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Chapter 1
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Jake Cutler's paddle sliced through the coffee-colored water of the Neches River as his kayak approached Pearl River Bend. The morning sun filtered through the towering pines, casting long shadows across the water's surface. This stretch of river had been his playground since childhood—a wild maze of oxbows and sandbars that changed with each season's floods.

A blue heron took flight as Jake rounded the bend, its wings spread wide against the backdrop of loblolly pines. The familiar scent of Pine and river mud filled his lungs, a welcome change from the diesel and brine that permeated San Leon's shrimping docks.

"Just like I remembered," Jake murmured, letting his paddle rest across his lap. The current carried him past a fallen oak that hadn't been there last spring, its massive trunk creating a new channel in the river's flow.

He trailed his fingers through the water, feeling the gentle pull of the Neches. This river had taught him patience long before his family's shrimp boats had. The lessons learned navigating these bends had served him well in deeper waters when storms rolled in from the Gulf.

He'd been testing the new GPS coordinates he'd marked last week, following a hunch about an underwater formation that showed up on his fish finder. The readings suggested something large and metallic beneath the surface, probably just an old car or farm equipment dumped decades ago. Still, Jake couldn't resist investigating.

As he rounded the bend, the familiar sight of the whirlpool came into view—a gentle depression in the water that locals called the "suck-hole." Old Man Hawkins had warned him about it years ago, claiming it had swallowed more than one unwary boater. Jake had always kept his distance, treating it with the respect his grandfather had taught him to show the river's dangerous spots.

But today, the GPS coordinates led directly toward it.

"Just a quick look," Jake murmured, adjusting his grip on the paddle.

He angled his kayak closer, staying well outside what he estimated was the current's pull. The water here moved differently—not the steady downstream flow of the main channel, but a subtle spiral that drew everything inward. Leaves and debris circled lazily on the surface before disappearing into the dark center.

Jake leaned forward, squinting into the depths. The water was clearer than usual after yesterday's brief rain, and something caught his eye—a metallic glint about fifteen feet down, resting against what looked like a limestone ledge.

He reached for his waterproof camera, hoping to get a better look through the zoom lens. As he shifted his weight, a sudden gust of wind caught his kayak broadside, pushing him several feet closer to the whirlpool's edge.

The current grabbed him immediately.

"Shit," Jake breathed, feeling the kayak's bow pull toward the center. He dug his paddle deep, trying to break free, but the water had him now. The gentle spiral he'd observed from a distance revealed its true power up close—an inexorable pull that drew his lightweight kayak steadily inward.

Jake's training kicked in. Don't fight it directly—use the current's momentum and find the weak spots. He angled his paddle, trying to work with the flow rather than against it, searching for an eddy or counter-current that might give him leverage.

But the whirlpool was deceptively uniform. The water spiraled down in perfect concentric circles, gaining speed as it approached the center. Jake could see the dark opening now—not just a depression in the riverbed, but an actual hole in the limestone, perhaps three feet across. Water poured into it with surprising force, creating the suction that had trapped his kayak.

His grandfather's voice echoed in his memory: "The river's got moods, Jake. Sometimes she's gentle, sometimes she's hungry. You got to read her right, or she'll teach you respect the hard way."

The kayak spun slowly as it spiraled inward, giving Jake a panoramic view of the bend. Dense forest on both banks, no other boats in sight, his cell phone probably useless this far from any tower. If he was going into that hole, he was going alone.

Twenty feet from the center. Fifteen.

Jake made his decision. Better to go in prepared than to fight until the kayak flipped and dumped him in sideways. He secured his paddle, checked his life vest, and took three deep breaths to hyperventilate his blood with oxygen—a freediving technique he'd learned in the Gulf.

The kayak's bow tilted downward as it approached the siphon's mouth. Jake could see into the tunnel now—a limestone tube angling down into darkness, smooth-walled and wide enough for his kayak to fit.

At the last second, he spotted something else: scratches on the limestone lip of the opening. Not natural erosion marks, but deliberate cuts—tool marks, as if someone had once enlarged this opening.

Then the current caught him completely, and Jake Cutler disappeared into the earth, swallowed by the hungry mouth of the Neches River.

***
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The river claimed Jake in one fluid motion, his kayak sliding into the limestone throat with the inevitability of fate itself. Darkness engulfed him instantly—a complete, primordial blackness that made his eyes strain uselessly against nothing. The roar of water filled his ears as the current accelerated through the narrowing passage, transforming from a gentle spiral into a pressurized jet that propelled him forward.

Cold struck him next—not the pleasant cool of the surface river, but the deep, penetrating chill of water that had never seen sunlight. It seeped through his wetsuit, shocking his skin and tightening his chest.

Jake's kayak scraped against the tunnel walls, sending vibrations through the fiberglass hull that traveled into his bones. He kept his body low and centered, fighting the instinct to reach out with his hands. The siphon had him now; resistance would only risk injury.

The passage twisted unexpectedly, throwing Jake against the right side of his kayak. His shoulder collided with stone, pain flaring bright as a flint spark in the darkness. The tunnel narrowed further, the ceiling dropping so low that Jake had to duck his head, his face mere inches from the rushing water.

Time stretched and compressed in the darkness. Had it been seconds or minutes since the surface vanished above him? Jake's trained lungs burned steadily, his oxygen reserves depleting with each heartbeat.

Then, without warning, the pressure changed. The kayak shot forward like a cork from a bottle, and Jake felt the ceiling lift away. The crushing confines of the siphon released him into a larger space, though still submerged in perfect darkness.

The current gentled, allowing the kayak to slow and stabilize. Jake's hands fumbled at his belt for the waterproof flashlight secured there. His lungs screamed for air now, the edges of his consciousness beginning to blur.

The beam cut through black water, revealing glimpses of a submerged chamber—stalactites reaching down from an unseen ceiling, the glint of something metallic embedded in a far wall, the pale flash of what might have been fish scattering from the sudden light.

More importantly, the beam revealed a pocket of air above—a salvation mere feet away.

With the last of his strength, Jake kicked free of the kayak and propelled himself upward. His face broke the surface, and he gasped, drawing air into burning lungs. The sound echoed strangely, confirming what his light had suggested—he had emerged into a cave chamber, hidden beneath the Neches River for untold centuries, accessible only through the deadly siphon that had nearly claimed his life.

***
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The Chamber spread around Jake like a subterranean cathedral, its limestone walls rising eight feet above the dark water's surface. His flashlight beam caught ancient stalactites hanging from the ceiling—some delicate as icicles, others thick as tree trunks, their calcite surfaces glittering with reflected light. The chamber measured roughly twenty feet across, a perfect oval carved by millennia of patient water.

Jake treaded water, his breath creating small clouds in the surprisingly cool air. Along the eastern wall, flowstone formations cascaded like frozen waterfalls, their rippled surfaces stained amber and rust by minerals. Natural limestone shelves protruded two feet above the waterline, offering potential refuge from the chest-deep pool.

The beam of his light caught something unnatural—a glint of metal embedded in the sediment floor visible through six feet of crystal-clear water. Not just one reflection, but dozens, scattered across the chamber floor like stars.

The air hung heavy with age and isolation, stagnant but breathable. No sound penetrated from the outside world; only the gentle lap of water against stone and Jake's own breathing disturbed the perfect silence of a place untouched by human presence for what might have been centuries.

***
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Jake waded carefully through the water, each step stirring small clouds of silt that momentarily obscured his view. The flashlight beam danced across the chamber floor, illuminating more metallic objects with each sweep. He bent down, fingers probing the soft sediment, and lifted a small disc encrusted with mineral deposits.

He rubbed his thumb across its surface, revealing the unmistakable profile of a face on a coin. A Spanish real. His pulse quickened as he scooped up another object—a silver crucifix, its surface tarnished black but unmistakable in form.

All around him, the chamber held its ancient secrets. Some coins had settled into natural depressions in the limestone; others lay partially buried beneath centuries of silt. A few larger objects—what appeared to be silver ingots—rested against the far wall where currents had pushed them over time.

The underwater treasury spoke of desperate men and hasty decisions. Whatever expedition had left these valuables had never returned to claim them. Jake's mind raced with possibilities—Spanish missionaries fleeing native uprisings, colonial soldiers retreating from battle, or perhaps smugglers who had met their end elsewhere.

The cave had protected these artifacts for centuries, sealing them away from the world above in perfect preservation.

***
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The darkness of the Siphon pressed in on Jake as he struggled against the relentless current. Cold water rushed around him, tightening its grip and causing panic to rise in his chest. His flashlight flickered, casting eerie shadows against the limestone walls that seemed to close in with each passing second.

Jake forced himself to breathe steadily, fighting the instinct to thrash against the water's pull. Years on the Neches had taught him to read its moods, to understand its secrets. Even trapped in this underwater tomb, the river spoke to him.

He steadied himself against a jutting rock and watched the swirling patterns of silt in his beam. There—a subtle shift in the current, an undercurrent that behaved differently than the main flow. The water moved with purpose, not just the chaotic turbulence of the chamber.

"Wait," he whispered to himself, the word bubbling away in the darkness.

Jake remained still, conserving his energy as he studied the water's movement. The river was telling him something important. During floods, these underground passages changed—new channels opened while others closed. If he followed his instincts rather than fighting blindly, the river might show him the way out.

***
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Jake surrendered to the current, his instincts overriding the primal fear of being swept away. Timing his move with precision, he pushed against the slick rock and propelled himself into the stronger pull. The water grabbed him immediately, its cold fingers wrapping around his body and tugging him deeper into the tunnel.

Instead of fighting, he moved with deliberate motions, his arms cutting through the water in sync with its rhythm. The current became his ally rather than his enemy. His heart hammered against his ribs—not from fear now, but from the electric thrill of surrender. This was the dance he'd learned growing up on the Gulf, the partnership between man and nature's raw power.

The tunnel narrowed, forcing him to tuck his body tighter. Darkness pressed against his eyes, broken only by the wavering beam of his flashlight. The roar of rushing water filled his ears, drowning out even the sound of his own breathing.

"Come on," he whispered to the river. "Show me the way."

A faint glimmer caught his eye—something different from the slick limestone walls. Jake angled his body, fighting the current just enough to slow his progress. His light swept across the tunnel wall, revealing a metallic flash among the dark algae coating the stone.

Curiosity pulled at him stronger than the current. He kicked closer, bracing one hand against the wall to steady himself. Under the beam of his light, crude etchings emerged from beneath years of mineral deposits. His fingers traced over symbols carved into the stone—deliberate marks made by human hands.

One symbol stood out clearer than the rest: an arrow, its point directing him toward the left fork of the tunnel ahead. Jake's pulse quickened. This wasn't natural formation—someone had been here before, someone who'd needed to mark the way out.

The discovery resonated within him like a struck bell. These weren't random scratches but a message across time, a whispered promise of escape. Someone had survived this underwater labyrinth and left breadcrumbs for those who might follow.

Jake pushed off from the wall, angling his body toward the left passage. The current seemed to strengthen, as if confirming his choice. He surrendered to its pull once more, following both the water's guidance and the ancient marker pointing the way forward.

***
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Jake braced himself against the rough stone, gathering his strength for what came next. The water churned around him, its cold grip threatening to pull him in the wrong direction. But the carved arrow beckoned, promising something beyond—perhaps salvation, perhaps more treasure. Taking one deep breath that filled his lungs to capacity, he launched himself forward, arms extended like a spear cutting through the murky depths.

The current fought him immediately, pushing against his chest and limbs as if determined to deny him passage. Each stroke forward required twice the effort, his muscles burning with exertion. Yet something deeper than conscious thought drove him onward—the same instinct that had guided him through storm-tossed waters since childhood, the sixth sense that all river people developed or perished without.

"Just keep moving," he thought, the words pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat.

The passage narrowed further, forcing Jake to contort his body. His shoulders scraped against the unforgiving stone, wetsuit offering minimal protection against the jagged edges. Above him, the ceiling dipped lower, creating a claustrophobic tunnel that seemed to swallow all hope of escape.

Darkness enveloped him completely when his flashlight sputtered and died, the water having finally breached its waterproof seal. The world contracted to nothing but sensation—the burn in his lungs, the scrape of stone against skin, the relentless push and pull of the current. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out even the rush of water.

Fear crept in at the edges of his consciousness, primitive and overwhelming. Yet alongside it rode a wild exhilaration, the thrill of testing himself against nature's most unforgiving challenges. This was living at its most elemental—man against river, will against current.

The pressure built in his chest, a warning he couldn't ignore. His body demanded oxygen, lungs beginning to spasm in protest. But something told him to push just a little further, to trust the river one moment longer. The walls pressed in from all sides now, so tight he could barely wriggle forward.

Then he felt it—a subtle change in the water's flow, a shift in pressure that whispered of open space ahead. His fingertips brushed against an edge where the tunnel widened slightly. He was reaching the limits of his dive, but his instincts screamed that he was close—so close—to breaking through.

***
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With a final desperate kick, Jake propelled himself forward just as his vision began to dim at the edges. His lungs screamed for air, every cell in his body demanding oxygen. Then—something different. A faint shimmer ahead broke through the oppressive darkness, so subtle he thought he might have imagined it.

Not his failing consciousness playing tricks, but actual light.

Jake's body responded before his mind could process the significance. His arms pulled harder, legs kicking with renewed strength. The passage still gripped him tight, but the promise of that distant glow overrode the pain of stone scraping against his shoulders and back.

The light grew stronger—not artificial, but the unmistakable silver-blue of daylight filtering through water. A crack in the earth itself, a seam where the river had worn away at the limestone over countless centuries. The Hidden Fissure revealed itself to him like a secret whispered by the Neches.

Three more powerful strokes brought him close enough to see it clearly: a vertical slash in the rock face, barely wide enough for a man to squeeze through. Sunlight spilled through it, illuminating particles dancing in the water. The current seemed to flow toward it rather than against it, as if the river itself were guiding him to salvation.

Hope flooded through Jake's veins, more potent than the adrenaline already coursing through his system. He wasn't trapped. There was a way out.

***
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With a final surge of strength, Jake thrust himself through the narrow opening. His head broke the water's surface, and he erupted into the Hidden Fissure entrance like a creature born anew. His lungs expanded desperately, drawing in great gulps of the cool, damp air that hung in the cavern. Each breath came as a revelation after the crushing weight of the Siphon's embrace.

"Haaah—" The sound of his gasping echoed against the limestone walls, bouncing back to him in diminishing waves.

Water streamed from his hair and face as he treaded water, his muscles trembling with exhaustion and relief. The oppressive darkness of the underwater tunnel fell away behind him, a memory already beginning to feel distant though his body still bore its touch.

The cavern welcomed him with its earthy perfume—wet stone, ancient soil, and the subtle mineral tang that spoke of centuries of patient formation. Pale light filtered through the fissure above, casting weak shadows across the dripping walls. In that moment of emergence, Jake existed in perfect suspension between worlds—no longer trapped in the river's cold grip, not yet returned to the familiar surface above.

***
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Jake's ragged breaths gradually steadied as he treaded water, his eyes adjusting to the dim light that filtered through the fissure above. The narrow crack that had granted him passage opened into something far more significant—a vast underground chamber that stretched beyond the reach of the pale illumination.

"Jesus," he whispered, his voice small against the cathedral-like expanse of the cavern.

Water lapped gently against limestone walls that rose at least twenty feet to meet a ceiling adorned with stalactites—some as delicate as icicles, others thick as tree trunks. The underground stream that had carried him here continued its journey, flowing away into darkness along one wall of the chamber. Its gentle gurgling provided a constant soundtrack to the otherwise profound silence.

Jake paddled toward a low shelf of rock that jutted into the water. His arms burned with fatigue as he pulled himself up, collapsing onto the cool stone. For several minutes, he simply lay there, feeling his heartbeat gradually slow from its frantic pace. Water pooled beneath him, and the chill of the cave air raised goosebumps across his skin.

The treasure chamber. He'd found it—or at least, found his way into the system that contained it. The thought sent a renewed surge of adrenaline through his veins.

When he finally sat up, Jake reached for his waterproof pack, relieved to find it still secured to his belt. The flashlight inside worked, casting a stronger beam across the chamber than the ambient light from above. The illumination revealed passages branching off in three directions—the stream continued through one, while two dry tunnels offered alternative routes.

Markings similar to those he'd seen underwater adorned the wall nearest to him—crude arrows and symbols etched into the stone by human hands long ago. They pointed toward the leftmost passage, a corridor tall enough for a man to walk upright.

"All right," Jake murmured, pushing himself to his feet. "Let's see what you've been hiding all these years."

His legs still trembled slightly as he stood, but determination steadied him. The Pearl River Bend cave had nearly claimed him, yet here he stood on the threshold of discovery. Whatever secrets lay ahead—Spanish silver, historical artifacts, or simply the thrill of exploration—Jake Cutler was ready to claim them.

***
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Jake weighed his options as water dripped from his wet suit. The cave beckoned with ancient secrets and Spanish treasure, but exhaustion pulled at his limbs like an undertow. His kayak was likely still wedged in the Siphon or destroyed by the current's force—either way, it was gone.

"Damn it," he muttered, his voice echoing against limestone walls.

Without proper equipment, exploring further would be foolish. He had no food, limited light, and the wetsuit offered minimal protection against the cave's persistent chill. His camp held everything he needed: dry clothes, provisions, and tools.

The cave had waited centuries. It could wait another day.

Jake studied the markings once more, committing them to memory. He'd return better prepared—with mapping tools, proper lighting, and enough supplies to thoroughly document what lay hidden. The silver wasn't going anywhere.

He turned toward the fissure that had saved his life, calculating the climb to the surface. It would be a steep slick ascent, but manageable. From there, he'd need to orient himself and find his way back to his hidden tributary camp.

"I'll be back," Jake promised the darkness, already planning his return.
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Chapter 2
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Dawn painted the eastern sky in shades of amber and gold as Jake knelt beside his small fire pit. Morning mist hovered over the tributary, cloaking his hidden camp in ghostly white. The events of yesterday still felt surreal—the suck-hole, the silver, the underwater passages. He needed answers, and he knew exactly who might have them.

"The water's got moods, Jake," his grandfather's voice echoed in his memory. "Sometimes she's gentle, sometimes she's hungry." Captain Ray had taught him everything about reading water, but there were depths to the Neches that even his grandfather hadn't fully understood.

It was during one of their last fishing trips together that Ray had mentioned Elder Thomas "Red Bear" Nakai. "That old Caddo knows more about these rivers than any man alive," his grandfather had said. "If the water ever shows you something you can't explain, you find Red Bear."

Jake carefully dismantled his camp, tucking his journal and the single silver real he'd recovered into a waterproof pouch. He wouldn't leave evidence of his discovery for anyone else to find. The remaining gear went into a canvas bag that he secured beneath the tangled roots of the largest oak tree, covering it with mud and fallen leaves until it disappeared into the landscape.

His pack contained only essentials: water purification tablets, jerky, a compass, first aid supplies, and extra ammunition for the small .22 revolver strapped to his waist. Weight mattered when covering difficult terrain.

Jake unfolded a hand-drawn map on a flat stone, tracing the route with his fingertip. Elder Nakai lived about a mile east of Pearl River Bend, but the journey wouldn't be simple. Five water crossings lay between him and the elder's cabin, each with its own challenges.

"Five crossings, five chances to get wet," Jake muttered, folding the map and tucking it into his breast pocket.

He shouldered his pack, feeling its comfortable weight settle against his spine. The silver real felt heavier than its actual mass, as if the history it carried added to its burden. Whatever lay beneath Pearl River Bend—whatever Spanish tragedy had unfolded there—the Caddo elder might hold the missing pieces.

Jake took one last look at his camp before slipping between the willow branches. The mist parted before him like a curtain, revealing the path that would lead him to answers.

***
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Jake paused at the edge of his camp, the weight of the silver real in his pocket pulling at his thoughts. His grandfather's weathered face materialized in his mind—those sharp blue eyes that missed nothing, the sun-leathered skin that told stories without words.

"The Caddo were here long before any of us," Captain Ray had told him one evening as their shrimp boat rocked gently in Galveston Bay. "They understand the water in ways we never will."

Jake remembered how his grandfather's voice had lowered, as if sharing a secret too valuable for casual conversation. "The Neches wasn't just a river to them—it was life itself. Their blood and the river's water, all one current."

The mist swirled around Jake's ankles as he moved through the willow curtain. His grandfather had respected the Caddo Nation deeply, unusual for a man of his generation. Ray had explained how the Caddo had built entire civilizations along these waterways, how they'd navigated these rivers for a thousand years before the first European ever set foot on Texas soil.

"Elder Nakai's people knew about the hidden places," his grandfather had said. "The spots where the water goes deep and strange. They marked them, respected them."

Jake stepped carefully over exposed roots, the forest gradually awakening around him. Birds called from the canopy, their songs piercing the morning stillness.

His grandfather had collected books about the Caddo—their mound-building, their sophisticated agriculture, their spiritual connection to the rivers. "They're still here, Jake," he'd insisted. "Most folks think they're all gone to Oklahoma, but some families never left. They just went quiet, kept to themselves when the newcomers took over."

The silver real felt heavier with each step. If anyone would know about Spanish silver in a hidden cave beneath the Neches, it would be Elder Nakai. The Caddo had witnessed the Spanish arrival, had watched their expeditions, their triumphs and disasters.

"Remember, Jake," his grandfather's voice echoed as the camp disappeared behind him, "when you meet the elder, listen more than you speak. The Caddo earned their knowledge through centuries. Show respect, and maybe—just maybe—he'll share some of that wisdom with you."

Jake adjusted his pack and pressed forward, leaving the sanctuary of his hidden camp behind. The path to understanding lay ahead, winding like the river itself.

***
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The forest thickened as Jake moved northeast. Mid-morning sun filtered through the canopy, casting dappled light across the leaf-strewn path. The air hung heavy with moisture, clinging to his skin as the day warmed.

The first crossing appeared ahead—a narrow creek cutting through sandy soil, its clear water rippling over a bed of rust-colored pebbles. A massive pine had fallen across the water, creating a natural bridge. Jake paused, studying the crossing. The log showed signs of occasional use—worn spots where others had carefully traversed.

"First one's always the easiest," he muttered, remembering his grandfather's words.

Jake tested the log with one foot, feeling it hold firm. He spread his arms for balance and stepped fully onto the natural bridge. Halfway across, a sudden explosion of movement startled him—a great blue heron launched from beneath the log, its massive wings unfurling as it rose with an indignant squawk. Jake's heart hammered as he steadied himself, watching the prehistoric-looking bird glide downstream.

"Just letting me know I'm the visitor here," Jake said, regaining his composure.

The second crossing revealed itself after another 100 yards—a broad slough where the land dipped into murky shallows. Cypress knees protruded from the water like wooden stalagmites, creating a maze of obstacles. No convenient log offered passage here. Jake studied the terrain, noting how patches of seemingly solid ground might actually be floating vegetation.

He tested each step with his walking stick, probing for solid footing. The slough smelled of decay and renewal—the earthy perfume of life breaking down and rebuilding itself. A chorus of frogs fell silent at his approach, then gradually resumed their calls as he proved harmless.

Midway through the slough, a half-submerged log revealed five eastern painted turtles arranged by size, their shells glistening in the strengthening sunlight. They watched Jake with ancient eyes, unmoving except for an occasional blink. Only when he came within ten feet did they slide into the water, one after another, like living dominos.

The humidity intensified as Jake reached the third crossing—a wider branch of clear-running water that cut deeper into the earth. No fallen trees offered passage, no shallow spots revealed themselves. The water ran swift and sure, at least fifteen feet across.

Jake removed his boots, securing them to his pack before wading in. The water rose to his knees, its coolness a momentary relief from the climbing temperature. The current pushed against him, stronger than it appeared from shore. Small silver fish darted around his legs, curious about this rare human intruder.

Halfway across, the bottom dropped unexpectedly. Jake gasped as water reached his waist, the current tugging more insistently at his body. He planted his feet carefully on the slick stones, finding his balance against the persistent push of the water.

"The Caddo crossed these waters for centuries," he reminded himself, feeling a deeper appreciation for their knowledge of this land.

As he reached the opposite bank, a pileated woodpecker's staccato drumming echoed through the trees, its rhythm matching Jake's heartbeat. He paused to wring water from his clothes, surveying the path ahead. Two more crossings remained, and his grandfather's map suggested they would be more challenging still.

The real shifted in his pocket, a small but persistent reminder of why he pushed forward. Whatever secrets lay beneath the Neches, Jake was determined to understand them—not just as discoveries, but as stories belonging to this land and its first people.

***
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The fourth crossing loomed ahead like a sentinel guarding Elder Nakai's domain. Here, the waterway widened into a deeper channel, its surface deceptively calm while currents churned beneath. Jake stood at the edge, measuring the challenge with experienced eyes. This crossing demanded more than careful steps—it required surrender.

"No way around it," he muttered, securing his pack in a waterproof wrap.

Jake waded in, feeling the sandy bottom slope away beneath his feet. Ten steps in, the water reached his chest. Another step and his feet lost contact with the riverbed entirely. He pushed off, holding his bundled pack above his head with one arm while his other cut through the water in practiced strokes. The current tugged at his body, attempting to carry him downstream, but Jake countered with diagonal strokes, maintaining his course.

Midway across, a flash of movement beneath the surface caught his eye—the unmistakable silhouette of a large gar, its prehistoric form gliding effortlessly through the depths. The fish showed no interest in Jake, but its presence reminded him that he traveled through ancient waters that had sustained life for millennia.

The opposite bank welcomed him with a tangle of exposed roots where the water had carved away the soil. Jake heaved his pack onto solid ground before pulling himself up, muscles burning from the effort. Water streamed from his clothes as he stood, catching his breath and surveying the terrain ahead.

The final crossing appeared less imposing but harbored its own challenges—a shallow creek bed strewn with slick, moss-covered rocks. The water barely reached his ankles, but each step required careful placement. Jake's boots found uncertain purchase on the rounded stones, several shifting treacherously underfoot. He stumbled once, catching himself before falling, and slowed his pace.

"Patience," he reminded himself. "Almost there."

The early afternoon sun beat down through breaks in the canopy as Jake cleared the last water obstacle. Ahead, the land began its gradual ascent—a pine-covered rise that marked the transition from river bottomland to higher ground. The quality of light changed here, filtered through the needles of loblolly pines that stood like columns in a natural cathedral.

As Jake climbed the gentle slope, the earth beneath his feet transformed. The soft, silty soil of the river bottom gave way to firmer ground, scattered with pine needles that cushioned his steps. The air carried different scents—the sharp, clean fragrance of pine resin replacing the muddy, organic smell of the bottomlands.

A prickling sensation crawled up Jake's spine. He paused, turning slowly to scan the forest behind him. Nothing moved, yet the feeling of being observed intensified. Perhaps it was only the watchful eyes of forest creatures—a white-tailed deer concealed in brush, or a red-shouldered hawk perched among high branches. Or perhaps it was something else entirely.

The higher Jake climbed, the stronger the sensation grew. This was different territory—not just geographically, but spiritually. The air itself seemed charged with expectancy, as if the forest held its breath in anticipation of his arrival.

Jake touched the silver real in his pocket, drawing reassurance from its solid presence. He had crossed more than water today; he had traversed a boundary between his world of scientific curiosity and a deeper realm of knowledge kept alive through generations of Caddo wisdom.

The path narrowed as it wound upward between ancient pines. Jake felt the weight of history pressing in around him, sensed the accumulated knowledge of centuries waiting at the summit. Whatever Elder Nakai might share with him, Jake understood he stood at a threshold that few outsiders ever crossed.

***
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Jake crested the rise, lungs burning from the climb. He paused, hands on knees, drawing deep breaths while his eyes scanned the forest ahead. Tall loblolly pines stretched skyward, their trunks forming a natural colonnade. The late afternoon sun slanted through the canopy, casting golden shafts of light that illuminated dancing motes of dust and pollen.

For a moment, Jake wondered if he'd misread his grandfather's directions. The forest appeared undisturbed, with no obvious signs of human presence. Then—a wisp of smoke, almost translucent against the blue sky, rose from somewhere beyond the trees. Jake straightened, adjusting his pack before moving forward.

The path revealed itself only when he stood directly upon it—a narrow trail of packed earth winding between the pines, bordered by clusters of woodland plants. Someone had maintained this route with deliberate subtlety, ensuring it remained invisible to casual observers. Jake followed the barely-there trail, noting how it curved to accommodate ancient trees rather than cutting through them.

The forest opened into a small clearing where time seemed to flow differently. At its center stood a cabin that appeared to have grown from the earth itself rather than being built upon it. Weathered cedar planks formed walls that had silvered with age, while the metal roof had developed a patina that mirrored the surrounding pine bark. A stone chimney, constructed from river rocks, anchored one end of the structure, still exhaling thin tendrils of smoke.

Around the cabin, carefully tended beds contained plants Jake recognized from his grandfather's descriptions—medicinal herbs and traditional Caddo crops growing in thoughtful arrangement. A rain barrel collected water from the roof's edge, and split firewood was stacked neatly against the cabin's western wall.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PEARL RIVER
BEND

WALLACE BERRY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





