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Chapter One

 


Professor Montgomery Snelling glanced up from
his notes and asked the class of 46 college students before him,
“Can anyone tell me the name of a city in Georgia today that is
located on an old Creek Indian trail called “Pitch Tree Trail?”

He waited for an exaggerated few moments then
smiled. “Okay, I’ll give you a hint. In 1845, a man named George
Collier opened a grocery store on that trail and that store later
became this city’s first Post Office; anyone?”

A young lady in the second level of the
auditorium raised her hand and said, “If it was founded in 1845,
then it has to be one of the younger cities in the State, which I
think would be Stockbridge, Georgia.”

“Actually Miss Stanley, you are close but no.
Stockbridge was given a post office around 1847, but it’s not the
exact location of the Pitch Tree trail.”

Another student spoke up. “Kyle Davies of the
Atlanta Braves is from Stockbridge.”

Snelling looked quizzically at the young man.
“Very good, Mister Lanier but for those non baseball fans in the
room, can you elaborate on just who Kyle Davies is for us?”

“He was the youngest starting pitcher in the
history of the Atlanta Braves.”

“That’s very good. I’ll ask your Coach to
give you a B plus but I’m afraid you are still going to flunk this
course because you watch and play baseball more than you read your
Georgia History.”

Muffled snickers rattled inside the
auditorium but quickly died back to silence and Snelling continued.
“I’ll give all of you another hint. The name “Pitch Tree Trail” as
I said was a Creek Indian name and it’s still in use today. The
white settlers of the area distorted the name and began calling it,
“Peach tree Trail.”

Several hands went up. Professor Snelling
pointed at a young man near the front of row six. “Mister
Rollins?”

“That would be Peachtree Street today so it’s
Atlanta.”

“Very good Mister Rollins, now bonus
question. What is the downtown area of Atlanta called today and it
was also called this before and during the Civil War.”

A black student shouted, “Before or after
General Sherman burned it?”

Several students laughed aloud and even the
Professor had to suppress a smile. He waved an open hand for
silence then said, “It was called this before and after Sherman,
Mister Walker and since you’ve kindly joined the discussion, would
you care to venture an answer for us?”

“Well sir, today the downtown business
district of Atlanta is referred to as Five Points, so I assume
that’s your answer.”

“It is not my answer, Mister Walker; it is
historical knowledge and yes, you are indeed correct. Now we can
get back with Mister Lanier and let him discuss the Atlanta Braves
starting pitching rotation.”

An unknown voice mumbled, “It sucks.”

Laughter erupted and Snelling let it go,
which was easier than trying to suppress an obviously funny remark.
When things had quieted, he said, “The correct terminology is not
“it sucks.” The correct wording is “The Braves’ starting rotation
is not an efficient staff due to their inordinate ERA average of
6.4 runs per game.”

Several “ooh’s” floated around the room at
the man’s obvious current sports knowledge. He continued, “Okay,
here is another bonus question.”

Snelling put both hands behind his back,
looked around at the faces, and then asked, “Mister Walker? How
many fingers am I holding up?”

Without missing a beat, Walker shouted
“Twelve.”

The class burst out laughing again but before
it died away, the class buzzer sounded and everyone began packing
away notes, PDAs, and laptops then stood to leave. Snelling shouted
over the din, “Don’t forget, next session we will go over the
military value of Georgia from the Civil War to the present day
Middle East. Please be familiar with those chapters. Oh, and Miss
Stanley? Could I see you a moment before you leave please.”

Several voices snickered “ut oh” while others
looked at the young girl in jealous envy. When all of the students
except Miss Stanley had left the auditorium, Professor Snelling
walked over to the railing where she waited and said, “I found out
yesterday that my research grant has been approved. I’m going to
take four students with me for the fieldwork. I’d like you to be
the lead student and my assistant. Each of you will receive
undergraduate course credits and your assistant position pays a
small token fee. It’s not much but I’ll try to make it worth your
time. We have four to six weeks to complete the project starting
next month. Are you available Miss Stanley?”

“Yes sir, by all means. I’m very flattered
you’ve asked me in fact.”

“Very well, stop by my office tomorrow and my
secretary will have all the necessary paperwork ready for you, and
thanks. I look forward to having you on this project. Your skills
will be sorely needed.”

“Thank you Professor” She said, turned and
then walked briskly up the aisle and out of the complex doors
smiling brightly. When she stepped out in the hallway, she bumped
into a large tall man and said, “Oh, I’m so sorry, excuse me.”

The man said nothing and stepped around her
quietly. “My goodness” she mumbled. “I said I was sorry,
geezer.”

Snelling went back to the podium, folded his
book of lecture notes and then bent over and picked up his
briefcase. The muscles in his back were stiff from standing for the
last two hours so he was slow straightening back up. When he did
so, there was a figure in the rear doorway of the auditorium. At
first, he thought it might have been Miss Stanley but the figure he
saw blotting out the backlit entrance was much too large and
imposing. More important, he could not distinguish any facial
features due to the distance. He turned, faced the figure and
waited.

The shadowy outline seemed male due more from
sheer size than shape. He let the door behind close and began
walking towards the podium. When the figure was half way down the
sloped aisle, he asked, “Professor Snelling?”

“That’s right, and how may I help you
sir?”

The man kept walking, closing the distance
between them until he was less than five feet away. Then he raised
a gun in his left hand level with Snelling’s chest, a very big gun
with a mysterious looking attachment on the end of the barrel, a
silencer. “What do you want?” Snelling cried.

The barrel of the gun blinked once, then
twice, and something slammed into Snelling’s body. His inner ear
heard ribs snapping and his eyes bulged outward as though some
tremendous force inside was trying to shove them out of their
sockets. His legs lost interest in holding his body upright and his
knees folded. His hand lost grip on the briefcase and it dropped to
the floor beside him. The Professor’s last thoughts as he collapsed
to the carpeted floor, were “They are going to destroy it and no
one would ever know.”

The figure walked closer, used the tip of a
shoe to prod the professor’s body, which confirmed he was dead,
probably dead before it hit the floor. A hand reached out and
picked up the professor’s briefcase, checked it for visible blood
spatter then stepped over to the desk and removed a laptop and bag.
Cold hard eyes scanned the room and then the man turned and walked
away and out of the complex. He was ten miles away when the sounds
of two young female students screaming were heard coming from
inside the History building.

 


* * *

 


West Creek County Sheriff Bill Jacobs walked
out the rear door of the jail center into the bright sunlight. He
had been inside all night and into the early morning hours so his
eyes reacted to the harshness of the noon sun. He blinked and
squinted, waiting for his eyes to adjust when he heard a female
voice call from across the street “Uncle Bill, hey Uncle Bill?”

Bill looked up and saw a young and very
pretty girl waving at him. When she started trotting across the
intersection towards him, she didn’t check for traffic carefully,
stepped in front of a moving car, and forced the driver to a
squealing halt. The vehicle stopped inches short in the crosswalk.
The driver lifted a balled fist in the air and began stating his
opinion of the girl’s intelligence level and sexuality. When he
noticed the Sheriff watching, he motioned for the girl to go ahead
and pass in front of the car, then nodded at Jacobs with a sheepish
grin and drove away.

When the girl was within a few steps, Bill
raised both arms outstretched towards her and she ran right into
them. “Oh my, Margie, I can’t believe you are all grown up and just
as pretty as your mama. How are you? How are your mom and dad?”

She let go and stepped back. “I’m fine, Uncle
Bill and mom and dad are still mean and grumpy. How have you
been?”

“Getting old, grumpy, mean, you know, just
like your parents.”

“Your keep showing up on television and in
the newspapers around Sandy Springs, you sure do stay busy.”

“Ha, well, it’s hard to avoid news people
sometimes but I try unless it’s near election time. That’s when I
go out and kiss babies and steal their all day sucker.”

“Right, but I know they love you here in West
Creek and you know it too. Besides, Mom has two scrapbooks and
several hours of video about you and the adventures you get into
capturing bad guys. You need to slow down and let somebody else
catch them for a while.”

“Well, I need the money from all the
autographs and book signings. Heck, I get five bucks a pop and ten
if I let you take my picture.”

She laughed. “I’ll give you three fifty plus
another hug.”

“Well the hug I’ll take but it’s free. What
are you doing so far away from home in the middle of the week?
Aren’t you missing classes?”

“Not really, and class work is why I’m here.
My Georgia History course was placed on hold until further
notice.”

“Well that’s not good. What happen, did your
professor get caught up in that Atlanta teacher’s cheating
scandal?”

“No. That wasn’t at the college levels. The
reason I’m here is that somebody murdered my History Professor last
week.”

“I read about that on the police wires. That
was your professor?”

“Yes, and it happened just a few minutes
after I left his class that day too. The Police in Atlanta said I
was probably the last person to see him alive.”

“Actually that’s not true. The killer was the
last person to see him alive.”

“Well, I never thought of that part. Anyway,
he was one of the most well liked teachers on campus. Nobody can
figure why anyone would want to hurt him.”

“Dang, Margie. I’m sorry. Sounds like you
really liked the guy. Does the Atlanta PD have a suspect yet?”

“One of the Detectives said yesterday they’ve
reached a dead end. Unless something comes up soon, the case is
going cold. They talked to all of my classmates, but put me through
the clothes ringer. It felt as if I was their prime suspect because
their questions sounded like accusations. They wanted me to confess
and get it over with.”

“You’ve been watching too many cop shows on
TV young lady. Just try to understand, in a murder investigation,
they check harder on those closest to the victim. That’s a standard
operational procedure, normal.”

“Well, I told the Detectives that, outside of
the classroom, I didn’t know much about the Professor but this one
guy didn’t believe me. He wanted to know how long the professor and
I had been having an affair. I almost slapped the guy.”

“You don’t want to ever do that, Marge.”

“I almost couldn’t help it. The only thing I
knew was that Professor Snelling received approval for a research
grant. He told me about it the day he was murdered; in fact, it was
the last thing he every told me. He asked if I was interested in
assisting him on the project along with three of my fellow
classmates. He was killed right after I left the lecture
auditorium.”

Bill put one arm around her shoulder and
started leading her down the sidewalk. “That’s pretty scary for
you. Did you happen to notice anything out of place when you were
leaving, or did you see anyone nearby?”

“I bumped into a big man at the door going
out but I can’t remember a thing about his looks other than, he was
huge.”

“Did you tell the Detectives that?”

“Yes, they asked me the exact same question a
thousand times. I really loved the Professor and I was excited that
he selected me to be his lead assistant on the project.”

“It really does sound like you liked
him.”

“Oh he was wonderful, Uncle Bill. One of the
best I’ve had in all my five years of college.”

“Five years? I thought college was four
years. Did you flunk a grade or something?”

Margie slapped his arm playfully. “I’m
earning my Master’s Degree and I might go on for the PHD as well,
who knows?”

“Sounds more like you are going to bankrupt
your parents with College costs.”

“My parents were smart. They had a nice
college fund waiting on me when I finished high school. They saved
for it from the day I was born. That along with the Hope grants, I
don’t have to keep tapping dear old Dad’s billfold too much. That’s
why I’m going for my Doctorate if the money holds up.”

Oh my, then I’ll have to start calling you
Doctor Margie I assume?”

“Ha! Long as you don’t call me about that old
pain in your side because I won’t be that kind of Doctor.”

“The pain I call you about will be in my
butt, not my side. For that matter, you’ll make the kind of money a
real doctor makes I bet.”

Margie smiled and pointed around the town
square. “Nothing really changes about West Creek, does it? It’s
locked in time.”

“Yea, everything except the crime rate,
speaking of which, you still haven’t told me what you are really
doing down here. Did the professor’s murder rattle your cage and
you needed a break or something?”

“…Or something, yes.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Well, we need your expertise, Uncle
Bill.”

“We? Who are we? “

“A group of students in my class, we’ve
discovered some possible evidence for motive in the case but the
Atlanta Police don’t have the manpower and time to dig
further.”

“I can’t just jump into another city’s murder
investigation, Margie, if that’s why you are here.”

“No, well, let me explain. I was with a group
of my friends at the cafeteria recently. The TV on the wall started
showing a news article about West Creek County’s Sheriff Bill
Jacobs and his one man war on crime.”

“It’s hardly a one man war. I had a half
dozen friends helping too.”

“I know, but they hardly mentioned that fact,
only showed your picture. One of my friends at the table said,
“Don’t you have some relatives down in West Creek?” Of course, that
forced me to say that yes I did. In fact, the Sheriff on the screen
is my Uncle Bill.”

“Now that wasn’t too smart, honey,” Bill said
smiling.

“Smart or not, I’m proud of you so I guess I
did brag a little, and when Professor Snelling was killed, they
remembered. When the police hit a brick wall in the investigation,
my friends wanted me to ask if you could look over some of the
evidence we found among the Professor’s paperwork.”

“So you and your friends think I can wave a
magic wand and produce the Professor’s killer?”

“You can, can’t you?”

“Ha, if that were true I’d be a rich private
investigator, maybe even a James Bond or something.

“Two of my best friends from class and I have
been knocking our heads together trying to come up with fresh leads
to help the Police.”

“Well, did you find anything?”

“I think so. We found information in his
grant application we thought was relative but none of the
investigators in Atlanta seems to agree. They don’t see a
connection. .”

“Well the Detectives are experts you know. I
have to assume they are right, but I’d need to know a lot more
before passing judgment. What have you and your friends found that
you think is relative to motive?”

“Well, we’re not criminal law students and we
certainly don’t have any experience with murder investigations, but
the evidence we found could be relative. You have to take it up to
the second level to see it is all.”

“How many levels are there exactly?”

“Several. We found the information in the
Professor’s personal notes. When we showed our discovery to the
Police, they were not able to pour time into anything this deep.
One cop even told us the whole thing was grabbing at straws.”

“I can see that part, Margie. Money is tight
around the country.”

“I know but when they refused to look into
the notes beyond a cursory glance, we came up with the idea of
asking you to help us. Mom always said you had a knack for sniffing
polecats out of the barn.”

Before Bill could respond, his good friends,
Matt and Edie Veal, walked out of a nearby store and started down
the sidewalk towards them. Bill waved, “Hey guys. This is my kid
sister’s oldest daughter, Margie Stanley. Marge? These are two of
my very good friends, Matt Veal and his wife, Edie.”

Margie shook hands with both and smiled. “So
glad to meet you, I’ve heard a lot about you from Uncle Bill over
the years. That, plus, I saw each of you on a news report recently
about West Creek.”

Matt said, “My goodness, I didn’t know we
were famous.”

“Only in your mind” Bill said.

“Well, Edie and I were inside the store and I
looked out and saw you two guys hugging. I was going to call Bill’s
girlfriend, Jan, but my wife stopped me.”

Edie whacked his arm. “That’s not true and
you know it.”

“She’s right. I wasn’t going to call Jan, I
was going to call my brother, Chuck. He’s never seen a State
Trooper shoot a Sheriff before.”

Everyone laughed except Margie. She looked at
her Uncle in confusion. Bill explained, “Jan is a friend of ours
who is also a Trooper with the Georgia State Patrol.”

Margie then caught the joke and smiled.
“That’s her in the same news article I saw, wasn’t it?”

“That’s her, yes Margie.”

“And she’s just a friend and nothing more?
She’s a very pretty lady, even in a huffy old police uniform.”

“Well” Bill said blushing, “okay, I admit
that Jan and I are dating some between the craziness and crazier
hours of being cops with opposing work shifts.”

Margie smiled, “Then hurry up and marry her
for God’s sake. Mom is about to pop a blood vessel waiting on you
to find a Mrs. Right.”

Edie laughed, “Us too Margie but Bill and Jan
are very busy cops. I’m not sure they have time to be husband and
wife.”

Matt added, “Yea, and having kids and diapers
to change between locking up bad guys, that could really wear a guy
out.”

Bill snapped, “Aw come on guys, she is going
to repeat all this to her mom, word for word.”

“Bill, are your sister and husband still
living in Atlanta?” Edie asked.

Margie answered instead. “It’s Sand Springs
which is close by, and yes they are.”

Matt said, “That’s one place I have no desire
to visit let alone live there. Whew.”

Bill winked at Margie. “Atlanta is a great
place to live but I would hate to visit there.”

Margie glared at her Uncle. “Sandy Springs
isn’t like Atlanta, per se, you know that.”

“It’s too close though for my comfort.”

“Professor Snelling had a sense of humor like
yours. He reminded me of you a lot. Short, snappy, and could tell a
good yarn with the best of them. The College is going to miss him a
lot.”

Matt looked at Bill with questioning eyes but
said nothing. Margie continued, “So, Uncle Bill, do you think you
will have time to go over the information I told you about before I
have to drive back home tonight?”

“Go home tonight? You just got here. You can
crash at my place tonight.”

“Now Bill” Edie broke in. “She’s a young lady
and your apartment is hardly a place for such for such
company.”

“Yea” Matt said. “It would take you an hour
just to find the floor in that pig pen, plus, that sleeping bag in
the storage room has more holes in it than a screen door. Margie?
Why don’t you come spend the night with us? We have a nice guest
room that you are more than welcome to use. I hate to brag, but our
outhouse is less than fifty feet from the back door of the house.
The path leading to it is easy to follow long as you avoid the
rattlesnake dens.”

“So I need to bring my own snake bite kit and
roll of tissue paper, huh?”

“Shoot no” Matt teased. “Our snakes don’t
bite plus, there are more than enough corn cobs out there.”

Edie laughed. “Oh hush Matt. And yes stay
with us tonight and I’ll fix a roast for supper. We can invite
Matt’s brother and wife over too, Chuck and Gail. I know they would
love to meet Bill’s niece.”

Margie looked at Edie. “Chuck and Gail, they
are the other I heard about in the news reports and pictures?”

“That’s them.”

“And this is the Gail, the physic, the person
the report said who can touch things and sense or feel their
history or something like that?”

“That’s what they say Margie but some people
don’t believe it.”

“Do all of you?”

Bill laughed. “Now come on Margie, let’s take
it a bit slow, shall we?”

“Well, I would love to meet her, all of you I
mean but I told Mom I would be back by late tonight. Maybe if you
called her Uncle Bill, I’m sure she would be okay with it, and Mrs.
Veal, you’re sure it’s not a lot of trouble for you?”

Matt waved a hand in the air. “Of course not,
and call me Matt.”

“And call me Edie. Come on Matt I need to run
to the grocery store and pick up a few things. Margie? Want to
follow us now and let Bill finish up whatever he is doing?”

“Thanks Edie, but I need to run inside the
Court House and look up some land records. Why don’t I get Uncle
Bill to dive us out later? Oh, and can he invite this State Trooper
slash girlfriend to join us? Mom will kill me if I can’t describe
her.”

“Works for me” Matt said. “When does her
shift end today, Bill?”

“She’s off at five I think. I’ll call her and
see.”

“I’ll call her too,” Edie said. “Just to make
sure in case you forget. Oh, and I did promised Blake I would
invite him over the next time I made a roast.”

Bill snapped, “Then get a bigger roast, Edie,
a really bigger one.”

Margie asked, “Blake?”

“Blake Johnson. He is the big black guy you
saw in the newspaper pictures with the rest of us.”

“Oh, okay. Yes, I remember him. He’s
cute.”

Bill snapped, “Cute? He’s a big mean ugly
junkyard dog. Have you had your rabies shots?”

Edie whacked Bill not so playfully on the arm
and snapped, “You should be ashamed.”

Matt said, “Why, what’d he say wrong?”

Edie let out an exasperated cry, waved at
Bill and Margie, and then tugged her husband away down the
street.

When they were gone, Bill asked, “Land
office? Why are you are looking up land records in West Creek?”

“It has something to do with the Professor’s
research project. I really can’t explain very easily. Why don’t you
go back to work and I’ll show you later. I’ll call your cell if you
give me the number, and for gosh sakes don’t forget to call Mom for
me.”

Bill, like most people, could not remember
his own cell number and had to bring the unit out and punch in the
correct menu buttons. When an impatient amount of time passed, he
said, “Ah, here it is.”

He read off the numbers and waited as Margie
typed it into her own unit, which she then returned to her purse.
“Okay, I’ll call soon as I’m done. Which floor is the county land
records office?”

“Second floor on the south end, that way, but
I don’t know how many records have been computerized yet and how
far back. If you don’t find what you need on the system, the paper
files are in the downstairs sub basement. The folks in the Tax
office will help you find anything you need. If not then just give
me a ring.”

“Thanks Uncle Bill. I do appreciate you
taking a look at this.”

“Hey, no problem, just don’t expect miracles.
I’ll look at what you got and we’ll go from there, okay?

“Fair enough, see you in a few hours.”

Margie spent the next half an hour searching
the computer files in the main land office but came up empty. The
clerk directed her to the sub basement. Once there, she found a
massive room filled with hundreds of file cabinets and shelves. She
dug through those for another hour and a half, her mind not
thinking of anything past the pages before her. When she finally
thought about the time, she gasped, checked her watch, and then
jumped up from the table. She turned around quickly and
ungracefully collided with a big bulky black man. The impact sent
her books flying. “Oh, I am so sorry” She apologized.

The man smiled, bent over and helped her
collect the dropped books. When he stood back up and handed them to
her, he said, “No problem but can I ask you something? I’ve never
noticed you in here before, or around town either for that matter.
Why are you digging through the older land records here in the
basement if I may ask?”

Margie waved a free hand in the air. “Oh,
well, my Uncle lives here in West Creek. I’m from Sandy Springs.
I’m working on a college research project. I needed to locate some
old deeds in the records, specifically around the northern part of
the county near the river.”

“Is that right? Are you doing historical
research or legal?”

Margie looked away, the caution setting off
red flags in her mind. The man realized he’d over stepped and said,
“I’m sorry. I’ve spent a lot of time in here over the years. I was
trying to be helpful and not nosy. I buy timber from land the
owners so I have to check the records and property deeds to make
sure I’m dealing with the rightful owners of the land before
sending out a timber crew to cut. I don’t want to be cutting trees
that don’t belong to the person I’m buying them from, know what I
mean?”

Margie smiled. “I imagine not, and again I’m
sorry for running into you like that.”

“No problem. My name is Blake Johnson” he
said and held out a strong dark hand that she shook.

Margie relaxed, smiled. I think I’ve heard my
Uncle mention you. “I’m Margie Stanley and you’re one of my Uncle’s
friends named…”

“Johnson, Blake Johnson?”

“That’s it, yes. In fact, he, I, and Matt and
Edie Veal were just talking about you earlier.”

“Now hold on. Bill Jacobs, the Sheriff, is
your Uncle? “

“Yes, that’s right. My mom is his
sister.”

“Oh, then I’m so sorry. You still have time
to deny that relationship before other people around here find
out.”

Margie smiled even more. “I’m afraid it’s too
late, Mister Johnson.”

“Hey, call me Blake like everyone else
does.”

“And I’m Margie. I’ve seen your picture in
the newspapers several times with my Uncle. When Uncle Bill and I
ran into Matt and Edie earlier, she mentioned inviting you and a
few others over for supper tonight.”

“Edie called me a little while ago, yea. I’m
a sucker for her pot roast. It’s the most awesome food you ever
tasted I promise so bring you appetite. Edie is a heck of a
cook.”

“Good, I’m looking forward to meeting all
these famous friends of Uncle Bill’s.”

“I don’t know about the famous part. But back
to the original subject, did you find the information you needed or
can I help you? I know these vaults better than most of the
employees do.”

Margie waved a hand in the air at all the
shelves and cabinets. “I found all the paperwork I needed but I
wish I could get an onsite look at the area up that way. Judging
from what I see on paper and maps, the topography satellite photos
show it as all swamp. I don’t even see a road going in anyplace on
the map.”

“Show me where you mean on a map.”

Margie laid the papers and books in her hands
on the table, opened one to a section of maps, and then pointed.
“Here, the area along the Oconee River, about ten miles north of
town. That’s all swamp, right?”

Blake leaned over and stared for a moment.
“Yea, I’ve cut timber out of there a few times, most recent was
last year I think. You’re right too, that’s swamp and it’s rugged.
As for a road, my crews built a rough logging road through there
that doesn’t show up on this map. Unless it’s washed out recently
it should still be there and take you all the way down to the banks
of the river, just don’t go in there with a car.”

“Oh, well, a car is all I have right now.
Maybe I could borrow Uncle Bill’s truck.”

“He doesn’t have a truck that will take you
in there but I can, but here’s another nosy question for you. Is
there something in particular you are looking for? Do you need to
see the timber or is there something else, alligators or snakes
maybe?”

“I’ll pass on the gators and snakes, thank
you very much.”

“Not if you are going back in there,
sorry.”

“Well, actually I am looking for geographical
signs that the Indians lived there a long time ago.”

“You mean Indian mounds like the ones around
Macon?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m researching at the
moment, so that answers your question about legal or historical. I
don’t suppose you’ve seen anything while logging that area, have
you?”

“Maybe, but I never figured anyone would be
interested. There are a few markings on the face of a rock
outcropping near the river. I don’t know who did them or when but
they look old. Most folks living up that way have seen them.”

Margie’s eyes lit up. “Oh my goodness; these
markings, has anyone ever researched them?”

Blake shrugged. “I honestly don’t know but I
think someone is about to. I can take you in there with my truck
most of the way. The rest we may need four wheelers that is if you
really want to go.”

“Oh goodness yes, I would love to go.”

“Okay, let’s do it just keep in mind that
place is not a friendly environment.”

Margie’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Oh
yes, do you have time in the morning maybe because I have to be
back in Sandy Springs by tomorrow night or my mother will kill
me?”

“I can probably swing it in the morning. I’ll
call my yard boss and see if we can borrow a couple of his four
wheelers. Can you drive a four wheeler?”

“I can handle one. My cousin and I drove them
when we were growing up.”

“Great, so what time do you want to go?”

“You call it Blake and I’ll be ready.”

“Five AM?”

“On second thought I’ll call it. Let’s make
it 7 am, how’s that?”

Blake laughed. “Okay, seven it is. Now I’ll
let you go. See you tonight at Matt’s house. Do you know how to
find it?”

“No, but I’m going to meet Uncle Bill and
follow him.”

“Great just make sure he doesn’t take off
after a vicious speeder while you are following.”

Margie laughed, waved, and walked away. Blake
stood there watching her go for a long moment.

 


A large figured man also stood watching
Margie when she came out of the courthouse. She met the Sheriff,
chatted a few minutes, and then climbed into her car. The Sheriff
got into his cruiser and pulled out with her following. No doubt,
she was following him somewhere.

He wanted to keep her in sight so quickly he
ran back to his car, pulled out in traffic and caught up with the
pair. Next, he faded back because he certainly didn’t need to draw
any attention, especially from the Sheriff.

Keeping one eye on the road, he took his cell
and dialed a number, then waited. A voice answered, “Henderson
Investments, how may I help you?”

“This is Butler; let me speak to Mister
Henderson Junior.”

“Hold one second please.”

Ten seconds of canned music followed before
the line clicked and a voice said, “Butler? What’s up?”

“You were right. We still have a problem. The
girl was just at the Court House land records office here in West
Creek. She came out about five minutes ago, met the Sheriff then
both of them left with her following the police car.”

“That’s what I was afraid of, okay; can you
take care of it ASAP?”

“Yes, but you are aware of the Sheriff’s
reputation as a gun slinger along with his band of boy scouts?”

“I’ve heard about them a few times, yea. That
part is worrisome, but we don’t have a choice. She could wreck the
whole project.”

“Okay, I can take care of it but when I do,
it might start a war against this group down here. It could get
messy…”

“I know.”

“And it could get expensive. I’ll need help
with this job, that or I could wait until she’s back in Atlanta at
the college. I already know the geography around the college.”

“We’re on open cell phones so be careful what
you say. I’ve got you covered on the money; just take care of it
today.”

“I’ll make a few calls for backup. The
problem should be resolved before midnight.”

“Fine, oh, and this time, why don’t you
sweeten it up so that none of her friends try to follow her
investigation like she did that College Professor.”

“I can do that, no problem. How hard is this
Sheriff to spook do you think?”

“He won’t be easy to scare off, that much I
know. Just run then keep your head down after you light the
fuse.”

“Understood, I’ll call you back later
tonight. The only thing that really worries me is the girl might be
a relative of the Sheriff. It’s one thing to start a war; it’s
another to start a family feud with cops involved.”

“Then I better tell you. I just looked him up
on the internet. It appears that the Sheriff’s girlfriend is part
of his clan down there and she’s a State Trooper. Any one person,
or all of them, could be poison. Just do what you need to do and be
efficient. I’m good for it.”

“I’ll call you back when it’s taken care of
later this afternoon or tonight.”

Butler cut the call, then dialed another
number and waited, “This is Akers.”

“I need you and two more and fast, tonight in
fact. West Creek, Georgia and drive because it’s only a couple of
hours from there.”

“Understood, where do we meet?”

“Call my phone when you are close.”

“Will do; see you in a few hours.”

Butler changed the call function from ring to
vibrate and dropped the unit into his shirt pocket. He sighed and
bit his lower lip. He was about to start something that could
ricochet back in his face. The real question was where to take her
out. The answer might be in where she was going now but either way;
it had to happen tonight regardless of the risks and lack of
planning.

Taking her out would start a major manhunt,
plus, if forced to kill the Sheriff at the same time, it would be
suicide. One did not kill a Georgia law enforcement officer and
expect to live long enough to see prison.

In the road ahead, the two vehicles slowed
then turned on a gravel road and disappeared from his distant view.
Butler passed the intersection but kept going straight. He drove a
quarter mile on then pulled over and stopped. From his vantage
point, he watched the vehicles drive a short distance then turn
into what looked like a private driveway. From there he couldn’t
tell but he certainly overly worried. He could find them easily
enough.

He got out of the car, checked for traffic
both ways on the quiet road, walked back to the trunk, and opened
it. A long black leather gun case lay on the floor of the trunk. He
unsnapped the latches and folded the cover back. He reached inside
and removed a high-powered rifle with mounted scope, a box of
cartridges. Checking everything and then checking for oncoming
traffic, he carried the gun back to the front of the car and put
them on the seat. He got back in, closed the door, and then started
backing up slowly towards the gravel road entrance. It would be
dark in an hour and he could recon the area more easily. In the
meantime, he would find a shady spot and wait for his backups to
arrive.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


It was almost nine PM when Matt Veal pushed
himself away from the dinner table and patted his gut. “I swear I
am about to explode. That was awesome, Edie. Great roast.”

Chuck wiped his mouth with a napkin and
added, “Amen. You out did yourself on this one Edie.”

Gail smiled, “They’re right. That was
delicious.”

All eyes went to Bill Jacobs and Blake
Johnson who were still packing it away albeit a bit more slowly
than at first. Jan Johnston, seated beside Bill, shook her head in
disbelief, “I have never seen you eat so much. Where are you
putting it all?”

Blake said, “He thinks he can out eat me but
he’s wrong. Would you pass those potatoes’ down here again Please
Gail? I swear Edie don’t you dare open a restaurant. I’d go
bankrupt eating there.”

While handing him the dish, Gail looked at
Margie, “You didn’t eat very much. Is that how you keep that cute
little figure so well?”

Margie smiled. “Thank you but no. I’m sorry
Edie, the food is awesome, and I just don’t have much of an
appetite. It’s probably from the drive down here on racetrack they
call an interstate. ”

“That and all the rest that’s been going on
with you,” Bill said.

Chuck looked at her. “What’s going been going
on or is that something you don’t care to discuss with us?”

Bill, between bites, waved a fork at his
niece and said, “Go ahead and tell them Margie. You can trust them
with your life. I do.”

She looked at her Uncle then back at Chuck.
“My college professor was murdered last week. It happened right
after I walked out of his classroom. The Atlanta Police are saying
that I’m the last person to see him alive.”

“Oh gosh” Edie cried, “That’s terrible. What
happened?”

“They either don’t know they’re not telling
us. They can’t find a motive; they’ve interviewed everyone from his
wife to his mailman. His other family members, the faculty, staff,
and of course all of his students including me.”

“Pass the salt please.” Blake said.

Matt grabbed the shaker and held it over to
his friend. “You pigs stop squealing down there. I want to hear all
of this.”

Blake stopped the fork in mid motion and
smiled. “Oink, oink.”

Edie threw a napkin at him playfully, “Oh
hush. Now go on, Margie. What else?”

“Well, there’s no obvious motive so some
fellow students and I went through the available papers, notes, and
applications on file. We found something interesting and showed it
to the Police but they didn’t think it was relevant.”

Blake stopped eating and said, “So that’s why
you’re here? What did you guys find?”

“Yes, it’s part of the reason I came to see
Uncle Bill, to ask for his help. He would be more inclined to dig
deeper than the people in Atlanta did. I’m afraid they’re going to
let this slide into the cold case files. If that happens, his
murderer will never be caught.”

Gail said, “Cold cases are piled up in almost
every Police Department around the country, Margie. If anybody can
keep that from happening, it will be Bill.”

“Amen” Matt said.

“So tell us, Edie continues. “ What have you
found that you think is relevant to the murder?”

“It’s a research grant the Professor just
received. I told the Police about it on day one, including the fact
that the grant was issued to investigative and research a dig on
the Oconee River about ten miles north of here. The Professor was
always suspicious the area might be the site of an Indian burial
ground. He finally got permission to go in there and they let him
just enough money to get started. All the red tape and headaches
took a while to get in order, from what I can tell, almost two
years. He seemed very excited the last time we talked.”

Chuck said, “You mean he thinks there are
Indian mounds like the ones near Macon in North West Creek? Heck,
they’ve already found some stuff just south of here near Fish Trap
Cut, haven’t they?”

“Yes but the site Professor Snelling was
looking for is much older. He thinks the one north of here would
date to Pre-De Soto. The known ruins south of here would be from
tribes that De Soto actually found and met when he came through
middle Georgia in 1540.”

Blake said, “I’ve seen some strange markings
on rocks up that way where Margie is talking about and she wants to
see them. She showed me the area on a map when we met at the land
office this afternoon. I’m taking her up there in the morning with
a couple four wheelers and my truck.”

All eyes around the table looked from Blake
to Margie but she didn’t seem to notice and continued. “This tribe
the Professor was looking for may have been connected with the
Altamaha Yamasee who were, at the time, living between the Ocmulgee
and Oconee Rivers. It’s thought they could have ventured and lived
this far north upriver from that area to this spot the Professor
wanted excavate. The tribes vanished from here earlier than thought
and for unknown reasons. Some think they showed up next in Florida
where all of them were eventually killed or captured and
enslaved.”

“Wow” Chuck said. “I never knew all this
about our area. Why did your Professor think the location was here?
What keyed him to this area, do you know?”

“I didn’t know until I found his notes
especially those left on the podium when he was killed. The killer
stole his briefcase and laptop but left the class notes lying
there. Probably didn’t think they were relevant.”

“So what made him think this area is the site
he was looking for?” Matt asked.

“The Professor plotted the entire Oconee
River from north Georgia all the way to the where it merges with
the Ocmulgee and forms the Altamaha. He marked each known location
from other discoveries and estimated that the distance between each
Indian ruin site along the river was approximately 60
kilometers.”

Bill shook his head. “Speak English, I still
call them quart jars Margie.”

She smiled. “That’s about 37 miles, Uncle
Dinosaur Bill.”

Everyone laughed and she continued. “The site
north of us is located between two known locations and the distance
is right for the pattern. That’s why the Professor wanted to dig
there. Follow me?”

Gail said, “In other words, the area here in
West Creek falls in between two known sites each 60 kilometers away
north and south, right?”

Chuck said, “Quart jars? You still buy a
quart of soda instead of a two liter?”

Bill shrugged and smiled. “Not if I can find
them in quart bottles.”

A polite glare from Gail quieted the two
men.

Margie laughed. “Yes Gail, that’s it. When
Blake told me about the markings on the rocks I just knew that has
to be the right place.”

Bill said, “Margie, I don’t understand why
you think this archeological dig would be motive for murder. I’m
starting to see why the Detectives up there saw no reason to follow
up. Why would anyone kill him over an Indian village ruin?”

“That’s why I asked for your help Uncle Bill.
I don’t know either but its connected I’m sure. It has to be
because there are no other reasons for murder that make any
sense.”

Matt said, “The motive behind murder seldom
makes sense to anyone but the killer. Such things are not always
clear to the rest of us. The professor’s wife may have caught him
in an affair or maybe he had a gambling problem and the loan sharks
got to him.”

Chuck added, “It’s even possible somebody got
his identity mixed up and they killed the wrong guy.”

Margie sighed. “Well, the police have found
nothing like that so far, or at least, expressed their suspicions
to me about it. Professor Snelling wasn’t hurting for money that
anyone would notice and his wife loved him very much. It was a
strong marriage by all accounts. On campus, nobody would get him
mixed up with another man. Face to face he was unique per se and
the murderer was very close by they tell me.”

Edie said, “Maybe he flunked some rich kid
who didn’t want his father cutting off his college money. I am
leaning toward Bill’s opinion though, searching for an old Indian
site doesn’t jump out to me as a reason to kill him.”

Blake raised a palm in the air. “Actually
there are some radical nuts out there that would kill you for
cutting down some old tree by the road. And look at all the
abortion clinics blown up in the name of saving unborn children so
who knows, there might be a radical Indian group out there that’s
trying to protect the site. Don’t slam the door in her face so
quick because there’s always that crack somewhere.”

Everyone around the table fell into a tense
silence until Chuck said, “That’s quite possible Blake and that
line of thinking reminded me of something. It may or not be
relevant, but last year I did a short story in the paper about the
Army Corp of Engineers. They were testing on the river; it was some
sort of hush, hush testing with hi-tech equipment along with
old-fashioned ground drilling platforms. The rumors I noticed
indicated they were drilling down several hundred feet then setting
off deep surface small explosives to test the rock structures down
there. I thought it was oil exploration or maybe contamination of
the water table underneath us from one of the upriver military
bases. All I do know is they tested the whole twenty something
miles of river from just north of town up to around the Ball’s
Ferry area near Toomsboro, Georgia.”

Gail said, “That’s right. I forgot about
that.”

Blake asked, “What were they doing? Did you
ever find out for sure?”

“Never did, but soon after they packed up and
left is when the land grabs started upriver. It was mainly an
investment company out of Tennessee. They started buying all the
property they could get all along the river and a mile inland on
both sides. That’s when word leaked out they were looking for a
place to put a dam. It wouldn’t be a giant monster like the one at
Sinclair in Milledgeville, but still they were saying seventy five
to a hundred feet of water at the base of the new dam. That would
have created a good sized reservoir and lake upstream.”

Matt said, “That’s enough water to run a
couple of generators to pay for it.”

“Exactly” Chuck said. “Drop a couple of
generators in there and sell electricity plus, just like the Beaver
Dam project here, such a thing would make all that swamp north of
us turn into prime lake front property if that dam was
constructed.”

Matt nodded. “I remember hearing about the
land being bought. I never could figure out why though. I figured
it was just speculation over timber rights or somebody was planning
a nature preserve or something. If they were actually going to
build a dam, well, the Beaver Creek project, as small as it is in
comparison, would be nothing in dollar values compared to it. There
would be a ton of money made on real-estate ventures alone. Heck,
they sell a strip of dirt bordering a lake by the foot, not the
acre. That’s millions of dollars in value even from a scrawny piece
of swamp today.”

Chuck sighed. “Lord yea, Beaver Dam turned
some nice profits and is still doing well.”

Bill held out both hands palms outward. “But
there’s still no direct connection to the Professor’s murder in
that, is there?”

Gail said, “Bill, a couple of years ago out
west they were going to build a dam on some river until it was
discovered that several ancient Indian burial grounds would have
been flooded by the project. The preservationist got a judge to put
an immediate halt to construction and then Uncle Sam pulled the
plug and permits. They shut it down totally. If the Professor
discovered a similar Indian ruin here located in the planned flood
area then it would be the same situation and the Government would
not let it be built, would they?”

All heads nodded agreement so she continued.
“And the investment company that has already bought all that
property upstream, they would stand to lose a lot of money would
they not? So the Professor was about to blow the lid off their
money machine.”

Bill whistled. “Now that, dear Gail, as we
have already so well learned, means that anyone tossing a wrench in
the gears would need to be stopped and that is motive for a murder
or two.”

Margie said, “That makes a lot of sense plus
the Police would never have known all this information because it’s
really outside the scope of their investigation. With the Professor
dead, there would have been no further research. The dam would be
built and the Indian ruins would be lost forever under a hundred
feet of water.”

Chuck said, “The problem with that? How did
the killer know about the Indian ruins since nobody had officially
discovered them yet?”

“Inside information” Blake said. “I knew
about those rocks and there are a dozen families and hog hunters
that roam all over that swamp year in and year out. They would have
known too. Some of the property owners that sold out to that place
in Memphis probably knew what was about to happen but took their
money and ran.”

Matt said, “So, when the Professor received
permission to dig around, the killer had to stop him. Who owns that
property right now, do you know Blake?”

“Georgia Wood Products out of Savannah
according to the plots we saw at the land office. They’ve got about
the only land left up that way that hasn’t been sold to that outfit
Chuck mentioned.”

Bill Jacobs put down his fork and took a long
sip from his glass of iced tea. After setting it down he said,
“Okay, young lady, I think we have enough reasonable doubt to take
a closer look. Where should we start?”

“Let me start by going with Blake in the
morning and get a look at those markings on the rock he told me
about. If it appears to be what I’m thinking, then I’ll shoot some
pictures and send them to the University. Maybe I can get someone
down here to confirm it. The whole process wouldn’t take more than
a week or so at most, I think. That would give the right people
enough time to get a Judge to halt any plans about building a dam
on the river.”

Bill looked at Blake who nodded. “Okay, one
more thing, Margie. What about the Professor’s notes that you
found, did you make copies before you gave them to the Police?”

Sure did. They’re in a book bag in my
car.”

“Are they written in English or will I need
to hire an interpreter who can translate college lingo?”

“I’m already on the payroll, Uncle Bill. Let
me run get them out of the car. Be right back.”

Margie stood from the table and was almost at
the backdoor of the kitchen when Gail saw Uncle Jim standing
between Margie and the door. He was holding out one hand as though
trying to stop Margie. He yelled at Gail, “Don’t let her go
outside, Miss Gail. There’s death at your doorway.”

Gail jumped to her feet and shouted just as
Margie was about to reach for the doorknob. “Margie? Come back
right now! Don’t…”

The window in the kitchen door exploded
inward before Gail could finish. The shattering of the glass sent
dime sized fragments flying everywhere. A high-powered rifle bullet
whizzed past Margie’s ear carrying onward to the opposite wall of
the kitchen where it the hollow tip of it exploded and shattered
several items of glassware on a shelf. The distant delayed thunder
of weapon fire reached all ears in the kitchen and seemed to rattle
the floor. In the utter confusion, Margie remained standing at the
open window. Blake barked loudly, “Margie, get down.”

A piece of the shattered door glass had cut
her just above the eyebrow. She reached up with a finger, touched
it, and saw that it came away bright red. Then Blake tackled her to
the floor just as a second bullet zipped past. It too hit the same
shelf as the first and collapsed it downward destroying all the
items once held there. Edie and Gail yelped in surprise and the
second volley of thunder rumbled and shook the floor beneath
them.
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