removed his glasses from his brow
and took out a handkerchief. He began to clean each lens in a
circular motion. This man appeared to be really wound up. This
conversation might go on for some time. Might as well make one
comfortable he thought. All the time he stayed focused on what Goad
was telling him.

“Please continue, Mr. Goad.”

“Well, I thought no harm, no foul. That kind
of thing. But then last week I got a strange phone call from a man
whom I did not know. He told me that he and Winston had been
communicating a great deal lately. He said that they had
established a bond, whatever that meant. And he wanted to come over
to my house and meet me and my wife.”

“What on earth for, Mr. Goad?” Cornwell
interjected.

“I’m getting to that. The more he talked the
stranger the conversation got. Finally, it dawned on me just what
he was hinting at. This man was same kind of homosexual. And he
wasn’t the least bit ashamed of being so. He was asking permission
from me to start a personal relationship with my son. Can you
imagine the nerve?”

“We live in trying times, Mr. Goad. Gay men
and women have become much more aggressive in pursuing their
interests. They see nothing wrong with their behavior,” Cornwell
pointed out.

“Nothing wrong? Why this deviant wants to
screw my son, sir. Pardon my language but I will have no truck with
that type of behavior. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing over
the telephone.”

“Mr. Goad, I don’t think that the telephone
was the culprit in this activity. It was the computer that
initiated this contact. Sometimes I feel that the computer is more
a tool of the devil than one of the saints,” Cornwell went on.

“I told this character not to call my house
again. But he only laughed after I had said it. He then told me
that he had nude pictures of Winston in his possession and would
spread them throughout the community if I did not agree to a
meeting with him. I was speechless. Could this be true?”

Cornwell took a deep breath and gulped. What
a way to start his day. Fornicating fags before ten in the morning.
Couldn’t this have waited until he had visited Starbucks for a
frappacino?

“Ah, now we have something to work with, Mr.
Goad. This man is attempting to blackmail you. That is a crime. Do
you have his phone number by any chance?”

“I have his name and phone number, Mr.
Cornwell. What should I do about it? I’m at my wit’s end. I hardly
slept at all last night. I kept picturing this fiend about to
bugger my son. It made me sick at my stomach.”

“Here’s how we will handle the situation,
sir. I want you to give me the individual’s name and phone number.
Okay, I am writing down the information now. Do not accept any more
phone calls from him. I would like for you to bring Winston to my
office tomorrow morning, say around eleven, and we will have a
counseling session—all three of us. Meanwhile, I will relay this
information to a lieutenant that I am close to at the Metro
Nashville Police Department. He will pay this gentleman a personal
visit. That should take care of it.”

“Bless you, Mr. Cornwell. I knew that you
would have the right answer to this problem. Maybe now me and the
wife can rest easy tonight. This has really put a strain on our
marriage.”

“It’s the least I can do, Mr. Goad. God bless
you—and Winston. Come see me tomorrow,” Cornwell said and hung up
the phone.

Egad. What a mess! If this was his son he
would be tempted to beat him to within an inch of his life! That’s
what his dad would have done to him. But we lived in a different
age now. A much more permissive age. I’m sure that Lt. Riley would
function as the strong right arm of the Lord in this matter.

But this problem was a small one compared to
the quagmire that he had entered with Mr. Nicholson. The gold and
booty of the Confederacy. It was out there somewhere. And if he
found it the fame would take one Richard L. Cornwell to levels that
he had never dreamed of. But he felt so incompetent in a matter
like this. He would have to venture onto federal lands to retrieve
the objects. There were laws against this type of endeavor. And if
one broke those laws he could find himself in the penitentiary.
What a quandary! Fame or infamy. A hair’s breath between them.

That’s why he contacted this Mafia person in
New Jersey. That kind fellow, Rob Nelson, had set the New Jersey
person as a go-between. A go-between between Nelson and himself.
And, after calling this Don, he was given an address to reach
Nelson. It was all done rather perfunctorily. All the Don wanted to
know was who he was. The information was forth coming in
seconds.

He needed Nelson. That much he knew. Nelson
was the type of individual who could solve a difficult problem.
Those eyes of his. So penetrating. Nothing frightened this man. And
yet, he gave you a feeling of assurance. A unique individual. He
had never met anyone like Rob Nelson.

Yes, the Lord did move in mysterious
ways.

*****


Chapter Eight

“Who is this Richard L. Cornwell?” Jeri
inquired. “Some long lost friend of yours?”

“Not exactly,” Nelson said. “He’s a rather
quaint Baptist minister in Nashville. I stopped by to see him just
before I left the city. We seemed to be on the same side in that
affair. He gave me a vote of confidence.”

“Wait a minute. How could this man give you a
vote of confidence? Had you known him for a long time?”

“Not at all. I just met him that one time in
Nashville. But I had read about him in the Nashville Tennessean and
seen him on TV several times. He had gone on the record against the
Mid South Corporation. He’s not your normal type of preacher. He
likes to get involved in social issues,” Nelson pointed out.

“Is that a good idea for a man of the cloth?”
Jeri asked him.

“If you will recall, Jesus himself was highly
involved in social issues in His time. Why shouldn’t today’s
preachers do the same? Besides, Cornwell even went so far as to
picket the offices of Mid South and got the hell beaten out of him
while doing so. I felt that any person who would risk physical harm
was someone that I could level with. And talking with the good
minister is privileged communication anyway. In short, I took a
liking to the guy. I let him know that he could count on me if he
found himself in trouble. Frankly though, I never expected to get a
telegram from him.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No, thanks for the offer but I don’t think
that’s necessary. This shouldn’t take that long—whatever it is. You
can keep the home fires burning here. Maybe we need a little time
apart as well. What do you say?”

“Well, Mr. Nelson, we aren’t even married. So
I really have no hold over you and your activities. I do love you
intensely. And I might find a need to go somewhere alone myself in
the future. I guess what I’m saying is that it’s all right with me
for you to bring aid to this man. One proviso though—if you find
yourself in hot water give me a call. Promise me that. I’ll be at
your side within 24 hours. Count on it.”

“I promise you that I will contact you if I
need help. Right away. Damn, I find myself falling more in love
with you every day. I guess we’re not meant to live “normal”
lives,” he said.

“I’m not going to think about that. It’s just
you and me on what hopes to be a long journey. A wise man once said
that all of us are in the gutter but some of us can see the stars.
I guess he meant the ones facing up. I prefer to think of us as
among those facing the heavens.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in a week or two. I’ll
stay in touch. Take care of yourself,” he said and began packing
one travel bag. He refused to take any more luggage than that.

Rob hailed a taxi that conveniently had just
dropped off a passenger in front of their apartment complex.

“How much will it cost to take me to the
airport?” Rob asked the driver.

“Forty kroner, sir. Do you need assistance
with your bags?” the driver asked.

“No, I travel light,” Rob pointed out and
swung the rear door of the taxi open slinging his bag across the
rear seat and dropping himself inside the taxi with the bag braced
next to him. “Let’s go,” he told the driver.

A late night rain had traversed the city the
previous night. Rob noticed drops of water sliding down the
surfaces of street signs as they passed through Stockholm’s various
neighborhoods. Occasionally, the taxi splashed through a puddle of
water still standing in a low spot. The sky looked threatening here
in the far north. But that was often deceiving. By mid-morning
those dark clouds would advance southeast toward the Baltic states
of Latvia and Lithuania. Then the sun would appear as a glowing red
orb highlighting the whole of Sweden. He would miss Stockholm. The
city was beginning to grow on him.

They reached the airport in twenty minutes.
Rob would then check with several air carriers finding the one that
would get him back to the States the quickest. It was connect the
dots. Stockholm to New York to Nashville.

Once he paid the driver he hitched the strap
of his travel bag over his right arm. Rob kept his left arm free
because he was left-handed. It was just an old habit but one that
he always adhered to.

He had just taken a few steps up the sidewalk
when he noticed a group of at least ten young people advancing
toward an elderly man who was carrying a briefcase. Two of the
group stopped to ask the man a question and then one of the others
swatted at the man’s right arm causing the briefcase to fall to the
pavement. In the confusion that followed another young guy grabbed
the briefcase and began to sprint away moving straight toward Rob
and not looking back.

Rob appeared not to notice what had just
happened. That was only a feint however. He sprang to action. The
young kid was now two steps away from him and pivoting to avoid
contact. Rob stuck out his right foot and caught the young man in
mid stride. The young thief went airborne and the briefcase landed
at Rob’s feet.

Rob quickly grabbed the case and walked over
where the young man had landed. The thief was sprawled near a group
of decorative bushes highlighting the entry to the airport.

“Hey, mister, that’s my briefcase. Give it
here or I’ll call the cops,” the young man threatened.

“Go ahead, call them,” Rob said and stepped
heavily on the thief’s right hand. The kid shuddered and tried to
free himself all to no avail. Rob increased the pressure.

Several of the young man’s crime partners
decided to advance on Rob. Rob looked them over and said, “The next
one of you who comes near me will wind up in the hospital.”

That was enough for the lot of them. They all
fled deciding immediately that this was one civilian to leave
alone.

“Okay, punk. I’m in a hurry so I’m going to
let you go. But I will report this right now to the airport police.
You better get the hell out of here and not come back,” Rob told
the young lawbreaker.

The young man regained his footing and gave
Rob a dirty look.

“You’re not so tough, friend. I’ll look
forward to meeting you again,” he threatened as he slinked
away.

Rob just shook his head and aimed an
imaginary pistol at the young man’s head. He whispered “bang” out
loud. The thief disappeared down an embankment.

The old man who had been assaulted was still
sitting on the pavement taking the whole scenario in. He appeared
to be in shock.

Rob walked up and gave the gentleman a hand
lifting him to his feet.

“Are you all right, sir?” Rob asked.

“Yes, thank you, kind sir. What was that all
about?” he said.

“Just a bunch of street criminals, sir. They
tend to prey on solo travelers at train station and airports here
in Europe. I’ve read about them but never actually seen any. I have
now. By the way, here’s your briefcase.”

“My god, you got it back! You can’t imagine
what’s in there. It would be terrible for these documents to get in
the wrong hands. Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, sir. Just one word of
caution.”

“What’s that?” the old gentleman asked.

“Next time you come to an airport have the
taxi driver drop you off at the main entrance to the building. Once
you leave the cab do not stop, for anyone, until you are inside the
actual building. The police monitor the inside very well. The
outside of the building is another story. Now, how about letting me
escort you inside?”

“It would be my pleasure, sir. You have a way
with words.”

*****


Chapter Nine

Finally, he had in his possession what he had
dreamed of—literally. For Tharex had dreamt seven months ago during
the Festival of Zeus that the Father of the gods had actually
spoken to him.

In the dream Zeus was seated on his throne in
Mt. Olympus. Tharex was standing directly in front of the potentate
and not the least bit awed. Other gods and goddesses were milling
about to the sides of the king’s throne. He recognized Hermes by
his winged sandals and Aphrodite by her brief robe and stunning
beauty. But Tharex had been summoned by Zeus for a special
mission.

Zeus looked him over, up and down and nodded
pleasingly to himself.

“You are one of my favorite creations, young
Tharex. When I gave you the gift of life I expected much of you and
you have not let me down. Your sculptures bear the touch of
greatness. They appear almost lifelike—as if they could speak to
you in the next instant. What I want of you now is something quite
different.”

“And what may that be, your majesty,” Tharex
asked.

“I want you to create likenesses of myself
and Hera, my queen. But I do not want them to be carved from stone.
I want them to be uniquely different. I also do not want them to be
godlike in size. They should not be mistaken for either of us.
Therefore, I will make certain that you will soon receive a
sufficient quantity of ivory. And once you receive the ivory you
are to sculpt miniature versions of both myself and Hera.”

“Ivory, my lord? We have no ivory in Greece.
I know it to be of a beautiful white coloring and substantial
hardness but I have never seen any here. Traders have told me of
it. Especially those who have ventured to the African
continent.”

“Nothing is outside of my influence and
power, Tharex. You will receive the ivory and complete the
commission.”

“And what then, great majesty? What shall
happen to the ivory statues?” Tharex wondered.

“They shall remain at your villa until I
speak to you again. You are to display them in natural light and
worship them every day. For completing this assignment, I promise
you that your hand will never waver. Not even when you grow much
older than other men. Your eyes will also maintain their acuity
forever,” Zeus pronounced.

“I accept the assignment, great Lord. I will
await the coming of the ivory,” Tharex said.

“I want you to seek out Greek men who have
sailed far from your native lands. They will assist you in this
project. Now you may leave.”

And so events transpired over the intervening
months just as Zeus had predicted. The ivory was now safely stored
in the temple and Tharex was on his way to receive it.

Chill winds blew through Athens that evening
as he trod the city streets toward Zeus’ holy sight. He passed
several beggars and a woman of the night who offered herself at a
small price. No, not tonight. The ways of the flesh were the last
things on his mind as he crossed a small drawbridge just in front
of the temple.

Torches flared in sconces that surrounded the
building. Temple priests and priestesses still remained on duty.
One of the priestesses made her way toward him.

“Welcome, Tharex. We have been expecting you
for the last two days. Your fame precedes you, great sir. I am
Diana, senior priestess of the temple,” she said.

“Greetings, mother Diana. Is my ivory safe
stored away?” Tharex inquired.

“Safe and awaiting your hand. Come with
me.”

Diana led him into the inner sanctum of the
temple and shadows flared right and left as the night winds blew
through open portals. They were admitted through a series of three
doorways until they arrived in a most secure area. Armed guards
acknowledged them as they passed each entry point.

Diana opened a golden chest that stood in a
recessed corner of this treasure room. The chest was rectangular in
form and stood approximately two cubits high.

She removed a dark red blanket and turned
toward Tharex. The blanket was folded over once and something
obviously was contained within. As she turned toward Tharex she
undid the top cover and from the interior two tusks of ivory
greeted Tharex’s view.

“They are beautiful, high priestess. Just
what I have needed. May I take them now?”

“They are yours. We have only been the
guardians. Take them and use your magic to create something
beautiful,” Diana begged of him.

Tharex left the temple and did not return to
his home. He carried the tusks still contained in their cover
blanket and made way toward Mt. Victory.

 


He estimated that by steady walking he could
reach the mount in an hour—perhaps a shade more. Meanwhile, the
wind had picked up and lightning was flaring in the skies only a
few miles outside the city. It was going to be a night that
required great care for anyone alone on the streets.

Tharex continued his journey. Once he looked
back and thought that he spied someone following him. But it was a
mistake. Only a tree branch bending in the wind and casting a large
shadow across the roadway.

Then, he was finally at the pathway that led
to the summit of the mount. Now a cold night rain began to fall
added to the wind and lightning. But Zeus was protecting him. That
he was sure of. He placed one foot in front of the other and bent
his body to protect his cargo and himself.

He began counting steps. There were the first
twenty, then another fifty and ultimately two hundred and a few
more. He was at the top of Mt. Victory. Alone with his bundle of
priceless material.

Tharex lay the blanket on a slab of stone and
uncovered the ivory tusks that lay within. The storm was in full
force and fury now but that did not matter. Tharex watched as the
sky light up and Zeus’ thunderbolts were hurled about the heavens.
It was not long before it happened.

A single bolt of lightning struck down from
above and hit the blanket with a supernatural force. The shock wave
knocked Tharex to his backside and he rolled several feet away from
the blanket and tusks.

When he regained his senses he expected to
see nothing remaining. Surely the lightning had destroyed
everything in its path. He was lucky himself to still be alive. But
he was wrong—oh so wrong.

The blanket was destroyed—burned thoroughly
through and through. However, the tusks remained on the stone slab.
And they both glowed with an unearthly beauty. A fire from within.
And their glow lit up the entire mountaintop as if it was broad
daylight.

*****


Chapter Ten

Mayor Frank Miller hated the summer. Already
his clothes were beginning to stick to him and it was only
mid-morning. What a pain in the ass! His city of Bruceton was
lovely during the fall and the spring. Winter was endurable most of
the time. But summer was pure hell. At least his office was
air-conditioned. Air conditioning was the one single item that
allowed the south to be fully populated.

“Charlene, get in here,” Miller bellowed out
to his secretary in the outer office. “Hey, I’ve got a joke for
you,” he said as she sauntered into his office.

“What’s the joke, Frank? Is your fly still
open?” she said.

Miller glanced down quickly to check his
appearance and noted that there was nothing amiss. He gave his
secretary a momentary scowl.

“A fellow goes to a palm reader to get his
fortune told. She tells him that he will be poor and unhappy until
he reaches age 60. Shocked, the guy asks her what happens after
that. After that, she tells him that he will get used to it,”
Miller finished chuckling to himself.

“Not bad, Frank. I’ll have to share that one.
Now, what can I do for you?” she pointed out.

“Get me the sheriff on the line. I’m afraid
that I’ve got some bad news for him.”

Miller draped his suit jacket over a nearby
office chair and glanced out his back window as Charlene returned
to her control center.

“Got Sheriff Diggs for you, Mr. Mayor,” she
buzzed through. “On line three.”

“Wayne, Frank Miller. How are things at the
jail?” the mayor asked just to break the ice.

“Picked up a middle aged couple speeding
through town an hour ago, Frank. Thought they could ignore our
speed limit signs. Also found some cocaine in their vehicle. I’ve
got them in lock up for the time being.”

“Middle age couple you say? Are they from
around here?”

“Rest easy, Frank. They do not reside in
Hardin County. A couple of Yankee tourists. They should have known
better. You know how those pricks love to preach to us poor
southerners.”

“Well, don’t put the hammer down all the way,
Wayne. We don’t want to scare people off from coming down here.
Tourism is a double-edged sword, if you get my drift.”

“I get it, Frank. What’s really on your
mind?” the sheriff inquired.

“We had a city council meeting last night.
The financial picture does not look good. Looks like I’m going to
have to cut your budget by twenty per cent,” he said as the bomb
detonated over the sheriff.

“Goddammit, Frank. I’m short-staffed now. I
need at least two more deputies to keep the peace in this place.
And you’re asking for a budget cut. Are you out of your mind?”

“Calm down, Wayne. Every city department will
have to be cut. Not just yours. This county is not growing. Hell,
we lost eight thousand people over the last year. A lot of them are
moving further south. Remember, the Collins suit plant that closed
last year. Along with the closure went seven hundred jobs.”

“I remember, Frank. But I’m not in charge of
the Chamber of Commerce. That’s their job,” the sheriff said.

“Might be their job as you put it, Wayne. But
there are ramifications all up and down the line when your
population base starts dwindling. Look what happened to those poor
bastards in New Orleans.”

“Yeah, they’ve got a half-assed mayor and a
city full of criminals. I guess things could get worse,” Diggs
lamented.

“All right, the bad news has now been
delivered. Got any ideas what we can do to cover our asses, big
boy?” the mayor asked.

“Well, we could look for additional revenue
sources, Frank.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that we could ramp up catching
speeders as they pass through here. We could also increase the
fines for speeding. From what you’re telling me we might have no
other choice.”

“I don’t know, Wayne. We don’t want to get a
reputation for gouging people. They’ll avoid Bruceton like the
plague.”

“Name your poison, Frank.”

“I’ll get back to you, Wayne,” the mayor said
as he signed off.

Sheriff Diggs scratched his groin as he got
up from his desk. That Ohio woman had stirred him up. Maybe he
could drop by and see Phyllis this afternoon. A nooner sure would
be nice. Fuck the mayor. Dammit, if he wanted law enforcement in
this town he would have to find a way to pay for it.

*****


Chapter Eleven

Nelson scanned the flight announcements on
the monitors directly over his head. Okay, the ones on the left
were incoming flights. There, those on the right were outgoing.
Now, let’s see. Who was leaving for the U.S. in the next couple of
hours? Ah, Delta had a flight departing in about two hours to
Newark. Perfect. He could get to just about anywhere in America
from that Newark Airport.

He had some time to kill. And there was no
better place to kill time than a Starbucks coffee shop. As he
strolled down the central concourse, he looked left and right
discovering any number of chain operations. There was a Burger
King, a Pizza Hut and a Wendys. It was amazing that just about all
of these franchise food businesses were American in origin. Didn't
the rest of the world believe in the power of franchising?
Apparently not.

Ah, he knew it. There was a Starbucks. As he
stood in line, he glanced upward to assess his drink choices. So
many. Too many. Today, he felt like he was in a vanilla mood.

“What’ll it be, sir?” the clerk at the
counter asked him.

“How about a vanilla frappacino, please?”
Nelson responded.

“Would you like some crème to top it off
with?” the employee inquired.

“Yes, I would,” Nelson said.

He took his drink to a small table and began
to sip it. No straw for him. Besides, he had a couple of napkins
handy. As he looked out over the sea of passing humanity, he
wondered where all of these people were bound to. What if airplanes
didn’t exist? How would these folks get to wherever they were
going? Strictly a mental game. We lived in a modern age and planes
were a big part of it. Aristotle and Socrates would be lost
here.

Nelson noticed one especially striking young
woman striding toward security clearance and then on to her
airline’s gate. She was travelling quite light. Just a tote bag.
Possibly a Gucci or maybe a Coach. She did not appear to have a
care in the world. Her classic looks were her real ticket to ride.
Somewhere, on the other end of her trip, a young or older man was
waiting for her. They would have a weekend getaway planned and only
the two of them would be privy to the information concerning
it.

Yes, Nelson could appreciate that life now
that he had met Jeri. Before Jeri, he couldn’t think of a real
future. Besides, he thought that he had only a year to live. The
agent orange that he had contracted in Vietnam was drastically
cutting short his life. But that doctor at Vanderbilt Hospital in
Nashville had given him a new lease on life. The clouds had parted
and sunshine was beginning to peer through.

After a sufficient amount of daydreaming, he
dumped his plastic Starbucks container in a nearby trash can and
headed toward security. He had his Delta ticket in hand after
purchasing it in cash at the main counter.

“Good morning, sir. May I see your boarding
pass?” the security guard said.

Nelson proffered the pass and waited
patiently.

“Can I see your passport?” the guard
continued.

Nelson tried to maintain a poker face. That
passport was issued in another name. He had received it from the
Don in New Jersey.

“All right, Mr. Davis, thank you. Have a
pleasant trip,” the guard told him.

Whew, he thought as he headed toward gate 27.
Flying was getting to be a lot more technical these days. The only
way to avoid it was to book passage in a private jet.
Unfortunately, he didn’t have a contact to cover that.

After checking in with the gate agent, he
grabbed a nearby seat and opened a copy of USA Today that he had
purchased. There was the usual frightening headlines concerning
either a pending global catastrophe, political scandal or health
crisis. Frankly, he got tired of all this gloom and doom. Even a
condemned man got a damn fine final meal.

This flight would take seven hours. He was in
luck however. His seat was in the first row behind a bulkhead.
There were only three seats in that row and he had the aisle seat
with no one sitting in the middle seat. He had good access to
bathrooms by having an aisle seat and he wouldn’t have to crawl
over anyone to get there. Good.

The hours flew by with a nice assortment of
entertainment choices. Now a person could watch any number of
current or classic films. Ah, they had the first French Connection,
one of his favorites. Was there a finer actor ever than Gene
Hackman? He had enjoyed Hack in so many films. Both French
Connections, the Conversation and Bonnie and Clyde among others.
Hackman had that unique ability to become whatever character he
played in any film. He blended in.

Nelson appreciated that chameleon quality
because he utilized it too. You wanted to be the guy who nobody
really noticed. The guy who was here one moment and then gone the
next. The guy whose face was not particularly memorable. The
proverbial everyman. A man who was Mr. Average. In the world that
he traveled in the average man was a superior individual. He did
not stick out.

As the 747 climbed toward 30,000 feet, Nelson
made himself comfortable in his seat and took in the passengers
seated closest to him. Most seemed to be business people and almost
all of them had some sort of portable computer. Work followed them
like a trained dog. Or maybe it was the other way around.

Once they reached cruising altitude the
captain came on the intercom alerting everyone to the fact that
they were presently flying over an iceberg floating in the Atlantic
just below their aircraft. Nelson craned his neck and looked out
the closest window and got a glimpse of a turquoise-colored object
floating alone in the vast ocean. The sun was reflecting off of it
and it seemed to twinkling and bobbing along.

Eventually that iceberg would reach warmer
waters and melt into nothingness. But for now it was alive and
exciting. Were human beings the same way? Did we all have our
moments in the sun and then eventually fade away? Too heavy a
thought on a splendid day he decided. On to America and Richard L.
Cornwell.

This fellow Cornwell was some kind of dude.
For a man of the cloth he led a lively life. They had sure hit it
off well the only time that they had met. Cornwell could have
turned him in to the Nashville police but resisted the impulse.
Nelson wasn’t really sure why.

One thing was for certain. He and Cornwell
were cut from the same cloth. They both could not stand injustices.
Cornwell used words as his weapons. Nelson preferred heavier
artillery. Cornwell was in some sort of serious trouble and had no
one to turn to. But he knew how to reach Nelson out here in the
world. It was nice to be wanted.

*****


Chapter Twelve

Tharex sat up and began to compose himself.
The wind had risen in its fury and a perfect symphony of nature
roared and rattled around him. He was alone on the mountaintop but
did not have that feeling of being apart.

Directly in front of him lay the two tusks.
They still shimmered with an unearthly beauty. It was ivory with a
touch of the supernatural. Was this really possible? Yes, it was.
The gods had spoken!

Tharex pushed himself erect and ventured to
where the tusks resided. Would it be all right to pick them up? He
could not leave them here. However, it may not be safe to place
them in his grasp. He undid his cloak and approached the objects.
He dropped the cloak over the two objects and brought them within.
He held the tusks close to his body and prepared for the worst.
Nothing happened yet they continued to glow. Rain began to fall on
him but he did not mind. He turned and began the trek back to his
villa with his precious cargo.

The trip back seemed much quicker than the
trip out. As he passed through the city streets he could hear
shouting erupt from various taverns along his route. Once he
skirted past a small park and in the darkness made out what
appeared to be a nude male atop a willing female. The woman’s legs
were spread and balanced across the man’s shoulders. He was driving
his member deeply inside her. The couple did not appear to care if
any passerby witnessed them. It was said that some Athenians
enjoyed having an audience to perform in front of while having
sex.

No time for that, thought Tharex. On another
night he might have stopped to watch this couple in their amorous
delights. Maybe he might have joined in if asked. But not tonight.
More important activities directed his attention.

Once back at his villa he brought the tusks
to his main workroom. He left them on a pedestal near his mallets
and chisels. Tharex had perfected additional tools which helped
make his creations unique in all of Greece. Among them were
specialized knives and gougers that worked wonders on a slab of
stone. He would find now whether these objects were just as
successful on ivory. Regardless, his hand remained true on any
object and his sight was not diminished to any degree.

He next went forth to Penelope’s sleeping
area. He could see her tousled hair atop a pillow in her bedstead.
Tharex touched her and she rolled over and was instantly awake.

“What bothers you, master Tharex? Do you
desire me?” she said.

“Not in the way that you are probably
thinking, my dear. I want you to accompany me to my workroom. We
have an important project ahead of us,” he pointed out.

“But it is the middle of the night. Can you
even see what you are doing?”

“I will light tapers in the room and they
shall give us all the light needed.”

Penelope warily followed him to the sculpting
center. This did not feel right. Did the master want her to engage
in some deviant practice? She felt that she had a feel for him and
his desires. She had been deceived before. One older man back in
Sparta had promised her undying love and after moving into his home
she found that all he really wanted was to watch her and his wife
engage in sex while he pleasured himself. She found that she could
not comply with these demands. The man banished her from his home
shortly thereafter.

“I want you to pose for me tonight, Penelope.
I have a special project that I must begin work on right away. It
cannot even wait for the sunrise. Please undress yourself.”

“I’ve never done any posing, master. What am
I to do?”

Tharex took her in his arms and unfastened
the clasp that held her nightdress in place. The dress slipped from
her body and bunched up on the floor beneath her. He backed up a
pace and Penelope stood nude and proud before him.

Her breasts stood full and firm before him.
She had a tapered stomach that led to a small but curly patch of
golden brown pubic hair. Ah, this was a woman who could give a man
hours of enjoyment.

He took her right hand in his left hand and
motioned for her to follow him. He led her to a small pillar placed
in an alcove.

“All I want you to do is to place your arms
on top of this column and stand at ease. I will bring you
refreshments from time to time. I need you to remain as still as
possible however.”

“Can I converse with you if I have need to
talk?” she asked.

“You can speak. That’s fine. But try to keep
your head perfectly in place. You’ll get used to what I want as we
go along.”

“This is all you want, master? Nothing more?”
she inquired.

Tharex looked her over. Great Zeus, he could
think of many other things that she could do for him. But not
tonight. Tonight, she must be a stand-in for the noble Hera. She
seemed worthy of the task.

*****


Chapter Thirteen

Richard L. Cornwell adjusted the angle of his
Simmons Posture Pedic bed. There, that got it. Cornwell loved his
creature comforts and the Simmons stood at the top of the list.
Besides, he was cursed with a bad back. All that manual labor that
he had done as a young man had taken its toll. Now that he was a
man of the cloth he did not intend on ever getting his hands dirty
again.

He sure hoped that Rob Nelson would respond
to his telegram. He needed Nelson’s help badly. He was a master at
handling social and political activities. But anything that
bordered on criminality was out of his league. He didn’t have the
stomach for it.

This Nelson fellow was a different animal
than himself. He seemed to rise to the occasion and nothing scared
him off. That’s exactly what was needed here. A man who could not
be intimidated.

The story that Nicholson had relayed to him
was mind-boggling. An incredible treasure that only one man on the
planet, Nicholson, knew of its whereabouts. Here in the early 2000s
that was nothing short of incredible.

Cornwell wanted that treasure. If he had to
share the wealth with Nelson, so be it. First, they had to get it.
And it had to be done quietly—with stealth. If others parties got
wind of what they were up to, the whole affair would get ugly.

He had seen members of his church fight tooth
and nail over inheritances and bequests. Sometimes, the dollar
value of what caused the friction was minimal. Try telling them
that!

The Civil War. Known down here in the South
as the War Between the States. He had studied it as a young man. To
him the whole affair boiled down to a failure to communicate. The
North and the South were so very different. The North was
industrial and smug. The South was agricultural and pastoral.

Apparently, all the South ever wanted was to
be released from the Union. A reasonable request. We Americans had
cheered when the Soviet Union was recently broken up. We said that
the Baltic States and the Ukraine and the rest deserved to set
their own future courses free of Russian interference.

But back in 1860 in the United States Abraham
Lincoln was deadset on keeping the Union intact. The Southern
states said that they had entered the Union on their own and could
leave it the same way. Nothing doing, Lincoln told them.

Today’s Southerners still would not let go of
this disastrous war. He knew of a theater manager in Nashville who
regularly attended Civil War re-enactments with a host of young men
as his personal army. They traveled all over the South putting on
battle shows for the public. All of them had authentic Confederate
uniforms and got a big charge of fighting Yankees. Of course there
were Northern re-enactment groups too. But the Southerners really
got into it.

This theater manager was well known in the
city. He drove a hearse instead of a normal car. Why? He kept all
of his period weapons in the back of it. Where one would find a
deceased individual on the way to a cemetery there were racks of
long rifles, swords and sabers.

He had to hand it to this guy though. Being a
theater manager was a rather boring line of work. But being the
commanding officer of one hundred Southern fighting men was dashing
and exciting! Especially when they marched into battle and the
assembled throng of citizens waved and applauded their
appearance.

What did he know about this epic battle of
Shiloh? Sitting here in his bedroom he had several reference books
at hand telling of the encounter.

Shiloh was an area of hills and a river in
west Tennessee almost extending into Mississippi. The bulk of it
lay in Hardin County. Shiloh was the first major battle of the
Western theater of the war. The South had two armies—the army of
Northern Virginia and the army of Tennessee.

The battle of Shiloh occurred on April
6th and 7th, 1862. It only lasted for two
days. However, those were two of the bloodiest days ever recorded
in the United States.

The South was heavily out-numbered in this
campaign. That was usually the case. The North had the bigger
population base. One had to wonder how the South figured it could
ever win this war.

In this struggle at Shiloh, the North sent
forth 65,000 troops. Only 44,000 Confederates were aligned against
them. That edge of 21,000 should have made it an easy victory for
the North. You had to remember though that the Southerners were
fighting on their own territory and defending their homes and
families. This was do or die time—literally.

Upwards of 24,000 men were killed and wounded
over the two days. The North claimed the victory. By winning Shiloh
the North was able to grab the southern railway system that
operated out of Corinth, Mississippi. This loss was a difficult
pill for the South to swallow.

By the end of the war, in 1865, most people
had forgotten about Shiloh. It was ancient history after all of the
other military encounters. Jefferson Davis was counting on that.
That is why he sent that officer to bury the Southern bullion at
Shiloh. Davis felt that no one would be looking in that direction.
After all, Shiloh was just a military cemetery in 1865. A resting
place for the dead.

And now here we were. Almost 150 years later
and the loot remained untouched. Well, Cornwell grinned to himself,
not for much longer.

*****


Chapter Fourteen

Sheriff Wayne Diggs told his dispatcher that
he would be out of the office for the next three hours on personal
business. He gathered up his car keys, left his answering service
on his telephone and made his way to the police parking area behind
the building.

As he made his way through downtown Bruceton,
his mind shifted toward thoughts of Phyllis Stone. What a woman!
Presently, Phyllis was executive director of the Bruceton Chamber
of Commerce. Wayne had been instrumental in arranging for Phyllis
to be chosen for the position.

He had met Phyllis five years back when she
was still married. He was instantly smitten by her—physically and
mentally. Back then she was only a housewife with an interest in a
few civic clubs. Nothing heavy. She didn’t have to work. Her
husband, Ralph Stone, owned and operated a very successful home
furnishing store.

That was then and this was now.
Unfortunately, one wet, slick morning Ralph bought the farm out on
highway 12. He was attempting to pass a slow-moving farmer in a
pickup truck when an 18-wheeler came barreling down the road from
the other side. Ralph’s car skidded on the wet road and the massive
truck hit him head-on.

After the funeral Wayne went out of his way
to accommodate Phyllis in any way that he could. She seemed to
appreciate his interest. He couldn’t move too quickly because
Bruceton was a small town. People would talk if they discovered
that the county sheriff was bedding a voluptuous woman who had only
been a widow for a few weeks.

Wayne was patient. Phyllis was definitely
worth waiting for. And now sufficient time had passed and he felt
comfortable pursuing her.

He pulled into the parking lot for the
ultra-modern Chamber of Commerce building. Everything was on one
level. The front of the building was arranged in a semi-circular
shape that advanced toward a squared-off rectangular rear.
Reflective glass mirrored the entire entry area. The architect had
chosen slate blue building materials. It was an impressive
structure. And now an impressive woman ran the place.

As Wayne entered the building he noticed
Phyllis out front talking with what appeared to be a young family
on vacation. There was a man and a woman and two young kids.

“Yes, you just missed the turnoff as you came
into the city,” he heard Phyllis tell them. “Just go back up the
road you came in on and look for Baxter Lane. It’s about two miles
down that road. When you get to Baxter you will see a sign for
Shiloh National Battlefield. Take a right there and you will be at
the battlefield in about two minutes.”

“Thank you, Miss Stone,” the husband said. “I
don’t know how we missed it. We must have been talking too much.
I’m a real Civil War buff and we’ve always wanted to visit Shiloh.
I can’t believe we’re actually here. Thanks again,” he said as the
family trouped out of the facility.

Phyllis smiled at the retreating family and
turned back to her office. She was surprised to see Wayne Diggs
standing there watching her.

“Well done, Phyllis. You’ve got a knack for
handling people. You think that you can solve a problem for me,”
the sheriff countered.

“Let me guess what kind of problem that would
be, Wayne. Would it have to do with holding hands and delightful
hugs?” she kidded him.

“Could be. Are you available for a long
lunch?”

“Give me ten minutes to settle things here
and then we can leave.” She smiled at him and quickly began to get
things in order.

Wayne liked her style. Phyllis dressed in
tailored suits that punctuated her auburn hair. She had an athletic
presence. Having played a lot of sports when he was younger, he got
off on women who had the body movements of an athlete. He had found
that women like that were tigresses in bed too. One hour with
Phyllis was memorable and five hours with her would put you in
another dimension.

Wayne could definitely anticipate a future
with Phyllis. It would require serious capital however. And his
county salary did not match up with what it would take. Yes, she
might be at ease with him for the time being. But would she see
herself with him for the long run. It was doubtful. All it would
take would be for some well-heeled guy to come along and woo her
and the next thing you knew she would be gone. Probably to Memphis
or Nashville. If he was to win her over, he would need to improve
his financial picture—fast.

*****


Chapter Fifteen

Nelson was just awakening from a restful nap
when he felt the landing gear rumble into place aboard the 747.
Must have missed gate announcement he thought. Man, I needed some
sleep. But I feel alert now.

Once the plane eased into its waiting gate
passengers started to scurry about grabbing bags and suitcases on
the fly. They seemed to ignore requests by the flight attendants to
remain seated until the plane had come to a halt. Everyone wanted
to be the first off the aircraft. And, of course, there was only
one exit.

Now there was an idea, he conjectured. Why
not build new jet planes with exit area front and back. It would
make it much easier for travelers to get off the damn things. It
made plenty of sense to him.

Nelson had only the one suitcase and it had a
handle and a sling that one could drape over one’s shoulder for
easy maneuvering. Already the bulk of the passengers had departed
the flight.

Rob stuck his head into the cockpit of the
plane as he left.

“Nice flight, captain. Seeing that iceberg
from the air was magnificent,” Nelson told him.

“Thanks, sir. We had nothing to do with the
iceberg however. It was just out there floating on its own,” he
laughed.

Nelson then advanced toward Customs. The
agent who handled him had the look of a Gestapo enforcer. After
surveying his passport he wished Nelson a pleasant trip and
continued on to the next person in line. Nelson gave a sigh of
relief. He moved to the next gate where his flight to Nashville was
due to depart in under an hour. So far, so good.

The Nashville flight was on time and nothing
eventful happened enroute. Once more Nelson secured his belongings,
upon landing, and joined the other lemmings deplaning the sleek
737. It would be good to be back in the South again. It was his
favorite part of the country—bar none.

Once through the jetway and into the boarding
area Nelson spied a familiar individual propped up against a
supporting pillar. It was a portly man wearing wire-rimmed glasses
and holding a beverage in his right hand.

“How’s it going, Dick?” Nelson said as he
extended his hand and grasped that of the Nashville preacher.
“What’s that you’re drinking?”

“That, my friend, is a Sun Drop Cola. A
wonderful soft drink. I drink them all the time. They are like a
cup of coffee in the morning. A real wake me up. It’s sure good to
see you again, Mr. Nelson. I am in great need of your
expertise.”

“Okay, let’s go and get this party started,”
Rob announced.

“What about your luggage? You do have more
than what you are carrying?” Cornwell interjected.

“That’s it, boss. I’m only visiting your fair
city. I’m not moving here.”

“Touche,” Cornwell said. “My Camry is parked
into long term parking. It’s only a short walk from here. You seem
physically fit.”

The two of them moseyed through the cavernous
Nashville International Airport. The airport was “international” in
name only. There were one or two daily nonstops to Canada and a
solo flight each day to the Bahamas. It sounded good anyway.

Being Nashville, they passed a country music
group performing live near a souvenir emporium. Cornwell snorted
with disgust.

“I can’t stand country music, Nelson. They
force feed you the damn stuff here. Day and night. Even at the
airport.”

“I thought that this was Music City?” Nelson
pointed out.

“It’s Country Music City, sir. And a lot of
us are not fans of the twanging crap. Personally, I enjoy classical
music. When one lives in this burg, he has to accept all of its
foibles, I’m afraid.”

They found Cornwell’s dark-colored Toyota
Camry parked in lucky spot 4-U. Once inside the vehicle, the
minister quickly turned on the air conditioning and it cooled them
both off. Cornwell negotiated the turns out of the airport and got
them on the bypass that allowed one to motor uncontested for miles
through the heart of the city.

“Are you hungry, Nelson? I’m famished.”

“I could use a bite to eat. They don’t feed
you that well on the flights anymore. What do you have in
mind?”

“There’s a great barbecue restaurant close to
here called the Bar-B-Cutie,” Cornwell pointed out. “We need to
turn off on Nolensville Road and then it’s just a couple of miles
down on the left. They have the best sandwiches I’ve ever eaten.
You’ll like it. Trust me.”

“You’re driving, my friend. I’m in your
hands.”

They made the turn and were swiftly
accelerating down the major thoroughfare called Nolensville Road.
Nelson noticed many signs in Spanish and other less familiar
languages. Hey, this was Nashville, wasn’t it? Where had all these
foreigners come from?

“Say, Dick,” Nelson asked. “It seems you guys
have a lot of Spanish presence here. I thought Nashville was Old
South.”

Cornwell was just about to answer when a
fast-moving car came up behind them and lingered on their back
bumper. Cornwell hit the brakes and the trailing auto smashed into
his rear.

“Oh, dammit, some idiot kid out on a lark,”
Cornwell said to Nelson. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Nelson said.

Cornwell pulled over to the next street on
the right to assess damage. The other car pulled in right behind
him. Good, they were doing the responsible thing.

As they exited the Camry, Cornwell turned to
Nelson and shrugged. “This won’t take long. Then we can get some
lunch. We’re almost there.”

Two young men advanced toward them. The
larger one had a handgun flanking his right side. Neither of them
were smiling. In fact, they both looked grim and determined.

“Do you have auto insurance, sir?” Cornwell
asked. He began to reach for his wallet.

“Drop those hands, asshole. And both of you
step behind your car,” the smaller one told them. He wore a
mustache and a checkered shirt. Both men sported jeans and both men
had not seen a barbershop in some time.

“We better do as they say, Dick. All they
probably want is money. Let’s give it to them,” Nelson advised him
as he stepped backward away from the auto.

“Your friend is mucho intelligent, mister.
Now, if you will take out your wallets and give us your cash no one
will get hurt.”

At this point the younger and smaller one
advanced to Cornwell’s right side and extended his hand. The larger
man kept the handgun in sight to let Cornwell and Nelson know that
they meant business.

Nelson smiled and reached for his wallet,
which he kept in his back right pants pocket. As both robbers
watched his hand move to the wallet, Nelson sprung like an adder
and kicked the bigger man in the groin. The handgun hit the ground
simultaneously.

“Quick, Dick. Grab the other man,” Nelson
demanded.

Cornwell enclosed the smaller man in a bear
hug and held on for dear life. Nelson stepped over to the
doubled-up larger one placed his right hand on the guy’s throat and
squeezed. The attacker’s face began to turn red and then redder.
Nelson could feel cartilage begin to collapse under his
pressure.

“Now, listen to me you piece of shit. I could
easily kill you, right now, right here. In your former country,
that’s all that you would deserve. But you’re lucky. We have other
pressing business just now. I do have your license plate number and
will report it. Now get the hell out of here.”

The two robbers sized up the situation. This
was not going their way.

“What about our gun?” the small man said.

“No gun for you,” Nelson told him. “You might
be tempted to hurt someone,” he pointed out as he picked up the
handgun and stuck it in his belt.

Cornwell released the small man and the
bigger one was now on his feet. They both gave Nelson dirty looks
but decided that this was not the moment to press the issue. They
got back inside their dirty Chevy, backed up and drove away.

“Well, what do we do now, Nelson? Do we
contact the police? I’m still shaking,” Cornwell said.

“We go have lunch, Dick. Those guys have some
good taste.”

“What do you mean?”

“I just arrived here in the U.S. without a
weapon. Now I am the owner of a Browning 9 millimeter, one of the
most efficient weapons ever made. We might have a need for it.”

“You do work fast, Nelson. The Lord moves in
mysterious ways,” Cornwell said.

*****


Chapter Sixteen

The hours flew by as Tharex immersed himself
in his work. There was no guide for him to follow. Either one had
the sight or vision in himself or he did not. Funny, here in Athens
all of the sculptors were male. Not a woman among them. The work
did not appear to be sexual in nature. What would Plato or
Aristotle say about that?

Penelope remained calm in position without
the first complaint. Would a woman of Athens have remained so
resolute? He doubted it. The ladies of Athens always had something
to say about everything. That was one of the many reasons that he
remained unmarried. He simply could not put up with it.

Tharex believed that his art would become
compromised if he let anyone stand between him and it. That
included wives, children, friends and relatives. By forgoing the
standard pleasures and responsibilities of life he had risen to the
apex of his craft. Sculpture was considered the highest and noblest
of all of the arts here in Athens. When he appeared in a public
place all eyes turned toward him.

Oftimes, he would hear the whispers. People
would be saying “There goes the best of us. The one with the golden
touch.” The man that many would die to spend an hour or two in the
pursuit of erotic pleasure with. He relished that feeling of being
a prince among men. It had taken many years to reach this
summit.

Looking over toward Penelope he detected some
discomfort about her eyes. Possibly, they had been at this too
long.

“Are you tiring, my dear? We can take a
break,” he offered.

“I feel a cramp starting to form in my left
calf, master. I need to stretch it out for a few minutes. Then we
can continue.”

“All right, we’ll rest for a brief period.
Come over here and look at what I’ve carved so far.”

Penelope loosened her neck and swung her arms
from side to side. She placed her left leg atop the pedestal and
held it in both hands letting the muscles loosen all along its
length. Then she did the same with her right leg.

After that she walked over to the glowing
piece of ivory. It was amazing. What only hours before had been a
mere appendage to an elephant now bore the likeness of a woman. How
had he done it? Surely, this man, Tharex, possessed a talent that
resided in him and him alone.

“What do you think, my dear? Do you find the
goddess worthy of worship?” he asked.

“It is beautiful, master. I’ve never seen a
work like this in actual progress. In my former home of Sparta, the
arts were not emphasized. Personal fitness was our highest goal. We
looked at you Athenians as being soft. Now, I am not so sure.”

Tharex placed his right hand along the base
of her neck and drew her close. Penelope made no attempt to move
him away. He kissed her passionately—first along the sides of her
face and then dropped his lips to plant kisses all about her neck.
She could feel the essence of him through the wet lips, which were
moving, all about her body.

His left hand was not unemployed. Tharex
sought out her vagina and deftly opened it as if it was a flower
ready to bloom. He slid his index finger to the highest point and
began to massage her clitoris. It felt wonderful.

Penelope let him continue for quite some
period. Eventually, she could stand it no longer.

“Please finish me, master. I am ready for
release,” she begged.

“Come with me, dear one. I want to share
personal moments with you. Would you like that?”

For the first time since she had become a
ward of his house, she felt free to respond.

“I want you to do me, master. Make it as
beautiful as that sculpture you are working on.”

He led her to his bedroom and had her recline
on a woven blanket, which covered his entire bed. He sat beside her
and stroked her tapered stomach and strong thighs. Tharex planted
kisses on both thighs and then knelt between them.

When his tongue made contact with her
clitoris, Penelope thought herself to be a living goddess. She let
him continue his work unabated. Oh, what a man, she thought. She
wanted everything that he could place within her.

*****


Chapter Seventeen

That Monday night on CNN TV, Larry King, host
of its most popular talk show, was not in a good mood. It seemed
like for the past month all of his guests were current or former
political hacks who just wanted to gossip about the current
administration.

One night he would roll out an ex-press
secretary who would find fault with just about everything the
president was doing. Of course when questioned about the man that
he had served he had nothing but the highest praise. King did not
believe in skewering his guests so he would let the fawning
comments slide. A different host, such as the talkative Chris
Matthews, would have honed in on such softball answers.

Then, the next night King continued with a
woman who was in the employ of the current president. She went on
at length about what a great guy he was and how the public just
needed to get to know him better. Yadda, yadda, yadda. King wanted
to barf. Couldn’t his staff come up with something different?

As he left the green room King was handed a
summary sheet by his assistant producer. King prided himself on not
doing any serious research on any of his guests. He felt that this
gave his show a spontaneity that others lacked. Possibly he was
right. Then again, maybe he was just plain lazy.

When he reached the set he saw an attractive
middle-aged woman waiting to meet him. King had been married so
many times that he had difficulty keeping track of the names of his
previous wives. However, he always enjoyed meeting any new fresh
face of the female persuasion. At his age, one could not be
choosy.

“Good evening, Ms. Martin,” he said. “I’m
Larry King. So good for you to join us. I see that you have an
illustrious ancestor that you want to talk about.”

“Yes, Mr. King. May I call you Larry. I’m
Barbara Martin. My great-great grandfather was Jefferson Davis,
president of the Confederacy. I have some new information about him
that I would like to share with you and your national audience
tonight,” she offered.

“What does it concern? A family heirloom?
Lost love letters?” King questioned.

“No, it’s far more involved and important
than any of those things.”

“Give me a hint, my dear,” King sweet-talked
her.

“I have papers that confirm the existence of
very valuable materials that were once the property of the Southern
government.”

“Okay, let’s leave it there until we start
the show. I want it to be fresh for the viewers. Here, let me show
you where to sit. Ronald, please bring our guest a cold glass of
water,” he shouted out to a stagehand hovering nearby.

The show intro began in the next few minutes
and King managed a smile and the folksy manner that his audience
loved. Even after all these years of countless TV shows he could
bring on the charm when needed.

“Welcome to another edition of the Larry King
Show,” King said as he addressed the TV monitor directly in front
of him. “Tonight we offer a different show with a brand new guest.
We are going to march back in history to the time of the Civil War.
Our guest is Barbara Martin, a great granddaughter of Confederate
President Jefferson Davis. She has a new take on her illustrious
ancestor. Welcome to the show, Ms. Martin.”

“Thank you, Larry. What I have to say tonight
is not limited to one region of the country or just those folks who
are sometimes referred to as Civil War buffs. I have news that the
entire United States needs to hear.”

“And what might that concern?” King urged
her.

“Two weeks ago our family attorney, Lester
Loeber, contacted me at my home in Jackson, Mississippi. He told me
that personal papers of my ancestor, Jefferson Davis, had been sent
to him. These papers had been under lock and key with an Atlanta,
Georgia bank for over a hundred years,” she said.

King felt that the show needed to move a
little quicker. His audience had an attention span that did not
appreciate long, drawn-out explanations of anything.

“All right, you are now in the possession of
those papers. What makes them so important that you need share the
information with a national TV audience?” King implored.

“This is what’s so important,” a flustered
Barbara Martin blurted out. “These papers prove beyond the shadow
of any doubt that the Confederate currency was truly backed out by
gold bullion. Bullion that had been secured through various banks
in England and France. In today’s dollars that bullion is worth a
fortune.”

King still did not get it. He plowed on.

“So the Confederacy had gold bullion. Why is
that so important, Ms. Martin? Most governments have gold to back
up their currency.”

“It’s vitally important, Mr. King, because
that gold vanished at the end of the war. All of it. For years, the
existence of this gold was considered a pipe dream by many. Many
historians thought that the South was dead broke. I can assure you,
sir, that the gold does exist and once found will be the subject of
massive interest.”

“Do your papers say what happened to the
gold?”

“Mr. Davis left that part out. For obvious
reasons,” she said.

“What reasons?” King asked.

“If he told where it was, the Federal
government would go there and confiscate it. Losing the war was one
thing. Losing all that gold was out of the question. At least as
far as my ancestor was concerned.”

“So, there you have it, viewers. Confirmation
that the gold of the Confederacy is quite real—but elusive. A
fortune for whoever can figure out where it lays today. A real
treasure hunt. Right, Ms. Martin?”

“Yes, it could turn out to be a treasure
hunt. But I feel that the gold belongs to the governments of the
Southern states of today. That would only be fair. After all, the
North never paid reparations to the South at all after the war. The
gold would go a long way in paying for the damage done to the South
by the marauding Yankee armies.”

King blanched upon hearing these pro-South
comments. He changed the subject quickly.

“Is there some way we would know if this gold
bullion was the property of the South? A stamp or mark of some
kind?” King inquired.

“I’m glad that you mentioned that, Mr. King.
Yes, there is one thing. According to the papers in my possession,
the Confederate gold was cast in five and ten pound bars. And
stamped into each bar was a likeness of General Robert E. Lee,
commanding officer of the Confederate forces.”

“Wow, Ms. Martin. Robert E. Lee lives again!
That should be a front page story around the nation tomorrow.”

“Mr. King, to us Southerners, Robert E. Lee
never died. His spirit lives in all of us even to this day,” she
corrected him with a stern look.

*****


Chapter Eighteen

Judge Jason Beaver asked his bailiff to bring
in the defendants. They had waived counsel and asked to speak
directly with the judge. It was a slow day in his courtroom so
Judge Beaver allowed the request.

The bailiff led Marv and Nicole Elbert into
the courtroom. Both of the defendants were wearing manacles. A
Hardin County ordinance made it mandatory for any and all
defendants to be secured in said manner if their case involved
illegal substances. Both husband and wife wore hangdog looks.

“Please step forward Mr. and Mrs. Elbert to
address the court,” the judge said.

The Elberts shuffled forward with the bailiff
standing directly behind them. An armed deputy sheriff completed
the courtroom tableau.

“I’ve read over the arrest summary from
Sheriff Diggs. Let me summarize your case, if I may. You were
speeding as you entered Bruceton and thereby made yourselves a
danger to other vehicles and pedestrians. Also, the sheriff
discovered a package of cocaine in full view on your backseat. What
do you have to say about these charges?”

“We were breaking the speed limit, your
honor. I was not paying sufficient attention at the time and it
just happened. As for the plastic bag with the cocaine, I’ve never
seen it before,” Marv Elbert said.

“Do you have anything to add, Mrs. Elbert?”
the judge said.

“I stand by my husband’s statement, your
honor. We do not use illegal drugs. I don’t know where that stuff
came from. It did not come from us.”

“I understand that you two were on the way to
a conference in Memphis. Memphis is a wonderful city. I go there
quite often. They do take a dim view of drug use however. I want
you to be aware of that.”

“Thank you for your input, your honor,” Marv
said and he held back his true feelings.

“Now, we could let you stay here in our fine
county jail for another week or two. It surely would place a damper
on your vacation. But I am a lenient justice and possibly we can
work something out to suit all involved. Besides, we’ve run a
background check on you folks and found that there are no
outstanding warrants for your arrest anywhere and generally you
have several people willing to speak up for you.”

Elbert couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
This judge was treating them like common criminals. Damn, how
embarrassing! But what could he do. They literally had he and
Nicole dead to rights. They would best chalk all this up to
experience and get the hell out of Hardin County.

“It’s good to know that we have solid
friends, your honor. Where do we stand now?” Marv offered.

“Here’s what I will allow, Mr. and Mrs.
Elbert. I am prepared to release you both from custody under these
conditions. You will have to pay the fine for breaking the speed
limit. That will run you $200.”

“Is that all, your honor?” Marv said.

“Just hold on. I’m not through yet. The
confiscated cocaine is another matter. I can’t let that slide. No,
indeed. But if you were willing, say, to write an additional check
to our Youth Services Division I would wipe the slate clean. So to
speak.”

“And how much would that other check amount
to, Your Honor?”

“That contribution would be $500,” the judge
announced as he met Elbert’s gaze with a steely look of his
own.

Marv looked at Nicole and hoped that there
was telepathy running from him to her. She looked like she was
about to protest this treatment. Her mouth was just about to open
but Marv just quickly shook his head. Don’t do it, Nicole was his
non-verbal cue. Nicole got the message. What a mess! This was going
to cost them $700 plus the fact that that sorry ass sheriff had
felt her up. But the one thing she wanted to do above all else was
to get this county in their rearview mirror as soon as
possible.

“We’ll accept your ruling, your honor. We
don’t want to miss the conference in Memphis. We’ve planned this
trip for a long time and it will be best to end the trip on a
positive note. Thank you for understanding,” Marv told the
judge.

“Bailiff, remove the manacles from Mr. and
Mrs. Elbert and show them to the Fines Department. Next case,” the
judge announced.

As Marv left the courtroom he had mixed
feelings. Yes, it was great to be able to get out of Hardin County.
What a relief! But if this was an example of justice in America it
might be best to seek out another country.

*****


Chapter Nineteen

Dick Cornwell got back behind the wheel of
his Camry and Nelson joined him in the front seat with his new,
prized handgun securely ensconced between his belt and the small of
his back. Nelson liked the feeling of being armed again. He was a
fighting man at heart.

“Still hungry, my friend?” Cornwell asked
him.

“Yessir, big guy,” Nelson gushed. “Beating up
on illegals gives me a massive appetite. Drive on, MacDuff.”

They found the Bar-B-Cutie restaurant in
short order. Cornwell was well known at this establishment. He
loved Southern food, particularly barbecued pork, coleslaw and
fresh sliced tomatoes. This restaurant laid it on thick.

They parked the car and found themselves in a
lengthy line waiting for a table. Nelson kept his comments to the
minimum. So did Cornwell. Both men waited patiently for a table or
booth to open up. There were several college girls in line just
ahead of them. The girls appeared to not have a care in the
world.

“Ah, if I was only twenty years old again,
Nelson. Those young ladies would not have a chance of outrunning
me,” Cornwell mused.

“I once heard that a Southern virgin was a
girl who could outrun her brother. Is that true, Dick?” Nelson
said.

“Not a word of truth in it. That’s just
Yankee humor directed at the South. I wouldn’t give you a dime for
the whole North. Ever spent the winter up there? Ugh!”

“Point taken, Reverend. I’m just making small
talk.”

At that moment a waitress ventured over to
them and motioned for the two of them to follow her. She was
dressed in a cowgirl getup and had a delightful rolling gait to her
walk. Cornwell smiled broadly and followed with Nelson bringing up
the rear.

“Will this booth be all right, gentlemen?”
the waitress inquired.

“Yes it will, my dear. Thank you for your
courtesy,” Cornwell told her.

Once seated the two of them glanced over the
menu.

“What’s good to eat, Dick?” Nelson asked his
friend.

“Just about everything in the house. I would
recommend the pork barbeque sandwich and a Sun Drop cola. The pies
are terrific too. Especially the chess pies.”

“What the heck is a chess pie?”

“It’s a staple of the central South. It has a
bit of a lemon taste to it and is very light on the stomach. One of
those Old South baked goods that melt in your mouth,” Cornwell
assured him.

“Okay, why don’t you order for both of us?
I’ll follow your lead.”

Cornwell did so once the waitress returned
and they sat back enjoying the day.

“I got your telegram and got here as fast as
I could. You didn’t elaborate on your problem though. All right,
I’m here now. Fire away,” Nelson said.

“It really is good to see you again, Rob. I
don’t know what I would do or where I would turn to to settle this
affair. It is far beyond my pay grade, so to speak.”

“Go ahead. Fill me in. We’ve got all the time
in the world.”

“A week ago one of my dying parishioners
confided something to me that shocked me to my undergarments. He
said that he knew where the gold that backed up the Confederate
States paper money was buried. He had carried this information with
him all his life. It had been passed onto him directly through
blood relatives. Because he was on the verge of death, he did not
want the information to die with him. So he told me exactly where
the gold is encased today.”

“The gold of the Confederacy? I’ve heard of
that before. But I was of the impression that it was nothing but a
figment of the imagination. An old wives’ tale. You’re saying that
the gold actually exists? Is that what I’m hearing from you?”
Nelson argued.

“Yes, it really exists. It’s been buried for
all these years. A veritable fortune in today’s dollars. And along
with it are two priceless ivory statues that belonged to Jefferson
Davis. If we can get our hands on it, we will become among the
wealthiest men on the planet.”

“You said “we”. Where do I come in the
picture?”

“You’re the heavy in this operation. I’ll
direct us to the booty but you need to watch my back, so to speak.
With this much of a fortune at hand, one man cannot handle
everything. Besides, I like you and want you to be a part of the
recovery effort.”

“What’s the percentage breakdown, Dick? I
like you too but I don’t work cheap,” Nelson said.

“I’m thinking, 70/30. How does that
sound?”

“Seventy for you and thirty per cent for me?
That’s what you have in mind?”

“Yes, I think that’s fair.”

“You’re not willing to pay much of a premium
for a hired gun, Dick. Let’s say you were able to secure the gold
and the statues by yourself. What if you were blindsided on the way
back to Nashville with the loot? You would most likely be killed by
your attackers and they would wind up with everything. One hundred
per cent for them.”

“That is correct, sir. That’s why I contacted
you. Frankly, I couldn’t find my ass with both hands when it comes
to weaponry. I am a man of the cloth. I know my limitations.”

“If this is a partnership, I want it to be an
equal one, Dick. How much gold is at stake here?”

“Possibly two hundred million dollars worth.
I’m just guessing.”

“And the ivory statues. What are they
worth?”

“As much as the gold or more. They are one of
the kind items. We would have to dispose of them through private
bidders. In short more potential money than we would see in several
lifetimes. We would be in the company of Warren Buffett and Bill
Gates.”

“And you want to quibble on percentages?
Shame on you, Dick. I’ll do it—but the cut has to be 50/50. We’ll
both make out like bandits. What do you say?”

Cornwell winced as he heard the word
“bandits”. But what Nelson stated was pretty accurate. And he felt
that he could trust Nelson where there was no one else that he
could turn to. He had painted himself into a corner and he needed a
convenient window to climb out of. Nelson looked like that
window.

“You drive a hard bargain, sir. Without your
assistance though I might never acquire the goods. Fifty-fifty it
is then.” Cornwell held out his right hand for Nelson to shake.

Nelson looked deeply into Cornwell’s brown,
cowlike eyes. There was a twinkle there and a touch of larceny. He
shook the preacher’s hand.

It’s not every day that someone offers you a
fortune.

*****


Chapter Twenty

Sheriff Diggs pulled into his driveway and
activated the garage door with his “Door Genie”. He carefully
pulled his county patrol car into the garage and then hit the genie
again to close the garage door behind him and Phyllis.

“Why don’t you leave the car in the driveway,
Wayne?” Phyllis teased.

“Sure, sweetheart. Why don’t I just broadcast
to the entire neighborhood that I have a female visitor for lunch,
you, and that for the next couple of hours we’ll be screwing
ourselves silly here in the comfort of my home?”

“I was just kidding, big guy. You’re way too
tense these days. Maybe I can find a way to loosen you up,” she
said as she rubbed her hand across his groin. He closed his eyes
and breathed deeply. This woman was hypnotic.

They exited the car and he unlocked the side
kitchen door. His kitchen was immaculate. For a bachelor, Phyllis
noted, he ran a tight ship. Nothing out of place. No big heaps of
garbage waiting to be unloaded.

As Wayne closed the door behind them, he
turned and faced Phyllis. He unbuckled his gunbelt and laid the
revolver and belt carefully on the breakfast table. Then he turned
back to her. She had not moved at all.

Wayne laid his hands on her shoulders and
slipped the spaghetti straps of her dress to the left and the
right. Phyllis wiggled and the straps slid down to her waist. The
dress followed the straps and she now stood in bra and panties
before him.
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