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Prologue
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Scary Creek, West Virginia, 6:30 PM ,April 20th, 1862

Colonel Mosby also known as “The Gray Ghost” and his four Captains moved up to the tree line on the ridge above the Union camp on the bottoms at the mouth of Poca Creek where it joined the Great Kanawha River.

Taking his spyglass out and extending it he looked down at the camp below their position. It was approximately 500 strong, and growing. Approximately 100 troops had just disembarked from the stern wheel packet ship moored just west of the shoals. They were unloading supplies from the boat for the camp.

He watched as four Union solders carried two chests into the command tent.

“That will be the blue boy’s payroll.” He said. Then turning to the man on his right he said, “Parker, earily in the morning you take your squad down and fire the boat.” Turning to the man on his left he said, “Tucker, once the boat is ablaze, you and your squad stampede the horses.” 

Turning to the last man on his left he said, “Macklin, you and your squad will hit the command tent. Take the payroll and high tail it to the Shawnee Caves.” 

“The rest of you scatter and make your way to the caves by separate routes. Henderson and I will take the main body of The Raiders that way this evening.” Then he said to the three Captains, “Do your best to not engage the enemy, just distract, take the payroll and burn the boat.

With that the five of them turned around and made their way back down the ridge to the main body of the Confederate Raiders hidden in the woods to wait till the wee hours of the morning.

11:30 PM  April 20th, 1862

The Confederate Raiders were mounted and preparing to move out. Colonel Mosby mounted on his horse turned in his saddle and spoke to the three Captains standing beside him.

“Okay boys, remember try not to engage the Blue Boys just give them something to keep them busy, grab the payroll and high tail it to the Caves. We will be there waiting for you all.” 

With that he turned to the officer mounted next to him and said.

“Head them out Henderson, we’re burning moon light.”

The column of Raiders moved out through the woods away from the Union camp and their 21 comrades who were going to attack the Union camp in the morning.

Scary Creek, West Virginia 4:45 AM April 21st, 1862

Captains Parker, Tucker, and Macklin moved their squads into position for the raid on the Union camp.

Captain Parker's men armed with bottles of lamp oil moved in quietly on the moored stern wheeler. While Captain Tucker positioned his men near the horse picket.

Captain Macklin quietly moved his men through the camp towards the Command Tent.

The camp was soundly asleep except for the sentries.

The mist was heavy on the river billowing and rolling along the surface of the water. The moon shone brightly in the mountain sky's as the raiders made their way to their assigned locations.

Captain Parker signaled his men forward. Six Confederate soldiers, their uniforms dulled with mud to avoid detection, slipped through the silvery mist toward the Union stern wheeler. Each carried several bottles of lamp oil tucked into their belts and knapsacks. They moved like shadows across the wooden dock, their footfalls carefully placed to minimize sound.

A lone Union sentry stood at the gangplank, his rifle held loosely as he gazed out at the river, more concerned with the cold than with potential threats. The raiders paused in the shadows of supply crates stacked on the dock.

Parker nodded to a lean soldier who slipped a knife from his boot. The man crept forward, silent as death itself, and moments later returned to the group. The sentry would never sound an alarm again.

The raiders boarded the vessel, spreading out according to their practiced plan. They moved methodically, pouring lamp oil over the wooden decks, the cargo holds, the engine room. Two men ascended to the pilot house, ensuring the vessel's controls would be engulfed in flames. Captain Parker himself entered the grand cabin, where the officers would have dined. He poured extra oil there, ensuring this symbol of Union excess would burn brightly.

As his men completed their work, Parker checked his pocket watch in the moonlight. Twenty minutes until the agreed signal. He positioned his men on the dock with torches ready, waiting for the right moment.

Meanwhile, Captain Tucker and his seven men had reached the horse picket line. Over one hundred Union horses were tethered in neat rows, with two sentries walking a predictable pattern around the perimeter. Tucker studied their movements, timing the patrol. Each circuit took approximately five minutes, with a brief conversation when the sentries met at the far side of the corral.

"Daniels, Williams," Tucker whispered, "take care of those sentries next time they meet. The rest of you, prepare to cut those lines on my signal."

The Confederate soldiers produced short knives, ready to slice through the ropes tethering the horses. Tucker himself removed a small folded cloth from his jacket. Inside was a handful of small burrs and thorns he'd collected for this purpose. These would go under the saddle blankets of a few selected horses – enough to create chaos when the animals were mounted.

Across the camp, Captain Macklin and his eight-man squad had the most dangerous assignment. They needed to penetrate the heart of the Union camp, reach the command tent, and secure the payroll chests without raising an alarm until the distractions began.

Macklin signaled for two of his best men to move ahead as scouts. They would identify and silently eliminate any sentries in their path to the command tent. The rest followed at a careful distance, weapons ready but hoping not to use them. Gunfire would alert the camp before the distractions were in place.

The command tent stood larger than the others, the Union flag hanging limply above it in the still night air. A lantern burned inside, indicating someone was awake – likely an officer catching up on paperwork or correspondence. This complicated matters.

The scouts returned with hand signals indicating two sentries at the tent entrance and light inside. Macklin nodded grimly and pulled four small stones from his pocket. He would create a distraction of his own.

He tossed the first stone far to the left of the tent. As expected, one sentry turned his head toward the sound. The second stone followed quickly, drawing both sentries' attention. His scouts moved in from behind, quick and efficient. Within seconds, both Union soldiers were silently dispatched.

Macklin led his men to the tent entrance and paused, listening. Inside, he could hear the scratching of a pen on paper and occasional muttering. He signaled to two of his men, and they entered the tent with weapons drawn.

"Make a sound and you're dead, Yank," one raider whispered to the startled Union lieutenant inside. The young officer raised his hands slowly, eyes wide with fear.

Macklin entered and immediately spotted the prize – two wooden chests bound with iron, bearing the official markings of the Union Army paymaster. Each would contain thousands of dollars in gold coins, intended to pay the Union soldiers their monthly wages.

"Bind and gag him," Macklin ordered, nodding toward the lieutenant. "Jackson, Cooper – the chests."

Two burly Confederates moved to the chests, testing their weight. Each was heavy, requiring one man per chest. They lifted them with effort as their comrades secured the Union officer.

Checking his pocket watch, Macklin saw it was nearly 5:00 AM. Almost time.

5:00 AM April 21st, 1862

Captain Parker checked his watch one final time. "Now," he said simply.

His men touched their torches to the oil-soaked wood of the stern wheeler. Flames caught immediately, racing along the trails of oil across the deck, climbing the wooden superstructure with hungry intensity. Within seconds, the entire vessel was illuminated in orange light, the fire growing with terrifying speed.

The sentry at the far end of the dock spotted the flames and raised the alarm. "Fire! Fire on the Retriever!"

A bugle sounded across the camp, its urgent notes cutting through the pre-dawn stillness.

This was Tucker's signal. "Now!" he shouted to his men, who sliced through the picket lines in a synchronized motion. Tucker himself moved among the horses, slapping flanks and shouting to spook the animals. Freed from their tethers and frightened by the commotion, the horses began to run, slowly at first, then in a growing stampede that thundered through the Union camp.

Soldiers emerged from their tents in confusion, some still pulling on boots or fumbling with weapons. The sight of their burning supply vessel and the stampeding horses created instant chaos. Officers shouted contradictory orders, some men rushing toward the fire while others attempted to corral the panicked horses.

In the command tent, Macklin heard the commotion begin. "That's our cue, boys. Let's move!"

His men hoisted the payroll chests and moved out of the tent into the growing confusion. With the Union soldiers distracted by the fire and stampede, the raiders slipped between tents toward their planned escape route. Behind them, the bound lieutenant struggled against his gag, unable to sound an additional alarm.

The three Confederate squads converged at their designated meeting point at the edge of the camp, where the forest offered concealment. Parker arrived first, his men grinning with satisfaction as they watched the stern wheeler become fully engulfed in flames, the fire reflecting off the river waters.

Tucker's squad joined them moments later, breathless from their run but successful in their mission. The horses continued to scatter throughout the camp, some running for the hills, others circling in panicked confusion, preventing any organized pursuit.

Finally, Macklin's men emerged from between the tents, struggling with the heavy payroll chests but moving steadily. A shout went up from the direction of the command tent – the lieutenant had been discovered or had freed himself.

"Move out!" Macklin ordered as they reached the forest edge. "To the caves as planned!"

The raiders melted into the forest, splitting into smaller groups according to Colonel Mosby's instructions. Behind them, the Union camp was in complete disarray, the rising sun revealing a scene of chaos – a burning ship sending a column of black smoke into the dawn sky, horses scattered across the countryside, and furious officers trying to organize a pursuit.

Captain Macklin led his men carrying the precious payroll chests along a winding path into the hills. The gold coins clinked softly within their wooden confines, a sweet sound of victory to Confederate ears. The Shawnee Caves were still miles away, but they had the advantage of confusion and preparation. Colonel Mosby would be waiting for them there, ready to secure their prize for the glorious cause of the Confederacy.

As they climbed higher into the hills, Macklin allowed himself a moment of pride. The raid had gone perfectly – they had succeeded without losing a single man. The Union forces would be occupied for hours dealing with their burning supply vessel and scattered mounts. By the time they organized a proper pursuit, the Raiders would be safely hidden in the cave system that honeycombed these ancient hills.

What none of the jubilant Confederate raiders realized was that their successful heist would create a mystery that would remain unsolved for over a century and a half – and that blood would eventually be spilled over their stolen gold long after the war that divided the nation had been relegated to history.

Shawnee Caves 9:30 AM April 21st, 1862

Colonel Mosby paced at the mouth of the largest cave, occasionally stopping to scan the forested slopes below with his spyglass. Captain Henderson stood nearby, alert and anxious.

"They should have been here by now," Henderson muttered.

"Patience, Captain," Mosby replied, though his own concern was evident in his rigid posture. "The Raiders have never failed me yet."

A sentry positioned higher on the ridge gave a low whistle – the signal. Moments later, Captain Tucker emerged from the forest with his squad, missing two men but otherwise intact.

"Colonel," Tucker saluted, breathing hard from the climb. "The horse picket was successfully disrupted. We lost Simmons and Donnelly when a Union patrol spotted us near the ridge line. They stayed behind to delay pursuit."

Mosby nodded grimly. "Captain Parker?"

"Right behind me, sir. The Retriever is ash now. No Union supplies will move upriver on her again."

As predicted, Parker and his men appeared minutes later, all present and accounted for. The colonel's relief was palpable, but short-lived.

"And Macklin? The payroll?" he demanded.

Parker and Tucker exchanged glances. "We haven't seen him since the camp, Colonel. His route was different from ours."

Another hour passed with increasing tension. Finally, three of Macklin's men staggered into the cave clearing, exhausted and bloodied. Their grim faces told the story before they spoke.

"Union patrol, Colonel," the sergeant reported. "They were waiting along the east ridge as if they knew we might come that way. Captain Macklin and the men carrying the payroll chests took another route to draw them off. Told us to report to you and said he'd find another way to the rendezvous."

Mosby's face darkened. "Or he's been captured."

"Or killed, sir," the sergeant added quietly. "The patrol was large – at least twenty men, well-armed."

The colonel turned away, calculating rapidly. If Macklin had been captured with the payroll, their entire operation in the Kanawha Valley could be compromised. If he'd been killed and the payroll recovered by Union forces, their raid had been for nothing.

But if Macklin had managed to hide the payroll somewhere along the escape route, there was still hope of recovering the Confederate gold.

"Henderson," Mosby decided, "take ten men and carefully scout the route Macklin would have taken. Tucker, your men need rest, but remain ready to move at a moment's notice."

As his officers carried out his orders, Colonel Mosby moved deeper into the cave, away from prying eyes. He unfolded a detailed map of the region and studied it intently, tracing potential escape routes with his finger. Somewhere in these hills, approximately forty thousand dollars in Union gold had vanished – enough to fund Confederate operations in the valley for months.

He would not leave without it. The Raiders' legacy and the cause of the South itself might depend on that gold.

What Mosby couldn't know was that Captain Macklin's desperate choice in those wooded hills would create a mystery that would endure long after the Confederacy itself had fallen – a secret that would remain buried until a curious professor and his team of archaeologists disturbed its resting place more than 160 years later.
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CHAPTER 1: DEATH ON THE TRAIL
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The morning sun filtered through the canopy of oak and maple trees, dappling the forest floor with patches of golden light. Professor Jamie Blackwood moved along the trail with the practiced ease of someone who'd spent years navigating difficult terrain. His Australian Shepherd, Milly, trotted ahead, her blue merle coat a blur of motion as she darted between shadows.

Jamie inhaled deeply, appreciating the rich scent of damp earth and vegetation. These early morning hikes helped calm his mind before the day's work at the Shawnee Caves Historical Center. Six months since opening the center, and the nightmares had finally begun to subside.

"What do you think, Milly? Should we take the ridge trail today?" he called out.

Milly stopped abruptly, her ears perked forward. She turned her head toward a narrow path that branched off to the right, toward the caves.

"Or we could check out the cave trail," Jamie said with a shrug. "Your call."

Milly's tail stopped wagging. She lowered her head and emitted a low growl.

"What is it, girl?" Jamie's hand instinctively moved to the small of his back where he used to carry his sidearm during his Ranger days. The gesture was automatic, a phantom reflex from a life he'd left behind.

Milly darted forward onto the side path, barking sharply.

"Milly! Heel!" Jamie commanded, but the dog ignored him—something she rarely did unless she sensed danger.

Jamie broke into a jog, following Milly down the narrow trail that led toward the northeastern entrance of the Shawnee Cave system. As he rounded a bend, he saw Milly standing rigid, hackles raised, about twenty feet away.

That's when he saw the splash of color against the forest floor—a light blue windbreaker, out of place among the browns and greens of early summer foliage.

His pace slowed as he approached. A woman lay face down on the trail, one arm outstretched, the other tucked beneath her body.

"Hello? Ma'am? Are you hurt?" Jamie called out, already knowing there would be no response. The stillness was too complete.

He knelt beside the woman, noting the gray hair pulled back in a neat bun, sensible hiking boots, and khaki pants. With practiced care, he pressed his fingers to her neck, searching for a pulse he knew wouldn't be there. Her skin was cool to the touch, the body stiff with rigor mortis.

"Damn it," he muttered, pulling his hand back and reaching for his phone. As he did, something caught his eye—a glint of gold in her partially clenched right hand.

Careful not to disturb the scene more than necessary, Jamie leaned closer. Between her fingers was a coin—large and golden, unlike any modern currency.

Through the dirt and tarnish, the raised profile of Liberty was unmistakable, as was the date: 1860.

A Gold Double Eagle. Twenty dollars face value, but worth thousands to collectors.

Jamie pulled back, taking in the full scene with fresh eyes. The woman hadn't simply collapsed. The back of her head showed a depression, the gray hair matted with dried blood. This wasn't a hiking accident.

He took out his phone and dialed.

"Detective Chen? It's Jamie Blackwood. I need you at the northeast trail to Shawnee Caves." He paused, glancing at the body. "I've found a body, and it's not a natural death."



Detective Lisa Chen arrived twenty minutes later with two deputies and a crime scene technician. She approached Jamie, who was sitting on a boulder about ten feet from the body, Milly lying at his feet.

Lisa was in her fifties, with short black hair streaked with silver and the focused gaze of someone who'd seen too much but hadn't lost her humanity in the process. She wore a blazer despite the warm morning, her badge clipped to her belt.

"Professor," she said with a nod. "Want to tell me what you were doing out here at seven in the morning?"

"Morning hike. We do it most days." Jamie stood, brushing dirt from his jeans. "Milly found her. I checked for a pulse, but she's been dead for a while."

"And you didn't touch anything else?" Lisa asked, pulling latex gloves from her pocket.

"Just her neck to check for signs of life. And I saw the coin."

Lisa raised an eyebrow. "Coin?"

"In her right hand. It's a Gold Double Eagle from 1860. Twenty-dollar gold piece."

"Valuable?"

"Very. Especially in good condition." Jamie crossed his arms. "It's not the kind of thing someone carries on a hike."

Lisa nodded to the technician, who began photographing the scene. She approached the body and carefully examined it without touching anything.

"You recognize her?" Lisa asked over her shoulder.

Jamie moved closer, keeping behind the crime scene tape that a deputy had strung between trees.

"I think so. Margaret Henshaw, retired teacher. She comes to the historical center sometimes for the lectures. And she's a regular at Monica's café."

"You're sure?"

Jamie nodded. "Pretty sure. She was there yesterday afternoon when I stopped in for coffee."

Lisa knelt beside the body and carefully used a pen to lift the edge of the windbreaker, revealing a small daypack still on the victim's back.

"Any idea what Margaret Henshaw would be doing out here so early? Or why she'd have a gold coin?"

"No to both. The center doesn't open until nine, and this trail doesn't get much traffic. It's not one of the marked routes."

Lisa stood, her face grave. "That wound didn't come from a fall. Someone hit her from behind."

The crime scene technician worked methodically, photographing the body from all angles before carefully documenting the position of the coin in the victim's hand.

"Can I get a closer look at that?" Jamie asked.

Lisa hesitated, then nodded. "Don't touch, just look."

Jamie approached as the technician finished photographing the coin still clutched in the woman's hand.

"It's definitely a Double Eagle," he confirmed. "The surface is worn, but the date's clear—1860."

"Mean anything special to you, Professor?" Lisa asked.

"It's from right before the Civil War," Jamie said, his mind already making connections. "This area saw action between Union and Confederate forces. There are documented raids, skirmishes—"

"Let's focus on the here and now," Lisa interrupted. "Any idea why someone would kill a retired schoolteacher on a hiking trail?"

Jamie shook his head. "No, but that coin doesn't belong here. It's worth thousands. Maybe tens of thousands, depending on condition."

One of the deputies approached. "Detective, we found a path where someone went off-trail. Recent footprints, disturbed vegetation. Looks like it leads toward the smaller cave entrances."

Lisa nodded. "Mark it, photograph it, but don't follow it yet. I want the whole scene processed first."

She turned back to Jamie. "I'm going to need a statement from you, and you should call anyone who's supposed to meet you today."

"My assistant director Mike Chen—your nephew—is expecting me at eight to prepare for a summer field school group," Jamie said. "I can call him."

"Mike's working with you now? Huh." A rare smile briefly crossed Lisa's face. "Family dinner's going to be interesting this Sunday."

The forensic technician carefully pried open the woman's fingers, revealing the coin in full. Though tarnished, the golden surface caught the morning light, the American eagle on its reverse clearly visible.

"Bag it," Lisa instructed. "Make sure to note its position in the victim's hand."

"Detective," Jamie said, his voice lower, "that coin is from the same period as the artifacts we've been finding in the caves. This might not be random."

Lisa gave him a measured look. "Nothing's random in a murder, Professor. The question is whether this is about history or something more immediate." She glanced at the trail leading deeper into the woods. "Like what's in those caves."



By mid-morning, the crime scene bustled with activity. The medical examiner had arrived and was examining the body while deputies searched the surrounding area. Jamie had given his statement but remained nearby, Milly at his side.

"Jamie!" A familiar voice called from the main trail.

Mike Chen jogged up to the crime scene tape, his university lanyard bouncing against his chest. In his late twenties, Mike had the enthusiastic energy of someone who'd found his calling. His research assistant position at the historical center had quickly evolved into the assistant directorship.

"What happened? I got your text—" Mike stopped short when he saw the covered body. "Oh no."

"Margaret Henshaw," Jamie said quietly. "Someone killed her."

Mike's face paled. "Ms. Henshaw? She was just at the center yesterday, asking about the new cave mapping project."

Lisa approached, notepad in hand. "My nephew giving you trouble, Professor?"

Mike rolled his eyes. "Aunt Lisa, I'm thirty next month. Can we drop the 'nephew' thing at work?"

"Not a chance," Lisa replied, but her expression softened. "You knew the victim?"

"Margaret Henshaw. She was a regular at our public lectures. Really interested in local Civil War history." Mike shook his head in disbelief. "What happened to her?"

"Blunt force trauma to the back of the head," Lisa said. "Someone came up behind her."

"And she had this with her," Jamie added, showing Mike a photo he'd taken on his phone of the coin before the police arrived.

Mike's eyes widened. "That's a Double Eagle. 1860 issue."

Lisa looked between them. "You two want to tell me why a retired schoolteacher was carrying a rare gold coin while hiking?"

"That's just it," Jamie said. "It doesn't make sense. Unless—"

"Unless she found it," Mike finished. "Near the caves."

Lisa's expression sharpened. "Found it how? Where?"

Jamie and Mike exchanged glances. "We've been documenting evidence of Civil War era activity in the deeper sections of the cave system," Jamie explained. "Nothing as valuable as this, but buttons, spent ammunition, even some preserved leather goods."

"And Margaret was interested in the history," Mike added. "She came to every lecture we gave on the Civil War in West Virginia. She knew these woods better than most locals."

"So you think she found a gold coin from the 1860s just lying around and someone killed her for it?" Lisa's tone was skeptical.

"Not just lying around," Jamie said. "But possibly hidden. There are documented cases of Confederate raiders operating in this area. Colonel Mosby's men were known to hide supplies and valuables in cave systems."

"The Gray Ghost," Mike added. "His raiders stole a Union payroll in 1862 near here. Some historians think it was never recovered."

Lisa raised an eyebrow. "You're saying Margaret Henshaw might have stumbled onto a 160-year-old hidden Confederate treasure?"

"I'm saying it's worth considering," Jamie replied. "Especially since—"

A commotion from the trail interrupted them. A woman's voice, distraught and getting louder, could be heard approaching.

"Let me through! I know her! That's Margaret's jacket!"

A deputy was trying to restrain a short, round woman with salt-and-pepper hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. She wore an apron with "Margaret's Place" embroidered across the front.

"Monica," Jamie called out. "It's okay, let her through," he said to the deputy.

Lisa nodded her permission, and Monica Morningstar hurried toward them, her face streaked with tears.

"Jamie, Mike—is it true? Someone said Margaret—" Her voice broke as she saw the covered form on the ground.

"I'm afraid so," Jamie said gently. "We just found her this morning."

Monica pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling a sob. "Who would do this? Why Margaret, of all people?"

"Ms. Morningstar," Lisa said, stepping forward. "I'm Detective Chen. I understand you knew Ms. Henshaw well?"

Monica nodded, wiping at her eyes. "She was my friend for thirty years. Came to my café every morning for coffee. She didn't show today, and then I heard—" She gestured helplessly toward the body.

"When did you last see her?" Lisa asked.

"Yesterday afternoon. She stopped by for tea around four. Said she was going to take an evening walk to clear her head." Monica's face crumpled. "She said she'd found something important. That
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