The Agenda 21 Conspiracy (Chapter 1)

Gold, wonderful gold. The shiny metal had, more than once, influenced history. It was
intense, intoxicating. Peter Ptakney grinned, exultant. Excitement coursed through his
veins. He'd done it. He'd found gold in North Carolina. June would no longer have to scrimp
to pay their bills. Her life was about to change. He reached over and patted the magnetom-
eter perched on the airplane’s instrument panel. “You did it, Baby. You’re my lucky gold
finder.” Before he could pat it again, turbulence bucked the Cessna three-ten.

He frowned and adjusted his headset. A fast-moving summer storm blotted out the Snow-
bird Mountains to the west. A scrim of black clouds advanced eastward across the foothills
of western North Carolina. Though he sat in a closed cockpit, he caught a whiff of the ozone
freshness.

Peter banked the plane west, switched his radio to the airport frequency channel, and
keyed the mike.

“Andrews Unicom, this is November three-five-four-two Alpha. I'm a Cessna three-ten, eight
miles to the west, landing.”

“Cessna four-two Alpha, this is Andrews Unicom. Winds favor runway one eight.”“Copy that,
Andrews.”

The Cessna bucked again. The Smoky Mountains loomed ahead as blackening shadows on
the horizon. Strobe-like bolts of lightning lit the gathering dusk.

He shut off the dash monitor for the aerial magnetometer and again thought of his wife of
twenty-six years. She might be happy with their good fortune, but she was a frugal woman.
She would not have approved of his large land investments, had she known. He'd had no
right to keep that from her.No matter how he cut it, he'd betrayed her. He peered out the
cockpit at the darkening landscape below, now featureless. How would she react to the
truth?



Ping. Ping-ping-ping. Baffled, Peter peered about the cockpit, looking for the source of the
sound. The amber instrument lights showed normal, glowing in the gathering dusk. Noth-
ing out of place. He glanced down at his feet and spotted a tiny hole in the fuselage. Odd. A
hole, where one didn't belong. Then he spotted more holes. Clean, round holes. Bullet
holes. Someone was firing at him? Hell, it didn’t make sense. Sweat dampened his shirt. He
reached for the controls.

Ping-ping-ping. He glanced at his feet again just as a wave of white-hot pain tore at his
stomach. He tried to gasp but couldn’t. Smoke filled the cabin, and behind it on all sides, a
wall of flames shot upward. For a heartbeat, he was centered in a circle of ferocious light
and searing heat.

June. Now she would never know about the gold.

##H#

Destin Campbell turned into Knoxville’s Bluffview Estates. His Lexus passed the familiar neighbor-
hood watch sign which leaned, ready to topple over. Spring winds no doubt. Grimacing, he
reminded himself to fix it soon. The meandering road opened onto a cul-de-sac and he followed it
to his home, one quarter of the way around. The two-story house, with its open basement facing
the water, was perched on a wooded acre that sloped steeply down to the river and his boat
house and dock. He inhaled sharply.

He glanced at the river. A white Sea Pro Donzi speedboat was tied up to his pier, and a man sat in
the driver’s seat. He guessed it to be a nineteen- or twenty-foot craft with an outboard 4-cycle
engine. Fast and powerful, the white boat with its blue pin striping and matching overhead tarp
gleamed in the afternoon sun. Odd. He knew nobody who owned such an expensive craft. What
were he doing, tied up to his dock?

He pulled into the driveway and noticed a Dodge parked near his mailbox. Ten years old at least
but in good condition. Second oddity. He dismissed the thought and relaxed. Wonder who's visit-

ing.

He eased toward his open garage door, but heaps of toys prevented him from pulling in. Ayla was
old enough to put them away. He would have to talk to her or have his wife, Bonnie, speak to her.
Not an easy task.

He parked, picking his way past Ayla’s chalkboard easel and tricycle then entered the foyer
through the inside garage door. The foyer, a dimly lit area late in the day, made him blink. He
turned towards the living room and set his keys on a small foyer table next to Bonnie’s spoon
collection, but a noise near the front door made him pause. It was a small sound, a scuttling or
scuffing, then a scream from Bonnie that ended as though pluck from her throat.

He swung around, accidentally knocking his keys and Bonnie’s spoons onto the tile floor, which
clanged while skittering across the hard tiles behind him. But he could only gape at the scene



before him.

A man in a stocking-style ski mask held Bonnie pinned against him, one arm around her waist.
With his other hand he held a gun against her forehead. She moaned when she saw Destin.

“Move."The intruder pushed her forward, away from the front door, without relinquishing his grip
around her waist.“l said, move.” He shoved her again.

Helpless, Destin back-stepped at an angle until he was at the kitchen entrance. He eyed the room.
A weapon. He needed a weapon. He studied the kitchen counters. Darn Bonnie for her neatness.
All knives were stored in drawers. Only the Cuisinart blender sat on the counter. Mr. Stocking Face
glanced his way and Destin backed farther into the kitchen.

Bonnie whimpered. “If you want my jewelry, I'll get it for you.”

The man shoved her again until he could see into the living room, which was situated opposite
the kitchen. The intruder turned and Destin followed his gaze. There, seated in a wing-back chair
by the window, was a tall, angular woman. Nothing memorable in her features, a narrow face
framed by jaw-length brown hair. Destin didn’t know her, but he saw her fear etched into her face
when she spotted the gunman. She froze.

The intruder removed the gun from the side of Bonnie’s forehead and turned it on the woman. The
gunman then stepped forward, but his shoe caught one of the upended spoons and his foot slid.
He released Bonnie with a grunt and tried to keep his balance.

Bonnie staggered into the living room, diving behind a sofa in the center of the room. Destin
acted. He scooped up the blender and lunged for Mr. Stocking Face, who had not regained his
balance. Although the attacker heard him and tried to duck, he could not twist away in time.

Destin’s blow caught the man behind the ear. The blow made Destin lose his grip on the blender’s
handle, and it crashed to the floor.

The attacker reeled while blood gushed from beneath his mask. He dropped the gun. Neverthe-
less, he regained his feet then whirled and lashed at Destin with his fist. His punch caught Destin
on his ear. Destin groaned then punched back at the mask below his eye holes and was delighted
to feel a satisfying crunch. The attacker howled, but turned and kicked at Destin’s knee.

Destin recoiled from the blow, not believing his knee could hurt so much. He had a trick knee, an
old injury that had plagued him since his childhood. He fell to his knees and tried to regain his
footing, but the effort was slow. Too slow.

He staggered toward the intruder, but before he could return the blow, the ski-masked man
picked up his gun then sprinted for the front door. Destin limped outside, following him, but the
intruder was faster. The man raced around the corner of the garage, sidestepping Ayla’s toys, and
sped for the river.



Destin flew back inside. He slammed and locked the front door then rushed into the living room.
Bonnie stood immobile, as though shell shocked.“You okay?” he asked.

He nodded but said nothing. Her long, black hair was tousled more than usual, and stray ringlets
clung to her sweat-dampened shirt. He gave her a hug.“Thank, God." He turned and surveyed the
room, suddenly panic-stricken. “Where’s Ayla?”

Bonnie grabbed his arm.“She’s downstairs. The intruder never went down there.”

“Good, but go check on her anyway.” He dashed for the living room windows at the back which
looked out at the river. While Destin watched, Mr. Stocking Face jumped into the idling speedboat.
The second man, behind the wheel, adjusted his wrap-around sunglasses and gunned the boat
away from the dock. He watched the boat skew through a half turn and race upriver out of sight.
Destin turned back from the windows and bent over their female houseguest. “Are you all right?”

The woman nodded, too stunned to answer at first.“Who was that? A thief?”

Destin heard Bonnie call out from the bottom of the steps. “Ayla?” He left the woman and raced to
the head of the stairs.

Ayla appeared at the bottom and looked up at him. Her eyes sparkled.
“Daddy! Daddy here, Mama.” She put aside her crayons and coloring book, scampered up the
steps, and ran into Destin’s arms.

He swept her up, gave the four year old a bear hug and blew in her neck. She squealed until he set
her on her feet again. “Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer, but instead took his hand and led him downstairs. “Look at my drawings,
Daddy.”

Bonnie gave him the high sign and returned upstairs. He sighed. “They're lovely, Tidbit. Now, did
anyone bother you down here while you were drawing?”

Ayla shook her head.”Mama made a lot of noise, though, when she danced upstairs.”

Her words caught Destin and he nodded, deciding to leave it that way. “Yes, she’s a good dancer.
Now, you would make me very happy if you drew some pictures for me, right now. Draw some of
Mama dancing, okay?” Destin moved around the basement playroom, ensuring that the outside
door was locked.

“But Daddy, | want to stay with you upstairs.”

“No, Tidbit. We grownups need to talk.”

“But Daddy, | promise I'll be quiet.”



“No, hon. We have company.”’

Ayla stuck out her lower lip, picked up her coloring book, and returned to coloring when Destin
climbed the stairs.

Their female houseguest, a woman he guessed was in her late forties, rose from her chair.“Destin,
this is June Ptakney,” Bonnie said.

Destin felt his face flush.“You sure you're all right?”

June nodded.“Yes, thank you.”

“Can | get you a glass of water? Or perhaps something stiffer?” No one answered.

“Remember June?” Bonnie asked.

He shook her hand.“Not sure | do. Sorry.”

The name Ptakney was familiar, but he could not place it. She carried herself with a sense of ease,
even though her clothes reminded him of what his mother used to wear in her later years. Dried
tear streaks marred her makeup. He felt uncomfortable.

“We've never met,” June said, “but | believe you may have known my husband, Peter.”

“Oh!" Destin searched his memory, but he could not recall anyone by that name.
“Who was that, a thief?” June asked again.

“It must have been,” Bonnie said.

Destin put his arm around her waist.“No doubt. Crime’s been on the rise in the neighborhood."He
leaned toward Bonnie and squeezed her."“You sure you're okay, hon?”

“Yes, a bit stunned though”
Destin let her go. “I'd better call the police. He stepped across the foyer and called from his kitchen
phone. Once the Knoxville Police Department answered, he explained the attack in detail, and

then hung up.“The KPD will be out in a while,” he told the others.

Bonnie and June stood still, as though uncertain about what to do.“Let’s all sit down,” he sug-
gested. We need to catch our breath. I'll put on some coffee. That should calm our nerves.”

Bonnie’s lips lifted with a hint of a grin. “Only if you use Decaf”
Destin put on a pot of coffee in the kitchen while he listened to the woman talk about her hus-

band. “Peter was an associate professor at the University of Central Florida when your friend,
George Eisenhardt, taught there”



Destin inched backward. “George?” He glanced at Bonnie, who had pursed her lips.

“George was your friend, wasn't he?” June asked.

“Yes.” Destin stroked his chin.“The very best. He became the father | never had. But that’s a long
story.” He gathered the mugs, spoons, cream and sugar, and placed them on a tray. “You say your

husband, Peter, was also a friend of George’s?”

June nodded.“They both worked in the Science Building.”
Destin hesitated then spoke. “Are you aware that George was murdered about four years ago?”

“Yes!” June was silent while searching for the right words. “I followed the accounts in the papers.
And | know that you and Bonnie, and others caught George’s killer.”

“That was a long time ago. Anyway—"

June met his eyes.“That’s why | decided to look you up today.”

“I don't understand.” Destin stepped forward with the tray. Here’s your coffee.” He handed her a
mug.

Bonnie got up.“l feel more like pop. I'll get a bottle myself”

“What's pop?”June asked.

Bonnie closed the refrigerator door and waved a bottle of Root Beer at her.“Sorry. That’s an old-
fashioned, West Coast term for soda. | spent a lot of time training in anthropology years ago in San

Francisco and Seattle”

“Of course.” June shifted in her seat.”l remember now. | read about your career, your work with
gorillas, in more than one journal.”

Bonnie took a seat on the couch next to Destin.“l enjoy my work.”
Destin continued. “You said earlier that you came to see me because you thought | might remem-
ber Peter. I'm not sure that | do remember, June, but—"

“Peter taught geology at UCF”

Destin shrugged and sipped his coffee.”I'm not sure. | do remember one friend of George’s
though, a bearded guy.”

June brightened for a second. “Yes. Peter had a trimmed beard.” She looked down at the light
beige carpet, and for a moment the silence was uncomfortable.

“Had?” Destin sucked in a lungful of air. “Peter’s dead?”

“Yes."Without warning, June’s eyes welled with tears. “I've been hoping that you could look into his



death. And even more so, now, for it just occurred to me that maybe, just maybe, your thief might
have something to do with my husband’s death too.” June twisted her wedding band. “Peter died
four days ago in an airplane crash near our Amber Lake property east of Andrews, North Carolina.
That's why | came to see you today.”

“I'm so sorry.” Destin fidgeted in his chair. “Still, | don’t see why you came to me or why you said the
robbery attempt might have something to do with Peter’s death.”

June stared at him.“l don’t think his plane crash was an accident, and very frankly, | can’t help but
wonder if that robber was after me, not you. After all, he leveled his gun right at me.”

“You can't be serious/

June fished out a Kleenex and wiped her gray eyes. “l told myself no matter what, | wouldn't cry.
But first he dies, and now this.” Her eyes welled with fresh tears and she dabbed them.

“Perhaps if you'll tell me about it/ Destin suggested. He leaned back against the couch.

“All right” She blew her nose. “Besides being a geologist, Peter was a pilot. He loved to fly, and
when we moved to North Carolina, he decided to become an aerial surveyor. He did all types, but
his specialty was surveying for mineral deposits for mining companies both inside and outside the

United States”

“I'm not sure | understand aerial surveying for minerals or mineral deposits,” Destin said. “Did Peter
simply recognize the types of rock from the air?”

“Not quite. He was trained to recognize the various strata, but he also relied on a new form of
technology which uses a magnetometer in aircraft to survey rock and mineral deposits. The same
magnetometer can also determine the type of deposit.”

“Was he looking for rock and minerals on the day he died?”

“I'm not sure, but | doubt it,” she said. “Most of his local work involved property surveys, though he
analyzed rock and minerals for large companies elsewhere. On that day, he told me he had a

survey job for a man in Andrews.”

Destin shook his head.“l thought surveying for property boundaries was done on the ground, not
from aircraft”

“Not always. In mountainous terrain, aircraft similar to Peter’s Cessna 310 work quite well”
Destin cleared his throat. “Where is Amber Lake?”
“Just south of the Nantahala Gorge.”

“I still don’t understand why you've come to see me about this.”



“Because nothing adds up.” June gripped the arm of the settee.“When Peter left four days ago, the
morning he died, he was deliberately vague which wasn't like him. In fact, he'd been vague with
me about his work for some time. | knew something was up. When you’re married to a man as
long as | was, you just know.”

“I'm sorry and | sympathize.” Destin eyed June, fidgeting. “But why come to me?”

“Because the National Transportation Safety Board won't let me into the crash site. They won't talk
to me, and they haven't released my husband’s body. They won't even tell me what caused the
Cessna to crash. | tried to go out to the crash site, but they were downright rude and ordered me
out of the area. Not that | was even close to their ropes. What's more, deputies from town crawled
all over the site and they cordoned off a much larger area than necessary. That’s why | know some-
thing is wrong.”

“So you've come to me because you feel that your husband’s crash was not routine? And you want
me to look into it?” Destin drained his mug of coffee.

“Yes," June said.“Would you? | know you used to work for Lockheed Martin.”
“That was a long time ago when | lived in Orlando, Florida,” Destin said.“That doesn’t make me an
expert on airplane crashes.”

“You're not a pilot?”
IINO.II

“But you must know a lot about airplanes,” June insisted. “Peter said you wrote about them all the
time.”

“That’s true, but I'm afraid | can’t be of any help, June. 'm not a detective or an investigator, and
my firm, Diotech, keeps me too busy as it is. I'm really sorry.” Destin stood up. “And connecting this
to our attempted robbery is, well, not rational.”

June sniffled. She averted her eyes, located the balled up Kleenex, and rose to her feet.

Destin flushed. “Look, if it helps, | can tell you it's common for the NTSB to keep folks out of crash
sites, even close relatives and family. In fact, you didn't say anything that’s unusual for a crash
scene. It’s also true that such crash site investigations take some time.” He paused. “I'm sure the
NTSB or the sheriff's department will give you a full report soon.”

June stood and brushed past Destin, headed for the foyer. “I'd hoped you'd want to help me the
way you helped George five years ago,” she said. Her voice had developed an edge as sharp as any
knife. “But | guess that was too much to ask.” She looked at Bonnie and Destin, who had both
followed her to the front door.“Thank you for the coffee, Mrs. Campbell. Sorry to have troubled
you both.”

Bonnie touched June’s arm.“You'd better wait for the police. They’ll want to talk to you, too, and



they’ll be here any moment. You can't just leave”

Destin said, “She’s right, June. You can’t leave.”

“Oh can't 17 Just watch me!” June shook her head.“You can talk to them for me. You'll manage.” She
stepped outside and stalked to her car, and while Destin watched, she started it in a puff of blue
smoke and drove away.

Destin put his arm around Bonnie’s waist. “Doesn’t that beat all?”

Bonnie moved away, her brown eyes flashing with anger.“She seemed nice to me. | think you
could have tried to help. That’s the least you could have done.”

“Are you saying you think there is a connection between Peter’s death and what just happened?”

“I don't know,” Bonnie said. “But she was very upset. Anyone could see that. And you were a real
boor”

“That’s ridiculous,” Destin said. “I'm sure it was an attempted theft” He went upstairs to change into
leisure slacks.

When the police arrived fifteen minutes later, the one officer reaffirmed Destin’s beliefs about the
incident being a home invasion.“It’s been a real problem in the subdivisions near the river,” he
said.“We've had several instances where the thieves used the river.

Destin nodded at Bonnie. Nevertheless, he still felt the stings from Bonnie and June’s harsh words.
Perhaps Bonnie was right but it was too late now.



