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Prologue

Point Pleasant, Virginia Colony

October 10, 1774
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The morning mist rose from the confluence of the Kanawha and Ohio rivers like the breath of spirits, and Captain William Hartwell knew in his bones that this day would be written in blood. He crouched behind a fallen sycamore, his Brown Bess musket primed and ready, watching the war paint glisten on the faces of Chief Cornstalk's warriors as they moved through the bottoms like deadly shadows.

The Battle of Point Pleasant had been raging since dawn, and already the Virginia militia had paid dearly for Lord Dunmore's ambitions in the Ohio Country. Hartwell's company—what remained of it—held the left flank where the rivers met, but the Shawnee and their allies pressed hard, their war cries echoing across the water like the screams of the damned.

"Captain!" Sergeant McKenzie crawled through the underbrush, his uniform torn and bloodied. "The savages have broken through Colonel Lewis's center. We're flanked on three sides!"

Hartwell nodded grimly. He'd seen enough frontier warfare to know when a position was lost. But there was something else—something the colonel's dispatches hadn't mentioned. Hidden in his haversack were items that must not fall into enemy hands: sacred objects taken from a Shawnee burial ground upriver, trophies that some fool officer thought would make fine souvenirs for the gentlemen back in Williamsburg.

The irony wasn't lost on him. They'd come to drive the Shawnee from their hunting grounds, yet carried their ancestors' bones like talismans.

A musket ball whined past his ear, splintering bark from the tree behind him. Through the smoke, he saw a tall warrior with a distinctive red-painted tomahawk advancing, flanked by two braves with scalping knives drawn. Time was running short.

"McKenzie," Hartwell whispered urgently, pulling a wrapped bundle from his pack. "Take this. Get it back across the river. Find somewhere safe—somewhere it can rest undisturbed until..." He paused, unsure why the words came to him. "Until someone worthy comes to set things right."

The sergeant looked puzzled but took the bundle without question. Military discipline ran deep, even here at the edge of the world.

"What is it, sir?"

"Debts," Hartwell said simply. "Old debts that need paying."

The war cry rose again, closer now. Hartwell checked his powder, said a prayer to whatever God watched over soldiers and fools, and prepared to buy McKenzie the time he needed.

Behind him, the sergeant melted into the morning mist carrying his mysterious burden, while ahead, the red tomahawk gleamed in the autumn sun, hungry for Virginia blood.

The battle would rage until nightfall, leaving both sides bloodied and claiming victory. But some wounds, Hartwell knew as he raised his musket, would take far longer to heal. Some debts would echo down through generations, waiting in the shadows of Point Pleasant for the right moment to demand payment.

The tomahawk fell, and history held its breath.
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Chapter 1:

Morning Peace
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The steam rose from Jamie's coffee mug like incense in the cool mountain air, carrying the rich aroma that had become as much a part of his morning ritual as the sunrise itself. He settled deeper into the worn Adirondack chair, feeling the familiar give of wood that had weathered three West Virginia winters with him. Six months ago, he'd sat in this same spot alone, wrestling with ghosts that visited in the dark hours before dawn. Now Sandra's empty chair beside him held the promise of shared mornings, and the demons that once clawed at his sleep had retreated to manageable shadows.

Milly lifted her head from where she lay sprawled across the porch boards, her Australian Shepherd ears perking forward. Jamie followed her gaze to the edge of the clearing where movement caught the morning light filtering through the dogwood blossoms.

There she was again—the red vixen who'd claimed territory under his porch sometime in February. She emerged from the rhododendron thicket like liquid fire, her russet coat brilliant against the white and pink blooms that carpeted the hillside. Behind her, three kits tumbled into view, their oversized ears and clumsy paws making them look more like stuffed toys than wild predators.

"Easy, girl," Jamie murmured as Milly's muscles tensed. The dog had learned to tolerate their uninvited tenants, but her protective instincts never fully relaxed.

The vixen paused, amber eyes meeting Jamie's across thirty feet of morning-dappled grass. For a heartbeat, they studied each other—the damaged soldier finding peace in the mountains and the wild mother raising her young in the shadow of human habitation. Some unspoken truce had formed between them over the weeks. She'd hunt the mice that tried to winter in his cabin's foundation; he'd pretend not to notice when she raided the compost pile.

One kit—bolder or more foolish than his siblings—ventured toward the porch steps. The vixen's sharp bark sent him scurrying back, and Jamie found himself grinning. Even wild mothers worried about their children getting too close to danger.

The screen door's familiar creak announced Sandra's arrival before her bare feet whispered across the boards. Jamie didn't turn—didn't need to. After eight months together, he knew the sound of her movements like a favorite song. The way she paused to stretch, the soft sigh that meant she was shaking off sleep, the gentle placement of her feet to avoid the loose board near the door.

"They're back," she said, settling into the chair beside him. Her voice carried that husky morning quality that never failed to stir something warm in his chest.

"Third morning in a row." Jamie handed her the second mug he'd prepared—cream, no sugar, the way she'd taken it since their first shared breakfast. "Starting to think she's moved in permanently."

Sandra wrapped her fingers around the ceramic warmth, and Jamie caught the scent of her shampoo mixing with the honeysuckle that climbed the porch rails. She'd braided her dark hair loosely for sleep, and strands had escaped to frame her face in the golden morning light.

"Can you blame her?" Sandra's brown eyes held that amused spark that had first caught his attention in a sheriff's department interview room that felt like a lifetime ago. "Safe den, reliable food source, and a couple of soft-hearted humans who won't bother her babies. She's got it figured out."

The vixen chose that moment to flop onto her side, letting the kits climb over her with the kind of patient exhaustion every parent recognized. One kit discovered his own tail and began a frantic chase that ended with him tumbling nose-first into a cluster of daffodils.

"Reminds me of someone I know," Sandra said, nudging Jamie's shoulder with hers.

"Hey now." But he was grinning. The comparison wasn't entirely unfair. He'd spent years as a lone wolf, suspicious of getting too close to anything that might complicate his carefully constructed solitude. Then Sandra had walked into his life during the Crimson Warrior case, and somehow his defenses had crumbled like autumn leaves.

"I'm just saying—you both know how to pick good real estate." She gestured with her mug toward the view that spread below them. Bear Mountain sloped away in rolling waves of green, broken by limestone outcroppings and the silver thread of a creek that wound toward the Kanawha River. Morning mist clung to the hollows like cotton, and somewhere in the distance, a wood thrush was warming up for the day's concert.

Jamie felt that familiar tightness in his chest—not the panic that used to seize him without warning, but something softer. Gratitude, maybe. Or simple recognition that he'd found something worth fighting to keep.

"Better view than my old apartment," he admitted.

"Better company too, I hope."

He turned to find her watching him with that expression he was still learning to read—part affection, part concern, wholly present in the moment. Sandra had a cop's instincts for reading people, but she'd never pushed him to talk about the nightmares that still occasionally visited or the way certain sounds could send him spiraling back to dusty Afghan villages. She simply made space for his healing and filled it with her steady presence.

"Much better company," he said, meaning it completely.

A distant rumble broke the morning's peace—the distinctive sound of an engine laboring up the mountain road. Milly scrambled to her feet, tail wagging. The vixen gathered her kits with efficient movements and melted back into the rhododendrons like smoke.

"Expecting anyone?" Sandra asked, though her hand had already moved to rest on the table where she kept her service weapon during off-duty hours. Old habits.

Jamie shook his head, scanning the tree line where the gravel road curved toward his property. The engine noise grew louder, accompanied by the rattle of loose bolts and what sounded like a muffler held together by prayer and stubbornness.

"That's Monica's van," Sandra said, recognition dawning in her voice.

Sure enough, the faded blue Volkswagen van rounded the bend, looking like a refugee from 1975 with its peace sign decals and rust spots that created an unintentional camouflage pattern. Monica Morningstar's hippie van was as much a fixture in their lives as her coffee shop had become their unofficial headquarters.

But Monica rarely made the trek up Bear Mountain, especially not at seven in the morning.

"Something's wrong," Jamie said, the old soldier's instincts stirring beneath his skin. He stood, coffee forgotten, as the van coughed to a stop beside his pickup truck.

Monica emerged from the driver's side, her blonde hair caught back in a colorful bandana, worry lines creasing her usually cheerful face. The passenger door opened more slowly, revealing an older woman Jamie didn't recognize—silver-haired, wearing a cardigan despite the warming morning, clutching a worn leather purse like a lifeline.

"Jamie! Sandra!" Monica called, waving them down from the porch. "I'm sorry to bother you so early, but I need your help."

Jamie exchanged glances with Sandra. In the past year, requests for their help had led them into ancient burial grounds, confrontations with murderers, and mysteries that stretched back through centuries of West Virginia history. His peaceful morning was about to end—he could feel it in the way the very air seemed to shift around them.

But as he looked at Sandra rising gracefully from her chair, saw the professional alertness replacing sleepy contentment in her dark eyes, Jamie realized something that would have terrified him six months ago.

He was ready for whatever came next. More than that—he was ready to face it with her.

"Come on up," Sandra called, already moving toward the porch steps. "Coffee's fresh."

The vixen and her kits had vanished completely now, leaving only the sweet scent of spring blossoms and the distant promise of another mystery waiting to unfold in the mountains of West Virginia.
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Chapter 2:

Stolen History
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Eleanor Hartwell's hands trembled as she accepted the steaming mug from Sandra, and the sight of those weathered fingers shaking against the ceramic sent an unexpected stab of protectiveness through her chest. At sixty-five, Eleanor carried herself with the straight-backed dignity of a woman who'd spent four decades commanding library patrons and volunteer committees, but something had shaken that composure to its foundation.

"Thank you, dear," Eleanor said, her voice carrying the careful modulation of someone fighting to maintain control. She perched on the edge of the porch glider like a bird ready for flight, her steel-gray hair pulled back in a bun that had seen better days. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and Sandra's detective instincts catalogued the tells of a woman who hadn't slept in days.

Monica claimed the remaining chair, her usual cheerful energy subdued. "Ellie, why don't you tell them what you told me?"

Eleanor's grip tightened on the mug, knuckles going white. "It happened last Tuesday night. I was at the Point Pleasant Historical Society meeting—we were planning the spring cemetery tour." Her laugh came out brittle. "Seems foolish now, worrying about historical preservation when..."

She trailed off, staring into her coffee as if the answers might be floating there. Sandra felt that familiar tingle of professional interest, the same sixth sense that had served her well in five years of police work. Whatever had happened to Eleanor Hartwell, it went deeper than a simple break-in.

"Take your time," Jamie said gently. He'd positioned himself against the porch railing, close enough to help but far enough away to avoid seeming intimidating. Sandra recognized the positioning—something he'd learned in his Army days, probably, about reading civilians in distress.

"I came home around nine-thirty. The house was dark, which didn't concern me—I always leave it that way when I'm out." Eleanor's voice steadied as she found her rhythm. "But when I put my key in the front door, it was already unlocked. I thought perhaps I'd forgotten to lock it, though I never do such things."

Sandra leaned forward slightly. "Did you go inside immediately?"

"I should have called the police, shouldn't I?" Eleanor's laugh held no humor. "But it's Point Pleasant. We don't think about burglars and such. I went inside, turned on the lights, and that's when I saw..."

She set the mug down with shaking hands. Monica reached over to squeeze her shoulder, and Sandra caught the maternal concern in the older woman's face. This wasn't just about helping a customer from the coffee shop—this was personal.

"The living room was destroyed," Eleanor continued. "But not random destruction. Someone had been through my display cases systematically. They'd opened every drawer in my antique secretary, examined every piece on my mantelpiece. Books pulled from shelves and left in neat stacks."

"Professional job," Jamie observed quietly.

"That's what Detective Morrison said when he finally came out Wednesday morning." Eleanor's tone carried a edge of frustration that made Sandra's jaw tighten. Ray Morrison was old-school Point Pleasant PD—competent enough for bar fights and domestic disputes, but he'd never worked a case more complex than cattle theft.

"What did they take?" Sandra asked, though she suspected she already knew the answer would be specific.

Eleanor's composure finally cracked. Tears spilled over her cheeks as she pressed a handkerchief to her eyes. "Only my French and Indian War collection. Everything from the Battle of Point Pleasant. The musket ball my great-great-great-grandfather carried in his leg for forty years after the battle. A piece of his uniform. Letters he wrote to his wife." Her voice broke completely. "The tomahawk."

Sandra felt Jamie go still beside her. In the months they'd been together, she'd learned to read his reactions like weather patterns. This particular stillness meant his archaeologist's brain had engaged.

"Tell me about the tomahawk," he said carefully.

Eleanor wiped her eyes, struggling to compose herself. "It belonged to a Shawnee warrior who fell at Point Pleasant. Captain William Hartwell—my ancestor—wrote about it in his journal. The warrior was tall, fierce, carried a tomahawk with red paint on the handle. When the battle ended, William took it. Said it was the finest weapon he'd ever seen."

The silence that followed felt heavy with unspoken implications. Sandra watched Jamie process the information, saw the exact moment when professional curiosity overcame his desire for a peaceful morning.

"Mrs. Hartwell," he said gently, "how long has this collection been in your family?"

"Since 1774. Passed down through the Hartwell line, father to son, generation after generation. When my brother died without children, it came to me." She straightened her shoulders, some of her librarian steel returning. "I've spent twenty years researching each piece, documenting its provenance, learning the stories. They're not just artifacts—they're memories."

Monica shifted in her chair. "That's why I brought her to you two. This isn't some junkie looking for things to pawn. Whoever did this knew exactly what they wanted."

Sandra nodded, her mind already working through the implications. "Mrs. Hartwell, did Detective Morrison take photographs? Dust for prints?"

Eleanor's snort was surprisingly inelegant. "He took one picture with his phone and told me insurance would cover 'the old stuff.' Said I was lucky they didn't take my television."

Jamie pushed off from the railing, his movements carrying the subtle tension that meant he was sliding into problem-solving mode. "How many people knew about your collection?"

"Well, the historical society members, of course. I've given talks at the library about local history. There was an article in the Point Pleasant Register last fall about my research." Eleanor's face grew thoughtful. "And that professor who contacted me last month."

Sandra's detective instincts prickled. "What professor?"

"Dr. Rebecca Thornfield. She said she was writing a book about Native American artifacts in private collections. Very knowledgeable, very professional. I spent an afternoon showing her my pieces, telling her their stories." Eleanor's face went pale. "Oh, dear God. You don't think..."

"We don't think anything yet," Sandra said quickly, though her mind was already racing through possibilities. "Did Dr. Thornfield take photographs? Ask about security systems?"

"She was very interested in the tomahawk particularly. Asked detailed questions about its history, whether I'd ever had it authenticated by tribal representatives." Eleanor's voice grew smaller. "She seemed so respectful of the cultural significance. Not like some collectors who just want trophies."

Jamie exchanged a look with Sandra—one of those wordless communications that had developed between them over months of working together. They'd both caught the same detail.
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