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APPALACHIAN MOUNTAINS, 1689

Blood trickled down Captain Esteban Vega's face as he urged his mount forward through the dense forest. The afternoon sun filtered through the canopy, casting dappled shadows across the narrow game trail. Behind him, the remaining six men of his expedition followed, their faces gaunt from weeks of hard travel. Two packhorses carried their precious cargo—a small wooden chest reinforced with iron bands.

"Captain, we must rest," Lieutenant Domingo Alvarez called out, his voice ragged. "The men cannot continue at this pace."

Vega reined his horse to a stop and turned in his saddle. Alvarez had been his most loyal officer since they left New Spain almost a year ago. Now, even he questioned Vega's decisions.

"The Iroquois hunting party is no more than half a day behind us," Vega said, wiping blood from a cut above his eye. "We rest when we find suitable shelter."

Alvarez guided his horse alongside Vega's. "And what of Ortiz and the others? They could be ahead, waiting for us."

"Traitors," Vega spat. "If we encounter them, we show no mercy."

Three weeks earlier, half of Vega's men had deserted, attempting to steal the chest. Vega had killed two during their escape but the others vanished into the wilderness. Now his expedition was hunted from both directions—native warriors behind and mutineers ahead.

"We're too far north," Alvarez said quietly, unfolding a crude map. "No Spanish expedition has ever claimed these territories. We're lost, Captain."

Vega's hand moved to the hilt of his sword. "We are not lost. We are precisely where God intends us to be."

A sound from the ridge above stopped their conversation. Both men reached for their weapons, but Vega raised his hand when he spotted the lone figure watching them from the rocks. It was not an Iroquois warrior.

The man wore buckskins unlike any Vega had seen before, decorated with unfamiliar patterns and beadwork. His face was painted with red and black stripes, and a single eagle feather hung from his braided hair.

"That is not from any tribe native to these mountains," Alvarez whispered.

The warrior raised an empty hand in greeting, then gestured for them to follow before disappearing over the ridge.

"It could be a trap," Alvarez warned.

"Or divine providence," Vega countered, steering his horse toward the ridge. "Either way, it is our only option."



By nightfall, they reached a small valley nestled between two mountains. A village of perhaps twenty hide lodges stood in a semicircle around a central fire pit. The structures were not the longhouses of the Iroquois, but conical dwellings unlike any Vega had encountered in their journey.

"Plains people," Diego Mendoza, the expedition's scout, muttered in disbelief. "Far from their hunting grounds. I've heard stories but never believed..."

The village chief, a tall man named Running Elk as translated through a series of gestures and crude drawings, welcomed them to his temporary settlement. Through their limited communication, Vega learned the small band had traveled east following a vision their shaman had received—a vision of strange men bringing powerful medicine from beyond the great waters.

"They believe we were foretold," Vega told his men that night as they sat in the chief's lodge. "A sign from their gods."

"Or demons," Father Sebastián, the expedition's priest, corrected. "These people are heathens, Captain. We should take shelter for the night and continue south with the dawn."

Vega watched the tribe's shaman across the fire, an ancient man with clouded eyes who stared at him with unsettling intensity. "No, Father. We have been delivered to this place for a purpose."

"Captain," Alvarez leaned closer, keeping his voice low, "what are you considering?"

"Survival," Vega replied, his eyes fixed on the chest that never left their sight. "And legacy."



Two days later, as the Iroquois hunting party passed within a league of the valley, Vega stood with Running Elk atop a plateau overlooking the village. Below them, Vega's men worked alongside the tribe's warriors, arranging stones in a circle according to the shaman's instructions.

"Your enemies will not find this place," Running Elk said through Mendoza's rudimentary translation. "The spirits will blind their eyes to our presence."

Vega nodded, though he placed more faith in the plateau's natural concealment than in spirits. "The circle of prayer—it is sacred to your people?"

Running Elk gestured to the shaman who was directing the placement of each stone with precise care. "The circle connects earth to sky, past to future. When completed, only those with the right blood can approach without consequence."

That evening, Vega watched as father Sebastián reluctantly observed the ceremony from a distance, making the sign of the cross as the tribe's members danced around the newly constructed stone circle. At its center stood the wooden chest, its contents revealed to only Vega and Running Elk—emeralds, silver medallions, and gold ornaments taken from a temple far to the south.

"This is blasphemy," Father Sebastián hissed when Vega approached him. "You invite God's wrath upon us all."

"I ensure our survival," Vega countered. "And the preservation of our discovery until I can return with proper forces."

"You trust these savages with Spanish treasures?"

Vega watched as the shaman approached with a stone bowl. "I trust in bonds stronger than gold, Father."

The ancient shaman extended the bowl to Vega. Inside lay an obsidian knife, its edge gleaming in the firelight.

"What madness is this?" Father Sebastián demanded.

"The pact requires blood," Running Elk explained as Mendoza translated. "Your blood mixed with mine, sealed in the sacred circle. The treasures will then be protected by our ancestors until blood returns for blood."

Father Sebastián grabbed Vega's arm. "Captain, I beg you—"

"Prepare the maps, Father," Vega ordered, shaking free of the priest's grip. "Record the location precisely. When I return to New Spain, I will need exact coordinates."

"If you survive this heathen ritual," the priest muttered.

Vega smiled thinly. "God did not guide me across a continent to die in these mountains, Father." He turned to Running Elk and extended his palm. "Let us seal our covenant."

The obsidian blade flashed in the firelight as both men's blood dripped into the stone bowl. The shaman mixed it with herbs and earth from the circle's center, chanting words in a language even Running Elk seemed to only partially comprehend.

As the mixture was poured into a small hole at the center of the prayer circle, the chest was buried beneath it. Additional stones were arranged in patterns that Mendoza explained were a form of writing—symbols that told a story only those initiated in the tribe's mysteries could read.

"It is done," Running Elk announced when the final stone was placed. "The guardians have accepted our offering. The treasure waits for the return of true blood. All others who disturb this place will face the wrath of those who watch from beyond."

Later that night, as his men slept in the lodges provided by their hosts, Vega made his own private addition to the arrangement. By moonlight, he buried a small leather pouch containing a map, a letter of explanation, and a golden medallion bearing his family crest beneath a distinctive stone at the circle's edge.

"Insurance," he whispered to himself, "should Running Elk's magic prove insufficient."



Three days later, Captain Esteban Vega and his remaining men departed the valley, traveling south with a guide provided by Running Elk. The expedition's official log, maintained by Father Sebastián, recorded their coordinates and included detailed sketches of the unusual prayer circle and its stone patterns.

The priest added his own private notation in the margin:

May God forgive Captain Vega for the unholy covenant he has made in these mountains. The treasure we discovered may remain hidden for centuries, but blood calls to blood across generations. I fear what will awaken when that call is finally answered.

Neither Captain Vega nor any of his men ever reached New Spain. Their disappearance became yet another mystery of the unexplored territories—their journals, maps and the tale of the treasure lost to history.

Until now.
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CHAPTER 1

UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY
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Jamie Blackwood stared at the artifact fragment on his desk, turning it over in his hands as late afternoon sunlight streamed through his office window. The pottery shard—likely late Woodland period—had been unearthed during a routine survey near the Ohio River. Nothing remarkable, yet something about the pattern etched into its surface nagged at him.

Milly, his Australian Shepherd, raised her head from her cushioned bed in the corner, ears perking forward.

"What is it, girl?" Jamie asked, glancing toward the door just as a tentative knock sounded.

Seth O'Malley peered inside, two coffee cups in hand. The young man's dark-rimmed glasses had slipped down his nose again. "Brought you a refill, Professor. You've been staring at that pottery piece for almost an hour."

Jamie set down the fragment and rubbed his eyes. "Thanks. And it's Jamie, remember? Professor makes me feel ancient."

"Ancient is relative in our field," Seth replied with a grin, setting the coffee on Jamie's desk. He gestured toward the papers stacked beside the computer. "How are the midterm essays coming along?"

"Slowly. Half of them think archaeology is just treasure hunting with academic credentials." Jamie took a sip of coffee, surprised to find it prepared exactly to his preference. Seth was proving more observant than his previous assistants.

"Isn't it, though?" Seth's eyes twinkled behind his glasses. "Just with more paperwork and fewer bullwhips?"

Jamie allowed himself a small smile. "Don't let the department chair hear you say that." He glanced at the framed photo on his desk—a group shot from the Shawnee Caves project. His gaze lingered on Beth Morrison's face before he turned it slightly away. Six weeks since she'd left for Texas, and the ache remained.

Seth noticed the gesture but tactfully changed the subject. "Are you presenting at the Appalachian Historical Society conference next month? Submission deadline's Friday."

"Haven't decided." Jamie reopened the folder of student essays. "Not sure I have anything worth presenting."

A bark from Milly interrupted them as the phone on Jamie's desk rang. He checked the caller ID.

"Monica," he said, picking up the receiver. "What can I do for you?"

"Jamie? Thank God you're still there." Monica Morningstar's voice carried its usual warmth, but with an underlying urgency. "Clay McCoy's at the Java Bean asking for you. Says it's important—something about a discovery in the Kanawha Forest."

Jamie's interest piqued instantly. "Clay? I haven't seen him since he left the program."

"He's working for the Forestry Service now. And whatever he's found has him practically vibrating with excitement."

Jamie checked his watch. "Tell him I'll be there in twenty minutes." He hung up and turned to Seth. "How do you feel about postponing grade work for some real archaeology?"

Seth's eyes widened. "Are you kidding? These essays will still be disappointing tomorrow."

"Fair point." Jamie stood, grabbing his worn leather jacket from the back of his chair. "Let's go see what Clay's discovered."

Milly was already on her feet, tail wagging in anticipation.



The Java Bean buzzed with its usual late afternoon crowd. Students hunched over laptops, professors grading papers, and locals catching up on town gossip. The rich aroma of fresh coffee mingled with Monica's signature cinnamon rolls.

Clay McCoy sat at a corner table, his ranger uniform still dusty from the field. His red hair was shorter than when Jamie had last seen him, but his eyes still held that same intensity. He jumped to his feet as Jamie, Seth, and Milly approached.

"Professor! Thanks for coming on such short notice." Clay pumped Jamie's hand enthusiastically.

"It's good to see you, Clay." Jamie gestured to Seth. "This is Seth O'Malley, my new research assistant."

The men shook hands as Monica appeared with a tray of coffee and a small plate of dog treats.

"I figured this calls for the good stuff," she said, setting down four mugs of her special reserve blend. She bent to scratch Milly behind the ears. "And something for the real professor around here."

Milly accepted a treat with genteel restraint as Jamie and Seth settled into chairs across from Clay.

"So," Jamie said after taking an appreciative sip, "Monica says you've found something interesting."

Clay leaned forward, lowering his voice despite his evident excitement. "I was mapping a new trail system in the eastern section of Kanawha State Forest—you know the ridge area above Black Creek?"

Jamie nodded. The area was largely unexplored archaeologically, considered too steep and remote to have supported significant historical settlements.

"I took a shortcut across this plateau I hadn't surveyed before. That's when I saw it." Clay pulled out his phone and slid it across the table. "At first, I thought it was just natural rock formation, but then I realized it was deliberately constructed."

Jamie studied the photo of a perfect circle of stones set into a small clearing. Inside the circle, smaller stones created geometric patterns. His pulse quickened as he zoomed in on the details.

"Is that what I think it is?" Seth asked, peering over Jamie's shoulder.

"If you're thinking it's a prayer circle, you'd be right." Jamie swiped through additional photos Clay had taken. "But it doesn't belong there."

"How can you tell?" Monica asked, having lingered to listen.

"Because it's characteristic of Plains Indian spiritual practices," Jamie explained. "Specifically Lakota and other related tribes from much further west. But according to historical records, this entire region was predominantly Iroquois territory in the early 18th century."

"Exactly." Clay nodded vigorously. "And about fifty yards downslope, there's evidence of what looks like a small village site. The arrangement is consistent with Iroquois settlements I've studied."

"Which makes the prayer circle even more anomalous," Jamie mused, feeling the familiar thrill of historical inconsistency—the kind that usually indicated something significant had been overlooked or misunderstood.

"Have you reported this to anyone?" Seth asked.

Clay shook his head. "I wanted expert eyes on it first. If it's what I think it is, it could rewrite what we know about cultural migration patterns in pre-colonial Appalachia."

Jamie handed the phone back to Clay, noting the tremor in his own hand—a subtle reminder of what his VA therapist called his "trigger awareness." Historical mysteries had become his most effective coping mechanism, focusing his mind away from Iraq and the ambush that still visited his dreams.

"When can you take me there?" Jamie asked.

"I'm off Monday. Could meet you at the ranger station at eight."

"Perfect." Jamie turned to Seth. "Free Monday morning?"

"I'll clear my schedule."

Monica refilled their mugs, grinning. "And here I thought you were finally settling into the quiet academic life, Jamie."

"Quiet is overrated," he replied, though they all knew it wasn't entirely true. Since Beth's departure, quiet had become both his refuge and his tormentor.

"So you'll check it out?" Clay pressed.

Jamie nodded, already mentally cataloging the equipment they'd need. "I've got a department meeting I can't skip tomorrow, but we'll be there Monday morning. Eight sharp."

As they discussed logistics, Jamie felt a familiar sense of anticipation building—the one that had first drawn him to archaeology long before his military service. It was the thrill of connection across centuries, of puzzles waiting to be solved and stories waiting to be told.

But beneath that professional excitement lurked something more personal—the quieting of the chaos in his mind that only came when he was fully engaged in unraveling the past. These historical mysteries had become his sanctuary when the memories of war grew too loud.

Clay was saying something about access routes, but Jamie's attention had drifted to the peculiar stone patterns in the photos. Plains Indians in Iroquois territory. A cultural anomaly hidden in the Appalachian wilderness for centuries.

"Jamie?" Monica's voice pulled him back to the present. "You okay?"

He blinked, realizing he'd been staring into space. "Yeah. Just thinking about what this could mean."

Monica gave him a knowing look—the same one she'd given him through countless difficult days after his return from Iraq. "Well, don't think too hard until Monday. Some mysteries need to be approached with a fresh mind."

As Clay continued explaining the site's location, Milly rested her head on Jamie's knee, her steady presence anchoring him. Whatever waited in the forest, it offered something Jamie had been searching for since Beth's departure—purpose, distraction, and the chance to lose himself in history's embrace rather than his own haunted memories.

He didn't yet know that what waited in Kanawha State Forest would provide much more than academic intrigue. By this time next week, he would be entangled in a mystery spanning centuries—one that would demand every skill he'd acquired from both his scholarly training and his military past.

And one that would cost a young man his life.
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CHAPTER 2

THE CIRCLE OF STONES
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The old Jeep Wagoneer's engine rumbled as Jamie navigated the winding road toward Kanawha State Forest. Beside him, Seth clutched his tablet as if it were a shield, while Milly watched the passing landscape from the back seat, her tongue lolling contentedly.

"First time in the field?" Jamie asked, noticing Seth's white-knuckled grip on the tablet.

Seth adjusted his glasses. "That obvious, huh? Lab work is more my comfort zone."

"Everyone starts somewhere." Jamie downshifted as they climbed a steep section. "I was terrified during my first dig in Guatemala. Spent the entire first day worried I'd destroy something irreplaceable."

"Did you?"

"Break something? No." Jamie smiled at the memory. "But I did fall into a pit latrine on day three. The project director never let me forget it."

Seth laughed, his shoulders relaxing slightly.

"So," Jamie continued, "you grew up in Philly, right? Long way from home."

"My parents thought I was crazy coming to West Virginia for grad school." Seth gazed at the forested mountains surrounding them. "But there's something about these mountains—like they're keeping secrets."

"They are," Jamie said quietly. "More than most people realize."

The conversation lulled as Jamie's thoughts drifted to Beth. She would have loved this—the excitement of an unexpected discovery, the mystery of cultural anomalies in the Appalachian wilderness. He could almost hear her voice theorizing about migration patterns and environmental factors.

"You miss her, don't you?" Seth asked, breaking the silence.

Jamie's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "That obvious too?"

"Only to someone who's spent the past month watching you stare at her photo when you think no one's looking."

"We talk once a week," Jamie said, focusing on the road. "She's doing well in Dallas. Big promotion, important work."

"But not here."

"No. Not here." Jamie cleared his throat. "EPA doesn't exactly let you choose your posting."

Seth looked like he wanted to say more but thought better of it. Instead, he pulled up Clay's photos on his tablet. "So these Plains Indian prayer circles—what exactly makes them distinct from other stone arrangements?"

Grateful for the subject change, Jamie fell into professor mode. "It's not just the circular arrangement—many cultures used circular structures. It's the internal pattern and spiritual purpose. The Plains tribes, particularly the Lakota, used these circles for vision quests and communion with the spirit world. The patterns inside represent different spiritual concepts—earth, sky, the four directions."

"And they weren't native to this region?"

"Not according to any archaeological or historical record we have. The Iroquois Confederacy dominated this area, with some Cherokee presence further south. Plains cultural elements shouldn't be here—at least not in the early 1700s."

They rounded a final curve and the ranger station came into view, a rustic building with a green metal roof nestled among tall pines. Clay's Forest Service truck was already parked out front.

"Ready for your first real field experience?" Jamie asked as he pulled alongside Clay's vehicle.

Seth patted his backpack. "Brought every tech gadget I own. If there's anything to document, we'll capture it."

"That's what I'm counting on."



Clay McCoy looked every inch the forest ranger in his official uniform, the morning sun glinting off his badge as he spread a topographical map across the hood of his truck.

"Morning, Professor," he called as Jamie and Seth approached. His face lit up at the sight of Milly. "And hello to you too, girl."

Milly accepted his greeting with a dignified wag of her tail before investigating the perimeter of the ranger station.

"Thanks for doing this, Clay," Jamie said, examining the map. "And it's still just Jamie, remember?"

"Old habits." Clay traced a route with his finger. "We'll take my truck up this service road as far as we can, then hike about half a mile to the ridge. The prayer circle is on this small plateau, and the village site is downslope to the east."

"Terrain?" Jamie asked.

"Moderate. Some rough spots, but nothing your military training can't handle."

Jamie nodded. Four years after leaving the Rangers, his body still carried that conditioning, even if his mind sometimes struggled with the memories that came with it.

"What about permission to conduct a preliminary survey?" Seth asked.

"All arranged," Clay said. "My supervisor's wife is an anthropology professor at Marshall. Once I mentioned Jamie Blackwood's interest, I had temporary permits within hours. Your reputation precedes you."

"For better or worse," Jamie muttered.

They loaded equipment into Clay's truck—Jamie's field kit, Seth's technology bundle, and basic supplies. Milly jumped into the back seat without prompting, settling on her travel blanket.

As they pulled away, Jamie noticed Seth tapping anxiously on his tablet. "Something wrong?"

"Just checking signal strength. Pretty spotty out here."

"Welcome to field archaeology," Jamie said. "Half the job is adapting when technology fails you."

Clay chuckled. "The professor once mapped an entire rock shelter using just a compass and a tape measure after his equipment got soaked in a flash flood."

"Necessity and invention," Jamie replied, his eyes scanning the forest. "You develop different instincts when you spend enough time listening to what the land tells you."



The service road narrowed and roughened until Clay finally pulled over beside a small clearing. "End of the line for vehicles. We hike from here."

They shouldered their gear and began the ascent, Clay leading, Jamie following with Milly at his heels, and Seth bringing up the rear. The forest thickened around them—ancient oaks, hickories, and maples forming a canopy that dappled the morning light.

"Watch for poison ivy," Clay warned as they navigated a particularly dense section.

"And certain mushrooms," Jamie added. "The death cap grows in these woods."

"Comforting," Seth muttered behind him.

Twenty minutes into their hike, Jamie began to notice subtle changes in the landscape—slight depressions that could indicate old foot paths, occasional stone arrangements too regular to be natural. He paused at one such formation, kneeling to examine the moss-covered rocks.

"Clay, have you
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