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Prologue
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The fire was smaller than I expected.

Just a modest blaze dancing on a flat stone deep inside a bluff shelter north of Eureka Springs. The flames painted the limestone walls in shifting amber and shadow, illuminating spirals and angular markings that should not have been there — clean, deliberate strokes cut into the rock centuries ago.

I had followed Rowan at a distance, flashlight off, moving as quietly as the dry leaves would allow. He had not invited me to this particular rite. He had simply said, "Some things are better seen than described," and disappeared into the darkness two hours earlier.

Now I crouched in the black mouth of the shelter, heart hammering, watching.

Rowan stood with his back to me, hooded robe blending into the shadows. His hands were raised toward the fire. He spoke in Old Irish — the accent clean, the pronunciation precise — a phrase I later learned was an invocation of protection and opening. The words rolled through the chamber like distant thunder.

The air changed.

Not colder.

Denser.

As though something large had just drawn a slow breath and was now listening.

The fire flared unnaturally high for a moment, sparks shooting upward to kiss the ceiling. In that brief, brilliant flash I saw the Ogham clearly — row after row of glowing strokes along the wall, as though the rock itself had begun to remember its purpose.

Rowan lowered his hands. The fire settled. But the feeling of being watched did not.

I felt it first as pressure behind my eyes. Then a low vibration in the stone beneath my boots — not audible, but felt in the bones, the same frequency I had recorded months earlier during infrasound monitoring at other sites. Something was breathing in rhythm with the fire.

From the deeper recesses of the shelter came a soft scraping sound. Stone on stone. Slow. Deliberate. Like something shifting its weight after a very long sleep.

Rowan did not turn. He simply continued the rite, voice steady, but I saw his shoulders tense. He knew it was there too.

The markings on the wall brightened. Not from the firelight — they were glowing with their own faint, inner luminescence, the same blue-green I had seen on bioluminescent fungi in deeper caves. The spirals began to twist slowly, as though the rock were alive and turning in its sleep.

Then the voices started.

Not human. Not quite. A chorus of whispers rising from the cracks in the floor and the fissures in the ceiling. They spoke in layered echoes — some in what sounded like Old Irish, others in a language that hurt to hear, like the grinding of limestone under immense pressure. The words overlapped, braided together, forming something that was almost a song but never resolved into melody.

Rowan's voice faltered for the first time. Just a fraction of a second. Long enough for me to see the fear flash across his face when the firelight caught it.

The scraping grew louder. Closer. Something was moving toward the firelight from the absolute dark at the back of the shelter. I caught a glimpse of pale skin — too pale, almost luminous — and eyes that reflected the flames like a cat's, but wrong. Too large. Too still.

Rowan raised his hands again, this time in a warding gesture. The whispers intensified. The vibration in the stone became a pulse, matching my own heartbeat until I could no longer tell which was which.

I wanted to call out. I wanted to run. Instead I stayed frozen, watching as Rowan completed the rite with the calm of a man who had done this before — and who knew exactly what price might be demanded if he stopped.

The fire suddenly died to embers. The glowing Ogham faded. The whispers cut off mid-syllable.

Silence.

Then, from the darkness where the thing had been moving, came a single, deliberate exhalation — warm, moist, carrying the scent of deep earth and something metallic, like old blood on stone.

Rowan finally turned. His eyes found mine in the near-darkness. There was no surprise in them. Only a quiet, exhausted warning.

"You weren't supposed to see that yet," he whispered.

Behind him, at the very edge of the dying embers, something shifted again. Not retreating. Waiting.

The hills had answered.

And they were still listening.
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Chapter One: The Occult Bookstore
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I never planned on writing this book.

In the fall of 2025 I drove into Eureka Springs looking for nothing more ambitious than color and atmosphere for the next Ancient Ozarks volume. The town was exactly as I remembered it — steep, winding streets lined with Victorian houses painted in impossible pastels, the air smelling of woodsmoke, incense, and damp limestone from the bluffs that loom over everything. The kind of place where the veil feels permanently thin.

Eureka Springs has always had that quality. It was a Victorian health resort built around a series of cold mineral springs that local Cherokee and Osage people had considered sacred for generations before the first tourists arrived in 1879. Within two years of its founding it had become one of the most-visited cities in the American South, its streets too steep for a standard grid, its architecture piled in improbable layers up the hillsides. Today it sells crystals and tarot readings alongside Victorian ghost tours and craft beer, which is more continuity than disruption — the place has always been in the business of selling contact with something invisible.

I checked into a rental cabin on the eastern ridge, unpacked my recorder and notebooks, and spent the first morning walking the downtown streets looking for nothing in particular. The autumn light was clean and cold, the leaves turning on the bluffs above the rooftops. I had a loose plan to spend a week talking to local historians, picking up whatever current folklore was circulating, and maybe revisiting a few cave sites I had documented in earlier volumes.

I ducked into a small bookstore tucked between a crystal shop and a coffee house. The sign above the door simply read "Hidden Leaves." Inside, the shelves were crammed with everything from Aleister Crowley to Cherokee herbals, dog-eared copies of Barry Fell's America B.C., and a surprising number of books on Ogham script and Celtic reconstructionism. There was a shelf devoted entirely to Robert Graves — three copies of The White Goddess in different editions, The Greek Myths in two volumes, some of the later poetry collections. Beside it, Marija Gimbutas in paperback: The Civilization of the Goddess, The Language of the Goddess. A well-worn copy of J.P. Mallory's In Search of the Indo-Europeans with a cracked spine. Hans Holzer was well-represented too — half a dozen of his investigation titles, including The New Pagans and Witches: True Encounters, both looking like they had been read repeatedly by multiple hands.

The place smelled of old paper, sage, and something sharper I couldn't place — like ozone after lightning.

Behind the counter, a woman in her sixties with long gray hair and reading glasses pushed up on her forehead was sorting a box of used books with the efficient calm of someone who had been doing this for forty years. She glanced up when I came in, nodded, and returned to her sorting.

I was working my way through the local history section when I pulled out a slim volume with a green cover that I didn't recognize. The title was Markings: Pre-Columbian Script in the Arkansas Ozarks. The author was listed simply as J. Murray. The publication date was 1998, and it appeared to have been printed in a very small run — the binding was hand-trimmed, the pages slightly irregular.

I was flipping through it, noting the photographs of linear markings on sheltered rock faces, when a voice behind me said, "You're F.K. Sterling, aren't you?"

I turned to find a young man in his mid-twenties watching me with sharp, intelligent eyes. Tall and lean, with dark hair that fell across his forehead and the kind of focused stillness you rarely see in someone that young. He wore a simple black hoodie and carried a canvas bag stuffed with notebooks and what looked like rolled-up rubbings.

"That depends who's asking," I said.

He smiled slightly — not the eager fan smile I usually get, but something more measured. "Rowan Kane. North Arkansas College, class of '24. I've read everything you've written. Ancient Ozarks. Ozark Atlantis. Even the Bigfoot book."

I raised an eyebrow. Most people who approach me in bookstores want to tell me their own Bigfoot story. Rowan didn't.

He glanced at the book in my hands. "Murray wrote that. He's my mentor. Or he was, before things got complicated."

"Is he still around?"

"Semi-retired. Sick, mostly. He spent thirty years building a case and then watched the academic world decide it didn't exist." Rowan's tone was matter-of-fact, not bitter
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