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PROLOGUE: 

THE CROSSING (13th Century)
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The wound festered. Björn Haraldsson pressed his palm against his side, feeling the heat radiating through his tunic. Three days now, and still the fever rose. He stumbled over another root, catching himself against a towering oak. The forest stretched endlessly in every direction, a verdant labyrinth that had swallowed his companions weeks ago.

"Odin guide me," he whispered, his Norse tongue strange and hollow in this foreign wilderness.

The expedition had fallen apart after the storm separated their longships. Twenty men strong when they'd left Greenland, following whispers of lands beyond the setting sun. Now he walked alone, the weight of his mail shirt long abandoned to ease his journey, carrying only his sword and a small axe.

A low branch slapped his face, drawing blood from his cheek. Björn barely noticed. The mountains here reminded him of home, though greener, more alive. What would his father say if he could see him now? The great warrior's son, dying slowly in an unnamed forest, thousands of leagues from Norse lands.

The rushing sound grew louder. Water. Björn forced himself forward, each step a battle against the creeping weakness in his limbs. The treeline broke suddenly, revealing a wide creek cutting through a small valley. Across the water, the smoke of cooking fires rose above a collection of wooden structures.

People.

Björn dropped to his knees, both in caution and exhaustion. He could make out figures moving between the dwellings—women carrying baskets, children running in play, men returning with game slung across their shoulders. Their skin darker than his, their clothing crafted from hides and woven plant fibers rather than wool.

He had found them at last—the skraelings his people spoke of. But these were not the hostile warriors of sailors' tales. This was simply a village, a home.

A sharp crack behind him. Björn turned, hand fumbling for his sword hilt, too slow.

Three men stood with bows drawn, dark eyes wide at the sight of him. The tallest wore a headdress of feathers, his chest adorned with painted symbols. None spoke. None needed to.

Björn slowly raised his hands, then winced as the movement pulled at his wound. Dark blood seeped through his tunic. The world tilted sideways. As consciousness fled, Björn saw the men lowering their bows, approaching cautiously.

The darkness took him.



"He wakes."

Björn's eyes fluttered open to firelight dancing across wooden beams. He lay on soft furs inside a large circular dwelling. The smell of herbs and smoke filled his nostrils.

An old woman leaned over him, her face a map of wrinkles, her hands gentle as they probed his side. Where his wound had been, a poultice of crushed leaves now clung to his skin.

"You understand me not," she said, eyes crinkling as she worked. "But the spirits brought you here, pale giant. For what purpose, they have not told me."

Björn tried to speak, but his throat felt like sand. A young woman appeared with a wooden bowl of water, helping him drink. When she pulled back, he noticed the intricate tattoos tracing her forearms—spirals and lines forming patterns like nothing he had seen before.

"Wanageeska," the young woman said, pointing at his red beard and pale skin. "White spirit."

Days passed. Björn's strength returned slowly. He learned their language in pieces—pointing, mimicking, remembering. They called themselves the Moneton people. He was in the land they named Kentahke, the place of meadows.

The village chief, Motega, watched him always with wary eyes, but did not turn him away. The children were less cautious, fascinated by his height and coloring. They called him Oshahotah—Red Hair.

Six moons had risen and fallen when the raiders came.

Björn woke to screams. Outside the dwelling, shadows moved in the pre-dawn light—men with painted faces from another tribe, carrying stone axes and flaming brands. Already two structures burned.

Without thought, Björn reached for his sword, kept always near his sleeping place. The familiar weight settled in his hands as he ducked through the doorway.

A raider turned toward him, momentarily frozen at the sight of the giant pale man. It was enough. Björn's blade caught the morning light, then caught the man's chest. The steel—unlike anything the people here had seen—cut deep.

"Motega!" Björn shouted, the name still awkward on his tongue. He spotted the chief backing away from two attackers.

The Norse warrior charged, his war cry foreign and terrifying in the morning air. The raiders faltered, then broke before him. Steel met stone, and steel did not yield.

When it ended, seven raiders lay dead. Three of the village's men had fallen. Björn stood panting, blood—not his own—cooling on his arms and face.

Motega approached slowly, eyes now holding something new—respect, kinship.

"Oshahotah," he said. "You have the spirit of the bear."

That night, around the council fire, Motega placed his own medicine pouch around Björn's neck.

"You are Moneton now," the chief said. "Guardian of our people."



Years passed. Björn's beard grew streaked with gray. The old wound never fully healed—a reminder of the journey that had brought him here. He took a wife from among the Moneton, fathered two sons with hair the color of autumn leaves. He taught the men to work metal from the stones of the nearby mountains. In return, they taught him to live with the land, not merely upon it.

But always, the wound remained, slowly stealing his strength.

On a crisp autumn morning, much like the one when he had first stumbled upon the village, Björn felt the final fever begin.

His eldest son, now a man himself, sat beside him in the dwelling that had become his home.

"Father," Wohali said, his mother's eyes looking out from a face that otherwise echoed Björn's own. "The shaman comes."

Björn nodded weakly. "My sword," he whispered. "And the iron shirt. They must go with me."

"To the afterlife," Wohali agreed. "So you may enter the halls of your gods as a warrior."

Björn smiled, pride warming him even as his body cooled. His son understood. Two worlds preserved in one heart.

The shaman entered, bringing the scents of sacred herbs and earth.

"Oshahotah," the old man said. "The stars change tonight. You must be prepared for your journey."

Björn felt the fever burning higher. Soon. It would be soon.

"Tell them," he gasped, gripping his son's arm with failing strength. "Tell our people. One day more will come. From across the great water. Not all will come in peace."

Wohali's eyes filled. "I will tell them, Father."

"The cave," Björn continued. "The sacred place. Keep it hidden. Keep safe what lies within."

Outside, the village gathered. The drums began their slow rhythm. The women's voices rose in the death song.

Björn Haraldsson, last survivor of a forgotten expedition, closed his eyes. In his mind, he saw the fjords of home and the forests of Kentahke overlapping, becoming one land.

"I am ready," he whispered in the tongue of his birth.

His son placed the sword across his chest.

"Journey well, Guardian," Wohali said.

As darkness fell across the mountains, Björn's spirit rose to meet it.
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CHAPTER 1: 

A MORNING ON BEAR MOUNTAIN
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The October sun crested the eastern ridge, casting long shadows across the valley below. Jamie Blackwood wrapped his hands around the steaming mug of coffee, letting its warmth seep into his palms. The porch boards creaked beneath his rocking chair as he settled deeper into its familiar embrace. At his feet, Milly's tail swished lazily across the weathered wood planks.

"What do you think, girl?" Jamie murmured. "Quiet day ahead?"

The Australian Shepherd lifted her head, mismatched blue and brown eyes studying him briefly before she yawned and settled her muzzle back onto her paws.

Jamie smiled. Six months had passed since the Brightwater Dig, three since the events at Shawnee Caves. The rhythm of teaching at West Virginia University had resumed its steady beat. The nightmares still came, but less frequently now. Progress.

He took a long sip of coffee, savoring the rich Colombian blend Monica had pressed into his hands yesterday at the Java Bean. "You look like you need it," she'd said with that knowing smile of hers. Monica Morningstar had an uncanny ability to read people, a gift that made her coffee shop the unofficial community center of Poca.

A cool breeze rustled through the trees surrounding his cabin, sending a cascade of red and gold leaves spiraling down toward the forest floor. Bear Mountain wore autumn well. The entire hillside had transformed into a tapestry of crimson, amber, and burnished bronze—nature's last defiant blaze before winter's grip.

His gaze drifted to his phone, screen dark on the small table beside him. No messages from Beth. Three weeks now since their last conversation. She was settling into her new position in Dallas, building a life that didn't include him. Jamie couldn't blame her. They'd both known the long-distance relationship would be challenging, but the reality had proven even harder than anticipated.

Milly's head suddenly lifted, ears perked forward. A moment later, Jamie heard it too—the distant rumble of an engine laboring up the winding mountain road. He recognized the particular strain of that motor, the way it downshifted at the hairpin turn halfway up the slope.

"Clay's coming," he told Milly, who had already risen to her feet, tail beginning to wag in anticipation.

The forest service truck appeared around the final bend, sunlight flashing off its windshield. The green vehicle slowed as it approached Jamie's cabin, tires crunching over the gravel driveway. Even from the porch, Jamie could see Clay McCoy's face through the windshield—tight, serious, none of the easy relaxation that typically characterized the young ex-Marine.

Milly bounded down the porch steps as Clay parked and stepped out of the truck. The dog circled him excitedly, but Clay's customary enthusiastic greeting was subdued. He gave her a perfunctory pat on the head before looking up at Jamie.

"Morning, Professor," he called, using the title that had stuck despite Jamie's repeated insistence on first names.

Jamie set his coffee down and rose from the rocking chair. "Early for a Saturday visit, Clay."

The younger man took the porch steps two at a time. His normally neat red hair was disheveled, as if he'd been repeatedly running his hands through it. The dark circles under his eyes suggested a sleepless night.

"You look like hell," Jamie observed.

Clay managed a thin smile. "Feel about the same." He hesitated, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. "Sorry to barge in on your weekend."

"Don't apologize. Want some coffee?"

"I've had about six cups already, but yeah, one more couldn't hurt."

Jamie led the way inside the cabin. The interior was open and airy, with exposed beam ceilings and large windows that framed the mountain views. It was sparsely furnished—a leather couch showing signs of Milly's frequent occupancy, a stone fireplace with a few framed photographs on the mantel, bookshelves laden with archaeological texts and historical volumes. The kitchen occupied one corner, separated from the living area by a rough-hewn countertop.

Jamie poured coffee into a mug emblazoned with the WVU logo and handed it to Clay, who took it gratefully.

"So," Jamie said, leaning against the counter. "What brings you up the mountain looking like you've seen a ghost?"

Clay took a long drink before answering. "Something's been found in the forest. Something I think you need to see."

"Archeological?"

"That's my guess. I was doing routine checks near that new site we flagged last month—you know, the potential Native American settlement in the eastern section?" Clay set the mug down. "I noticed some disturbance off the main trail. Tracked it and found a small opening in the hillside. Might've missed it completely if not for..." He trailed off.

"If not for what?"

Clay's jaw tightened. "One of your students, Sahara Henshaw's relative—I think her name's Margeret—was lying unconscious about twenty yards from the cave entrance."

Jamie straightened. "What? Is she all right?"

"She's at Charleston Memorial. Coma. Someone hit her hard. Back of the head."

"Jesus." Jamie ran a hand through his dark hair. "Have the police been called?"

"That's actually why I came straight to you instead of calling. Detective Elkfoot is already involved, but..." Clay hesitated. "Once I found the cave, I took a quick look inside. There's something in there, Professor. Something that doesn't make sense."

"What did you find?"

"A body. Mummified. Surrounded by what looks like medieval European armor and weapons. But there are Native American artifacts too—like someone important was buried there. The body..." Clay shook his head. "It's a man. Big. At least six and a half feet tall. With red hair."

Jamie stared at him. "Red hair? You're certain?"

"Still attached to the skull. And the armor—I'm no expert, but it looks like the stuff from history books. Chain mail. A sword. Shield. But why would that be in a Native American burial site in West Virginia? It's impossible."

Jamie was already moving toward his bedroom. "Let me get dressed. We need to secure that site immediately."

Clay nodded. "I've put up temporary barriers, but we need to move fast. If someone attacked Margeret to keep this quiet..."

"They might come back to finish whatever they started," Jamie finished for him. He paused at the doorway. "Did you tell anyone else about this?"

"Just Detective Elkfoot. She's meeting us there. Said she'd bring a forensics team."

"Good. Let me make a few calls on the way. We'll need Mike for the research angle, and..." Jamie hesitated, thinking. "Lilly might be useful too. She's back from Marshall for the weekend."

"Is Beth coming home anytime soon?" Clay asked.

A shadow crossed Jamie's face. "No. She's settled in Dallas now."

Clay seemed to understand the weight behind those simple words. "I'm sorry, man."

"It is what it is." Jamie disappeared into the bedroom, returning moments later having exchanged his worn flannel pajama pants and WVU t-shirt for jeans, hiking boots, and a dark henley. He grabbed his jacket from its hook by the door and whistled for Milly. "Let's go."

The dog bounded to his side, sensing the change in atmosphere.

As they headed toward the door, Clay asked, "You think this could be important? Historically, I mean?"

Jamie paused, hand on the doorknob. "Medieval European artifacts in a pre-Columbian Native American burial site? If what you're describing is accurate, it could rewrite history books." His expression darkened. "And apparently, someone's willing to commit murder to keep it buried."

Outside, the autumn sunlight seemed suddenly less bright, the vibrant colors of the forest muted by the shadow of what lay ahead. Jamie locked the cabin door and followed Clay to the truck, Milly trotting at his heels. As they pulled away from the cabin, he cast one last glance at the peaceful porch where he'd been sitting just minutes before. The rocking chair swayed slightly in the mountain breeze, its motion an echo of the calm that had already vanished.

The green forest service truck wound its way back down the mountain road, carrying them toward a mystery that had waited centuries to be uncovered—and the danger that guarded it still.
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CHAPTER 2: 

THE MYSTERY DEEPENS

[image: ]




The Kanawha State Forest stretched before them, a kaleidoscope of autumn colors under the late morning sun. Jamie gripped the dashboard as Clay's truck bounced over the rutted access road. Milly sat between them on the bench seat, her keen eyes tracking the movement of the forest beyond the windshield.

"How much farther?" Jamie asked, checking his phone. Two missed calls from Mike Chen. He'd texted his research assistant the basics but wanted to save the details for when they could speak privately.

"Just beyond that ridge," Clay pointed to a heavily wooded hillside ahead. "I found the cave entrance behind a stand of old hickories."

The truck rounded a bend, and Jamie caught sight of two vehicles parked at the side of the narrow road—a county sheriff's cruiser and a dark blue sedan he recognized immediately.

"Elkfoot's already here," he noted, feeling a familiar flutter in his chest that he quickly suppressed.

Clay pulled in behind the sedan and cut the engine. "I haven't told her everything yet. Thought it would be better if you saw it first, gave your professional assessment."

Jamie nodded, appreciating the younger man's discretion. He grabbed his backpack from the floor and stepped out of the truck. Milly leaped down beside him, her nose immediately drawn to the ground, tracing invisible trails through the carpet of fallen leaves.

"Stay close," Jamie told her, though he knew the command was largely unnecessary. Milly rarely strayed far.

They found Detective Sandra Elkfoot at the mouth of a narrow trail that disappeared into the dense forest. She stood with her back to them, one hand resting on her service weapon, dark hair pulled into a tight braid that fell between her shoulder blades. At the sound of their approach, she turned.

"Blackwood," she said with a slight nod. Her expression was all business, but Jamie caught the momentary softening in her brown eyes. "McCoy."

"Detective," Jamie replied, matching her professional tone. "Thanks for coming on short notice."

"When a university student gets assaulted near an archaeological site, it raises flags." Elkfoot gestured toward the trail. "I've secured the immediate area, but my forensics team is waiting for your assessment before we proceed. Don't want to contaminate what might be a significant historical find."

"I appreciate that." Jamie shifted his backpack. "Any change in Margeret's condition?"

Elkfoot's mouth tightened. "Still in a coma. Doctor says there's significant swelling. They've induced medical sedation to help reduce it." She lowered her voice. "The blow was savage, Jamie. Whoever did this wasn't just trying to knock her out."

The use of his first name didn't go unnoticed. Since the events at Shawnee Caves, their relationship had evolved into something neither of them had fully defined yet—a complex dance of professional respect and personal attraction, both hesitant to take the lead.

"I've called Mike," Jamie said. "Asked him to meet us here."

"Good thinking. We'll need documentation." She turned to Clay. "Show us the way, Ranger."

Clay led them along the narrow trail, pushing aside low-hanging branches heavy with autumn foliage. The forest floor was damp from recent rains, their footsteps nearly silent on the cushion of decomposing leaves. Milly trotted ahead, occasionally looking back as if to ensure they were following.

"The dig site is about a quarter mile that way," Clay said, pointing east. "This trail isn't on any official maps. I found it while tracking deer movement patterns last week."

After fifteen minutes of hiking, Clay stopped abruptly, causing Jamie to nearly collide with him.

"Here," he said quietly, pointing to a disturbance in the undergrowth. "This is where I found Margeret."

Jamie crouched down. The ground was scuffed and compressed where a body had lain, and yellow police tape marked the area. Dark stains that could only be blood spattered nearby leaves.

"She was face down," Elkfoot explained, kneeling beside him. "Blow to the back of the head. No defensive wounds that we could see. She probably never saw it coming."

Jamie felt a chill that had nothing to do with the October air. "She's one of my brightest students. Passionate about Native American culture. She was helping catalog artifacts at the main dig site." He looked up at the detective. "What was she doing out here alone?"

"That's what I aim to find out," Elkfoot replied grimly.

A rustling in the undergrowth made them all turn. Milly had wandered about twenty yards ahead and was pawing at the ground near a dense thicket of rhododendrons.

"Milly," Jamie called softly. "What've you got, girl?"

The dog looked back, then continued pawing. Jamie walked over, pushing through the waist-high shrubs. Behind him, Clay and Elkfoot followed.

"There," Clay said, pointing.

Hidden behind the vegetation, partially obscured by a fallen log, was a narrow opening in the hillside—no more than three feet high, barely noticeable unless you were standing directly in front of it.

"This is it," Clay confirmed. "The cave entrance."

Jamie retrieved a flashlight from his backpack and shined it into the dark opening. Cool air flowed out, carrying the musty scent of undisturbed earth.

"It widens out just inside," Clay explained. "You have to crawl for about ten feet, then it opens into a larger chamber."

"Any signs of recent entry before you found it?" Elkfoot asked, examining the ground around the entrance.

Clay nodded. "Broken twigs, displaced leaf litter. Someone tried to conceal it again after entering, but didn't do a great job."

Jamie felt the familiar rush of anticipation that came with discovery, tempered by the grim circumstances. "Let me go first," he said. "Milly, stay."

The Australian Shepherd whined but sat obediently as Jamie got on his hands and knees and peered into the darkness. The beam of his flashlight revealed a narrow tunnel that appeared to slope downward.

"I'm right behind you," Elkfoot said, her voice brooking no argument.

Jamie nodded and began to crawl forward, feeling the cool earth beneath his palms. The tunnel was tight but navigable, and true to Clay's description, it widened after about ten feet. Jamie emerged into a space large enough to stand, his flashlight beam cutting through the darkness.

As Elkfoot crawled in behind him, Jamie swept his light around the chamber. What he saw made his breath catch.

"My God," he whispered.

The cave opened into a roughly circular chamber about twenty feet across. Near the center, on a raised area of stone that resembled a natural platform, lay the mummified remains of a human figure. Even in death, it was clear the man had been imposing—well over six feet tall, with leathery skin stretched tight over prominent bones. Wisps of reddish hair still clung to the skull.

Surrounding the body was an array of artifacts that made Jamie's archaeological training scream in protest. Medieval European weapons and armor—a chain mail shirt spread out beneath the body, a longsword placed across the chest, a circular shield with faded decorative elements at the feet—positioned with clear ceremonial intent. But interspersed among these European items were unmistakably Native American grave goods: intricately carved stone pipes, bone tools, pottery vessels, and beaded ornaments.

"It's exactly as I described," Clay said, his voice echoing slightly as he joined them in the chamber. "What do you make of it, Professor?"

Jamie moved closer, careful not to disturb anything. The preservation was remarkable—a testament to the cave's stable environment and relative isolation from the elements.

"This doesn't make sense," he murmured, crouching for a better look at the sword. Its hilt appeared to be wrapped in leather, with something that might once have been decorative wire work. The blade, though tarnished, was intact. "These are European artifacts, medieval period at a glance. But the Native American items..." He pointed to a particularly elaborate pipe carved from red stone. "This looks like ceremonial pipestone work. Highly sacred."

"Could it be a hoax?" Elkfoot asked, her flashlight beam playing over the mummified face. "Someone's elaborate prank?"

Jamie shook his head. "The level of preservation, the arrangement... no. This is authentic. But it's historically impossible." He stood slowly, mind racing. "Europeans weren't supposed to be in this region until centuries after these artifacts would date from. And the combination with Native American burial practices..."

A noise from the tunnel entrance made them all turn. A moment later, Lilly Morningstar emerged, followed closely by Mike Chen. Both looked winded and wide-eyed.

"Whoa," Lilly exclaimed, brushing dirt from her knees as she stood. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore hiking clothes that suggested she'd come prepared for fieldwork. "Clay wasn't exaggerating."

Mike adjusted his glasses, his expression shifting rapidly from shock to analytical interest. "Fascinating. The preservation state is remarkable." He glanced at Jamie. "I came as soon as I got your message. Picked up Lilly from Monica's on the way."

"How did you find us?" Clay asked.

"Milly," Lilly replied with a small smile. "She came running up the trail when she heard us coming. Led us right here."

Jamie made quick introductions for Elkfoot's benefit, though he suspected the detective had already researched everyone connected to his previous investigations.

"Before we go any further," Elkfoot said, her voice echoing in the chamber, "I need to establish jurisdiction. This is potentially a crime scene, given what happened to your student, but it's also clearly an archaeological site of significance."

"We need proper documentation," Jamie agreed. "Mike, did you bring the gear I asked for?"

Mike nodded, shrugging off his backpack. "Camera, measuring tools, sample containers, everything for preliminary documentation."

"Good. Let's start with photographs, then mapping the chamber and cataloging visible artifacts." Jamie turned to Elkfoot. "Once we've documented everything in situ, your forensics team can process for evidence related to Margeret's attack."

Elkfoot nodded her agreement. "I'll call it in, let them know we'll need specialized equipment." She moved back toward the tunnel entrance for better cell reception.

As Mike began setting up a portable LED work light, casting the chamber in a harsh white glow, Lilly moved closer to Jamie.
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