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  Prologue


Devil’s Claw Rocks Toe River Valley 
North Carolina Mountains 1978
The campground teemed with excitement. Some members of the search party whispered while others pointed to the clean-shaven shopkeeper who had arrived on foot carrying a soaking wet, frightened Florida boy named Jimmy-Mack.  
On a stone bench, wrapped in the warmth of a towel and his mother’s arms, it was the first time seven-year-old Jimmy-Mack got a good look at the late-twenties store owner who, after years of repeat trips to the same campground, would become his father figure. Dressed in faded green coveralls, the man who’d pulled Jimmy-Mack out of the water had leathery tan skin and a crew cut of silver hair, but it was his black eyes that were different. Although they seemed lifeless, like a doll’s eyes, something about Ballow’s dangerous demeanor felt protective and comforting.
“How long was the kid underwater? He’s probably hallucinating,” a doubtful man called out when Jimmy-Mack finished telling his rescue story and the vision of a woman he’d seen just before drowning.
“She must have been an angel sent from heaven,” a lady offered to the crowd.
Another search party member motioned to the shopkeeper tossing logs in a fire ring. “No, that man pulled him out of the water, so he’s the boy’s guardian angel. Would you mind telling us who you are and what happened, please?”
The rescuer put the wood down and spoke to the crowd. “My name’s John Ballow. That’s my general store just upriver, and anyone that knows me will tell you I’m not an angel.” Ballow’s ominous words had just set in when he continued. “The woman your boy saw is the spirit of Esta’toe. She was the daughter of a Cherokee woman and a prince from Spain who came to these mountains looking for treasure over two hundred years ago.”
“Come on, that’s a bunch of hocus-pocus,” the doubtful man called out.
Ballow’s thousand-yard stare bore down on the outsider. “There are things around these parts you tourists don’t understand. After Esta’toe was born, her parents were killed in the same spot where your boy nearly drowned. Just past the big boulders and the picnic shelter, you’ll see three rocks forming a pitchfork. Those are the only black rocks in the river. They’re unnatural, almost like they were sharpened a million years ago. Those rocks are evil, I tell you. We call them Devil’s Claw.”
Jimmy-Mack stood up, filled with emotion. He’d never heard an adult tell a real-world tragic story before. The fact that Ballow had just saved his life where others had lost theirs was nearly overwhelming and his affinity for Ballow grew. 
The doubtful man had had enough. He was just about to chime in when the lady shushed him. “Please, Mr. Ballow, can you tell us what happened to this Esta’toe girl after her parents died?” she asked.
John Ballow knew, but he was uncomfortable sharing his pioneer family’s secret with the temporary summer strangers visiting his land. “I don’t know,” he answered. “Many folks believe she’s still alive in this valley, searching for the love her parents could never give.” After a brief pause, he winked at Jimmy-Mack’s mother and smiled. “I’m not sure what brought me to that exact spot along the river today. Call it divine providence if ya want, or maybe it’s time I made up for some of my sins. The only thing I’m certain of is this.” John Ballow stared at the doubtful man. “Few people have seen her spirit. From what I heard, there’s no doubt in my mind that Princess Esta’toe came back to the river today.” Ballow locked eyes with Jimmy-Mack, whose gaze hadn’t moved from Ballow once since he started talking. “Mark my words. She chose him for a reason. He’s a special boy you have right there.”






  
  Chapter 1

Into the Wilderness


In the United States, on August 27, 2016, James MacNaughton was deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina, with daylight fading fast when he found it. 
Salt. I’ll be darned, the man who grew up as Jimmy-Mack said to himself, dipping his fingers into a pool of white crystals rising from the ground.
After three days traversing rugged terrain with forty pounds of gear, Mack stuffed a few handfuls of the rare Appalachian treasure into a bag and stared at the “X” marking the salt lick on his map.
“There has to be something else,” Mack called out, releasing his cartridge belt and dropping his pack. John Ballow wouldn’t tell me what it is, though. Why is he being so secretive?
Four miles from the Tennessee state line and a twenty-four-hour hike to any meaningful civilization, Mack found himself one hundred feet below the peak of a flat-top mountain in the middle of a lush, green fern forest, hungry and sweating profusely from a two-hour climb on a sparsely used game trail.
As the seconds ticked by, Mack’s sleep-deprived mind pushed him to go back to the safety of the campground on the Toe River near John Ballow’s store. He was exhausted. Two nights in a row, Black Bears had rummaged through his camp as he swung unprotected from a hammock tied to a tree. His sole comfort each starless night had been the cold steel of the forty-four caliber Smith & Wesson held tightly to his chest.
After a quick survey of the surrounding forest came up empty, the decorated Marine war hero returned to his gear, dejected. “There’s nothing up here,” Mack called out to the trees, crumbling the map and hurling it. “Just wait until I get back to Mr. Ballow’s store. I’m gonna tear the old man a new one for sending me on this wild-goose chase.”
Downing a canteen of water, Mack hemmed and hawed between another sleepless night in the wilderness or hiking seven miles back to a Forest Service lean-to shelter he remembered seeing on the way in. He glanced at his watch-5:30 p.m. It’s a forty-five-minute hike to the mountain’s base and the railroad tracks. If I leave now, I’ll make it to the shelter just after sundown.
Mack took one last look at his surroundings. A stand of white oaks lay just beyond the ferns near the summit, their translucent green leaves nearly yellow. Behind the trees, a solitary granite boulder peaked through the glimmering pre-fall colors. On a hunch, Mack picked up the map, grabbed the rest of his gear, and headed to the mountain peak.
Perched atop the boulder, Mack gazed northwest. Millions of years in the making, the brown river he’d followed along the train tracks to get here had carved a five-hundred-foot gorge through the mountain rock as it meandered like a snake along its path. To the northeast, blue skies on the horizon led to a fifty-mile clear view of Roan Mountain and all its glory. But when Mack turned southeast and directly behind him, what should have been the Black Mountains was blocked by a series of higher peaks not half a mile away.
That’s unique, Mack thought, studying the terrain below the peaks. There’s an elevated valley tucked in and sheltered between where I’m standing and those summits. Wow, I can’t believe it. It’s totally disguised. Unless you stand on this same boulder, no one would ever know there’s a hidden cove of buildable, level land.
But the excitement of Mack’s discovery vanished as exhaustion and the uncertainty of his predicament roared to life.
In the city, every second of my life seems planned. Now, I don’t know what tomorrow brings. The old man Ballow led me here for a reason, and it sure isn’t to find a salt spring. Why couldn’t he tell me anything else?
As the debate to turn back raged within his head, a sea of orange sunlight cascaded upon the rocks of the river gorge below, catching Mack’s attention and distracting him from his troubles. Spellbound by its beauty, Mack rested on the boulder as a warm summer breeze blew through the ancient mountains, which had, over a lifetime, become his friends.
Within minutes, Mack had calmed down, realizing he needed to get his wits about him. As the last of the orange rays waved their goodbye, he recalled his fateful encounter with the woman on horseback thirty days earlier. It had been his last day of vacation in North Carolina. He was heading to town when his vehicle approached a group of riders. Slowing for a friendly wave, he’d just come to the first horse when she moved toward him. In an instant, her horse, his truck, and his life ground to a halt in the middle of a country road. Part of him wanted to run, but he couldn’t. Trapped by her blue eyes, she seemed oddly familiar, like she knew his entire life story. And somehow, he knew hers. He’d waited his whole life for this moment. The hope. The anticipation. The peace. In an instant, Mack knew his soulmate had finally arrived.
And just like that, her horse roared to life, trotted back to the others, veered right, disappearing from the road as Mack watched helplessly, stunned by the deafening silence of eternal love.






  
  Chapter 2 

For the Love of Spain


Madrid, Spain, 2016
[image: image-placeholder]

Diego Alcazar lived an easy life. As a public official in the government of Spain’s Patrimonio Nacional, his role as library caretaker in the 3,418-room Royal Palace of Madrid unofficially showered him with perks and privileges from palace visitors. Tickets to the best theatrical performances and VIP invitations to prestigious parties throughout the Madrid social scene were as commonplace as gifts preceding requests for Diego to speak on behalf of the Kingdom’s secrets—many of which lay in the manuscripts of the palace library and below ground; unavailable for the public’s viewing pleasure.
On occasion, a discreet request to access the palace’s most valuable treasure would come Diego’s way, unofficially and typically from a higher net-worth individual. It was the one request Diego couldn’t honor without his superior’s approval. The Padrón Real was here amidst all the books. Less than a hundred people in the general public knew the original 16th-century Spanish war map still existed. Occupying the space of several rooms, “The Map of the Known World,” Spain’s secret weapon in its quest for global dominion, had been drawn in full color on canvas adhered to the palace walls by the world’s best cartographers when Spanish influence ruled over the earth. Wealthy individuals looked at the canvas in awe as every essential element for projecting power at land and sea lay displayed on the map on a human-sized scale. There were boundaries of rival countries, enemy fortifications, and fleet strength, locations of hostile and friendly natives, existing mines, and precious metals discoveries. Somebody had even drawn the routes taken by the world-famous conquistadors alongside every maritime landmark known to man, with a 500-year-old stunning nautical accuracy rivaling the global positioning satellites of today.
Upon honoring a discreet request to view this priceless map, an individual was scanned, searched, blindfolded, and led to a hidden underground room inside the palace. La Casa de Contratación was the primary room of dozens in an interconnected, subterranean chamber holding the country of Spain’s most closely guarded secrets. Named after an 18th-century defunct government agency, the route to the map room took an individual down a few corridors, in and out of various staterooms, but never the same way twice. A turn to the left, veer to the right, and down another passageway, until an airtight, fire-retardant door opened, and the blindfold was removed.
This morning on August 27, Diego Alcazar opened the door to the secret underground chamber, turned on the lights, and pressed a button. As the black protective curtains began their retreat, Diego approached the Padrón Real Map, removed his cell phone from his pocket, and stared at the text message again: 
“The American professor’s photograph of the cemetery in the United States appears to be authentic. Granite headstone in question is an 18th-century common variety vein found in the western Piedmont region of the American state of North Carolina. Grave identity is confirmed to be Felipe Louis De Borbo. December 1706, infant child Felipe Louis exiled from Royal Palace in Madrid to the Catholic Church in Compostela shortly after birth for reasons unknown.”
Diego could hardly believe it. It started with a phone call from his Jesuit Scholar contact at Salamanca University a few days earlier. Diego’s contact informed him that one of the other academics knew of a professor in Miami who could prove that a deceased member of The Royal Palace’s House of Bourbon, a De Borbo man named Felipe Louis, had been found in the United States.
After the initial call, Diego had conducted an exhaustive search of the palace’s Bourbon family birth records for the last five hundred years, and nothing had turned up. Satisfied with the results, Diego concluded that Felipe Louis De Borbo didn’t exist. At best, it might be a case of mistaken identity. At worst, a hoax.
But now, just an hour ago, Diego’s contact at Salamanca University, a spy positioned by Spain’s current monarch to monitor the school’s secretive Jesuit Scholars, had provided confirmation that Felipe Louis De Borbo had indeed been a member of the Spanish Royal family who’d grown up alive in near-total secrecy. And he’d somehow ended up dead and buried in a distant land, across the ocean, which would become The United States of America. It was baffling! And disturbing. But also potentially lucrative, since only Diego and a handful of academics were the only ones who knew.






  
  Chapter 3 

Visions


The rustling of leaves interrupted Mack’s memory of the woman on the horse. A strong wind rose from the gorge below; the sound of its power echoed eerily through the trees as they bent and swayed like waves rolling toward the seashore.  
Mack watched as the wind crested over the summit east of his position, before diving back into the hidden valley. When he turned to follow it, the temperature dropped ten degrees, and the wind reversed course, charging straight up from the valley, smacking Mack in the face. It was a sign.
Reinvigorated, Mack jumped from the boulder, heading east along the ridgeline. Seconds later, he took a chance on a steep, muddy game trail descending into the sun-starved valley below. After a twenty-minute harrowing hike slipping on wet leaves on a dimly lit downslope, Mack’s spirit soared as he stepped out of near darkness into a sun-drenched field of five-foot-tall yellow reed grass, cosmically lit from a hole in the tree canopy above. Seemingly cut from an ax, the meadow’s natural clearing was a rarity in the forest, a field of respite where humans and wild animals could escape to the bright sun and heavens above.
Mack stripped off his gear and rested the weight of his worn-out legs on the soft, dry grass, marveling at nature’s handy work. While the reeds swayed gently in the wind, a Monarch butterfly landed on his knee. Mack watched as the former crawling insect flapped its wings, flew away, and returned, intent on gobbling whatever pollen had attached to his appendage. Mack loved butterflies, perhaps because they were survivors. Or because they thrived in the mountains—if only temporarily. Mack smiled at the irony. He’d always had a lot in common with them. Now more than ever.
Pondering his next move, sunlight and the warmth of the clearing coaxed Mack into the illusion of safety, and within a minute, he’d fallen asleep thinking only of the chaos his life had become over the last thirty days.
Mack had driven to several stables frantically to find the woman on the horse, pinning down a ranch whose riders had just come in.
“Wasn’t any woman in the back of today’s ride,” the stable owner replied that day after Mack had filled him in.
“I passed you on the highway over by Fork Hollow Road. There were about ten of you, right?”
“Yes. Pre-teen church group from Raleigh. I was the only adult.”
Mack had panicked. His visions had always spooked him, but he was sure she had been there this time.
“You mind telling me what she looks like?” the owner had asked.
A sheet of pale white overtook the ranch owner’s face as Mack described her.
The owner had stepped back from the counter, incredulous. “Who are you, mister? Is this some joke?”
“No, this isn’t a joke. My name’s James MacNaughton. I’m staying a mile down the road at the campground. I need to know who this woman is.” Because I’m madly in love with her.
“Mister, the woman you just described used to work here.” 
“What do you mean ‘used to’?”
“Sir,” the stable owner had interrupted. ”I don’t know who you are or what this is all about. The woman meeting your exact description went missing a long time ago.”
Missing? That’s impossible. I just saw her, Mack had thought that day, confused at the owner’s remarks. ”You’re telling me there’s no way she could’ve returned today?”
The owner looked Mack up and down, unsure how to respond.
“Is there any way to get in touch with her?”
“Son,” the stable owner replied with a hint of sadness. ”I’m not sure you understand me. It’s 2016. The woman you described hasn’t been seen since the summer of 1978.”
Mack had fallen to the ranch office floor, overcome by nausea. The first time he’d seen the woman on the horse happened in North Carolina when he nearly drowned as a seven-year-old boy in the summer of 1978. Shockingly, seven years later, she’d appeared again in a hospital room in Florida. And seven years later, she’d visited him during the Gulf war in the desert.






  
  Chapter 4 

Discovery


Asleep in the meadow, as the sun’s rays tucked under the trees, a frog-like croak from above stirred Mack from his slumber. He opened his eyes just as a wide-winged black bird passed overhead. As the bird circled, Mack wondered if he was the first man it had ever seen. Mack’s eyes closed again in the peacefulness of the wind pushing through the reeds. 
Just then, the faint cracking of wood alerted Mack to danger. Without hesitation, his right hand fell to his cartridge belt, quietly unsnapping the button to his holster, withdrawing his sidearm in one smooth movement. Gun at the ready, Mack rolled to his stomach, listening. Another crack. This one was louder. Mack lay motionless in the prone position, eyes scanning the tree line beyond the meadow. Risking being seen, he turned for a look behind him, checking his back trail as his instructors in the military had taught. All clear.
More noise. It was subtle, but this time, Mack caught the movement. Deer. About ten of them. Big ones, too, Mack thought, relieved.
At dusk, the light brown herbivores had come to feed on the sweet green plants nestled along the meadow’s edge. Mack followed them as the herd moved, low crawling downwind through the grass like a lion.
Mack could’ve feasted on the most delicate cut of venison had he opened fire. But he wasn’t a hunter. And his days of hunting men were long behind.
As the white-tailed caretakers of the forest moved along chewing, Mack nearly burst out laughing, imagining the animal’s reaction if he stood, arms raised high like a scarecrow.
Not today, my friends. Thank you for keeping me company in this far-off place.
A half minute later, the deer faded into the forest, pausing for a drink at a trickle of a stream before disappearing altogether. Mack retrieved his gear and checked the time. Seven p.m. I need to make camp for the night.
Deciding against the meadow, Mack followed the stream downhill as it weaved through the forest toward the valley he’d seen from the boulder above. Sixty seconds into the journey, he stopped at what appeared to be an enormous pile of deadfall trees covered in moss.
Strange, Mack thought, slowly walking toward the pile. Why would all these trees pile up in the same spot?  Mack’s confusion grew as he studied the thick plumes of green algae or moss that grew from the ground to ten feet or more—the moss completely enveloping the dead trees like a giant blanket. It looks like a house-sized green sponge.
“What the hell is this?” Mack asked aloud as he circled the massive formation before shedding his gear and pushing on the green blob, which moved a few inches. It feels like a sponge.
Mack pushed harder. The moss moved inward several times and then stopped, hitting something behind it. After retrieving his knife and headlamp, Mack cut into the moss, discarding a two-foot section, then slipped his hand in the hole, feeling a groove every few inches as the tips of his fingers pressed up and down. Fetching a canteen, he dumped handfuls of water on the freshly exposed wood, wiping it clean and peering inside.
“Oh my God!” Mack shouted to the forest. “These are stacked logs. It’s a cabin!” Mack stepped back, admiring his discovery. This is it. I know it. Mr. Ballow wanted me to find this place. He told me there was more than salt out here. The salt lick was a ruse if I lost the map. It’s a test. The old man’s been testing me my entire life.






  
   Chapter 5 

Ignition


Brimming with enthusiasm, Mack could hardly wait to strip away the layers of moss, find the cabin’s front door, and go inside. But first, he needed to get a fire going as his headlamp battery dimmed, and darkness settled in quickly. 
Gathering whatever dry leaves, twigs, and branches lay near his feet, Mack dropped them in a pile near where the cabin door might be, returning to the stream he’d followed in to gather rocks for a fire ring.
Mack glanced around after three trips with the last rocks set in place. Plenty of kindling and small branches lay in the immediate vicinity, but there weren’t enough larger pieces to keep the fire going once lit. After two nights of smoke-filled damp wood and weak fires, he wanted a blazer. All he needed were a few larger branches and an “all-nighter”—a term his father had coined for a massive log that could transform a campfire into a bonfire, burning strong through the wee hours of the morning.
Thinking of the all-nighter gave Mack pause. He remembered being a boy and going on his first overnight wilderness trip with his father. The sights, sounds, smells, and most of all, the fear. Fear of the dark, in the shadows beyond the warm glow of the fire. It had been a life-changing experience.
After a quick search in front of the cabin yielded few results, the light of Mack’s headlamp fell upon the gray bark of a once-mighty spruce laying cantilevered off the ground fifty feet behind the structure and west of the stream. Mack had hit the jackpot. Most of the dead tree’s thick, dry branches lay within arm’s reach, suspended in the air and close to the ground. 
Twenty minutes later, Mack had broken off and carted back enough thick branches and foot-wide deadfall logs to keep the fire going for a week.
With the crisp, sweet terpenes of pine sap covering his arms and clothes in Christmas smells, Mack knelt beside the fire ring, pulling out the zippo lighter he’d prized since his days in the Marine Corps. Using a trick he’d mastered over countless nights of guard duty, he grasped the two-piece metal fire starter, flicked his wrist forward, and pulled it back so that his fingers brushed the flint, igniting a spark into the lighter fluid chamber, which sent a four-inch yellow flame-spewing into the atmosphere.
“Still got it,” Mack whispered, dipping the fire stick into the stone circle’s nest of leaves, twigs, and branches. The kindling ignited into a pile of smoke and blaze, and Mack went to work positioning and leaning several larger pieces on angles against each other, “tee-pee” style, above the flame. Seconds later, the noise of the fire roared to life, crackling and popping, launching glowing orange embers high into a clear mountain sky as the moisture-filled bark met its fiery doom.
Mack stood, proud of the light now shining on his work area.
Good. Fire’s caught now. Time to get inside the cabin.
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After his tense meeting with the stable owner, Mack knew that John Ballow, his childhood mentor and the man who’d saved him from drowning in the Toe River, would be the one person who might help him puzzle out what had just happened. He left the horse ranch that day and arrived at John Ballow’s general store, immediately filling him in. Ballow listened intensely as Mack described his encounter with the woman on the horse, but when Mack shared his previous visions, Ballow had heard enough.
Opening a wood box with a glass lid mounted to the wall of his store, Ballow withdrew a sheet of folded-up paper, grabbed his keys, and made his way around the cash register. “Hop in the truck, boy. I’ve got somethin’ to show ya,” said the Toe River shopkeeper that day as he locked the door behind him.
Ten minutes later, just past the horse stable on Fork Hollow Road, Ballow’s truck turned left onto a long-forgotten cemetery path. Several gravel switchbacks and a few hundred feet later, the four-wheel-drive vehicle pulled to a stop at the bottom of a hill leading to a field of burial plots, one of many such sites belonging to the Ballow family of pioneers.
When Ballow exited the truck, Mack followed, noting how the aging shopkeeper scaled the forty percent grade without effort. At the top of the hill, past several rock mounds marking the old bones of once important souls, both men stopped at a row of dilapidated headstones that had stood watch over the tallest mountains east of the Mississippi for centuries.
“Here me out, boy,” John Ballow said that day, with a clear view of the Black Mountains behind him. “This is a sacred site. Lots’a Cherokee Indians are buried here, along with my family and other folks too. Look around. These old mountains seen everythin’. Strange things been known ta happen ’round here, and it ain’t written in no book.”
As Mack digested Ballow’s cryptic statement, his summer mentor pointed to a withered granite slab at his feet, the gray of its cracks smothered in orange lichens and fuzzy black moss.
“See this name?”
Mack did his best to read the inscription: “Felipe Louis De Borbo. This is a Spanish name?”
“It is. Look at this,” Ballow said, reaching into his faded green coveralls and unfolding the paper he’d taken with him from his store. “This is a copy of my great-grandfather’s map. Spaniards came through here in the 1500s. What most people don’t know is they came back. Ya see that ‘X’?”
“Yes, sir. Those two words next to it, ‘La Sal.’ I know what that means. It’s Spanish for salt.”
“Right boy, salt,” Ballow responded with a mischievous smile. “Reckon ya might find more than just salt when ya get there.”
Mack glanced at the map and the grave, then back to Ballow. “I don’t understand. What does this have to do with the woman on the horse?”
John Ballow chose his words carefully, wary of disclosing too much of his family’s secret. “Let me just say this to ya, Mack. The good Lord put ya here on this Earth fer a reason. Now ya got ta find out why. It starts right here with the Spaniard. Find out who he is. But first, you’ll need ta find that ‘X’ out there in the forest. Here,” Ballow said, handing Mack the map. “I’ll load ya up with gear and show ya where the trailhead begins. You can leave first thing in the mornin’.”
“What? Mr. Ballow, this is crazy. I can’t just drop everything and go on some quest in the wilderness.”
“Why not? Ya told me you’ve had it with your job.”
“Because something’s wrong with…” Mack stopped. He wasn’t ready to talk about the pain yet. “What I mean is…my vacations over Mr. Ballow. I have to be back in the office on Monday, and my flight home to Florida leaves first thing tomorrow morning.”
But what Mack didn’t say was that he was terrified. Until that day, he’d seen the woman on the horse three times over the years. And every time she appeared was just before he should’ve died.
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Now, cutting away at the thick layers of moss entombing the cabin beneath, Mack understood that John Ballow had been right: He did need to “find out why”—why had he been put on this earth? Who was the woman of his visions? And why had she suddenly appeared after so many years had passed? And why was he now at the spot marked “X“ on John Ballow’s map, and what did it all lead to?






  
  Chapter 6 

Triggered


Mack cut another hole in the moss where he guessed the front door of the cabin might be, only to discover that again the door wasn’t where he’d thought, but worse, his razor-sharp blade had become more like a butter knife sawing through all that sandy moss.  I need to find a stout green branch, preferably straight, break it off so it has a point, and start scraping away! Mack had just taken a few steps toward a short, stubby hemlock he remembered seeing earlier when he stopped.
Something’s out there.
Mack scanned the forest, but his dying headlamp was useless in the firelight. He retrieved his cartridge belt and slid the forty-four from its holster, flipping the safety from black to red. Just beyond the light, Mack closed his eyes to restore night vision. For a second, he thought he heard breathing in between the crackles of the flames. Discipline Mack. Another twenty seconds. Twenty, nineteen…ten…five…now!
Mack cupped his left hand behind his ear like a deer, amplifying the forest noise while his light-adjusted eyes scanned the woods. There! That was a reflection from the light. It’s straight in front of me at twelve-o’clock. Those are eyes. It’s probably a bear. He glanced at the handgun’s safety lever. Red means dead. 
Mack listened harder, concerned at the eyes glowing back at him. Eyes that were unafraid of man or fire. That’s not breathing. It’s panting. Whatever’s out there must have been running full speed to be out of breath like that.
Hoping for a better look, Mack scooted left. He’d only gone a step or two when the creature burst forward!
“Shit!” Mack screamed at the bouncing, glowing eyes. It’s coming straight at me!
Mack’s skin bristled as the leaves churned under the animal’s feet. He knew he’d only get one chance.
KABOOM!
When Mack squeezed the trigger, the earth shook violently as a stream of fire exploded from the high-caliber muzzle, launching a supersonic bullet at one thousand three hundred feet per second into the night sky. Instantly, the weapon’s recoil sent Mack’s hands flying backward over his head, nearly exploding his eardrums, as the gunshot reverberated across the surrounding mountaintops.
The animal tripped and recovered to its feet, banking a hard left away from Mack, sprinting toward the meadow. Mack gasped as the firelight silhouetted the creature’s body: black as the night, with tall, pointed ears and a snout of sharp teeth. Mack shook his head in disbelief as the one-hundred-fifty-pound beast disappeared into the tall reed grass.
It can’t be.
Not in the year 2016.
Wolves haven’t been in the Carolinas since the 1800s! 
What the hell then is he doing here? And is he alone?
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In the distance, three men who were up to no good in another part of the surrounding mountains heard the shot.
“Daaang,” a skinny man with a thick mountain drawl called out. 
“Big boy. Reckon ’bout a mile ova yonder,” the slender man’s friend said, pointing northwest. “Forty-fo, my bet. Must a bin shootin’ a bar.”
“I don’t care about a bear. That was close. Too close for my comfort,” said the third man. “Maybe we ought to head out at first light, try to pick up the trail.”
The skinny man took a long swig of homemade moonshine, shaking his head. “Nope. Deese arr’ mountains. Ain’t nothin’ worry ’bout. Jus’ anotha’ dumb Yankee hiker get himself lost off dat Appalachian Trail. If da bars don’t git’em, dat wolf we got out dere shir enough will.”






  
  Chapter 7 

Aristocracy


With adrenaline pumping through his body from the near wolf attack, Mack returned to the stubby hemlock tree, breaking off three stout branches from the leader until he found one with a point sharp enough to work its way through the sandy cabin moss. As he prepared his scraping tool for work, several inch-long winged bugs flew in and out of the light from his headlamp, announcing their annoyance with a 100-decibel ratchet call. 
Mack knew all about the bug-eyed, locust-looking creatures. The Cicada super insects had spent the last seventeen years underground, emerging from the dirt to mate, and the daylight transformation of their nighttime breeding ground from Mack’s headlamp pissed them off for sure. Seconds later, the entire forest erupted in a buzzing, pulsating rattle as dozens of the world’s loudest insects cried out for sex, penetrating Mack’s soul and spooking him just like it had since childhood. He finished cleaning up the branch and returned to the cabin, trying to ignore them.
Back at his gear, Mack holstered his sidearm and re-secured his cartridge belt to his waist, gun at the ready, if needed. Though weary from encountering a wild animal, he could hardly contain his excitement over what secrets he might find inside the cabin. Mack had been thinking about the woman on the horse and the “X” on the map non-stop since that day in the cemetery. Now hard at work carving the cabin moss with his stick, he thought about John Ballow. It seemed odd that his lifelong friend refused to tell him anything more specific, so Mack could only follow the clues he’d been offered.
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After snapping a couple of photos at the North Carolina cemetery, Mack had said goodbye to a disappointed John Ballow and returned home to Florida, more curious than ever about the Spanish name on the headstone but fearful of the growing pain in his back and the sudden appearance of the woman on horseback.
On his first night back on the computer, nothing materialized from his initial entry into the Google search engine using the headstone name. But on his second, after eliminating the Spanish man’s first and middle names, searching only by surname, the results told him the finding was huge.
“Last name…’De Borbo.”
“Of French and Spanish Aristocracy.” 
“European ruling class.”
“The House of Bourbon.”
When Mack’s research failed to show any De Borbo connection to the United States, he reached out for help, contacting several institutions of higher learning, but after several back-and-forth emails and calls—the majority of which had questioned the cemetery photo’s authenticity—the correspondence fell silent. Mack continued his duties as a construction project manager, ignoring the growing pain in his right shoulder blade, all the while thinking of John Ballow’s map, which the shopkeeper said could unlock the mystery behind the woman.
And then the call came in. A professor at the University of Miami, excited by Mack’s photo of the grave, had been even more surprised by the North Carolina cemetery location, stating that, pending verification of the remains, news of a De Borbo family member having died in the mountains of Appalachia in the state of North Carolina could be nothing short of explosive.
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As Mack continued scraping away at the moss engulfing the cabin, on this, his third day in the wilderness, today, on August 27, six hours ahead of Mack, early morning alarm bells were beginning to sound inside a man’s head as he closed the door to his windowless office near a sacred library above a secret wing inside a world-famous palace—The Royal Palace of Madrid.






  
  Chapter 8 

Island Secrets
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In the subterranean chamber of the Royal Palace in Madrid, after head librarian Diego Alcazar had received confirmation that Prince Felipe from the De Borbo Spanish Royal family had not only existed but more than likely died in the United States, the official palace historian and caretaker of antiquities had stood in front of the 16th century Padrón Real Map, contemplating when or why the prince would have been kept secret and sent overseas.
It doesn’t make sense, Diego had reasoned earlier. If the child had been born in 1706, that would make him the son of King Philip V. When I first received the call, I searched all Bourbanite birth records for 500 years, including Philip’s, and found nothing. Even if the child were exiled, why wouldn’t the palace have documentation of the prince’s existence?
As Diego’s eyes had drifted across the fifty-foot-long war map’s boundary lines showing the once-held Spanish territory of La Florida, a mass of land stretching from the Caribbean Sea north to the current American state of North Carolina, he traced the map’s dotted lines showing the paths the early conquistadors had taken as they explored the New World.
We had everything back then. Unlimited resources. Mucho más and faster ships than England. But no, we chase little brown men into the jungles for silver while they bring people and build a country.
Longing to regain Spain’s once-dominant status in the world, Diego was also a student of history. In 1706, the year of infant Prince Felipe’s exile from the Royal Palace, the overseas Spanish port city of Santa Elena, an island off the American coast of South Carolina currently serving the United States Military, had already fallen into English hands and could no longer serve as a drop-off point for entry to the Carolinas where the prince was purported to have died.
When we had conceded the island of Santa Elena to the English, the fort and its contents were shipped to our defenses in St. Augustine. Perhaps the prince had landed there? But why travel north into the Carolinas? By the early 1700s, the silver mines of Mexico and Central America had long been discovered. And conquistador Capitán Juan Pardo and others had searched the Carolinas in the middle 1500s for precious metals and found little of anything.
Fifteen minutes after receiving the confirmation text from the palace spy stationed at the University of Salamanca, Diego had just begun walking to the storage room holding the records of King Philip V, the prince’s father, when he had a sobering thought. All North American conquistadors had returned to our home country except for one. The historian’s eyes darted back to the island of Santa Elena off the American coast. Capitán Juan Pardo launched two explorations from Santa Elena into the Carolina Mountains and had never been heard from again.






  
  Chapter 9 

Time Capsule


Mack had been scraping through large chunks of moss outside the cabin in North Carolina when he hit something metallic. After a flurry of excited jabs with the stick, a series of vertical wood planks and rusted iron plates appeared. He’d found the front door. 
Mack paused to admire the crudely built hinges and frontier locking device of a railroad spike wedged inside a square iron bracket. After chipping away more moss, he knocked the tip loose and pushed.
Damp, musty air encapsulated by eons of time filled Mack’s nostrils as he entered the cabin to firelight cascading across soot-stained walls long since abandoned to darkness. Double wood bunks set atop a river-rock floor ran lengthwise down both sides, terminating at a work table or shelf spanning the width of the structure.
“Wow, a stained glass ship window isn’t something you’d expect to see out here,” Mack said aloud, catching sight of a blue, white, and red Schooner vessel centered above the table.
A pop from the fire turned Mack’s attention to the entrance wall and the reality of pioneer living. Rusted chains hanging from spikes nailed floor to ceiling held menacing jaws of iron teeth designed with a singular purpose: fur harvesting. While Mack understood that animal skins exchanged for goods and services meant survival to many, the reality of a majestic wild creature trapped until it died angered him. That wolf could’ve killed me, but at least I aimed high and gave it a chance, Mack thought as hunger pains ripped through his gut.
Tossing several branches and a spruce log into the fire, Mack dumped his pack’s contents on the work table, tearing open a package of chicken-a-la-king, adding saltine crackers, and dousing the mixture in Tabasco sauce. While he inhaled the food, he marveled at the waist-high table he leaned on.
Cut out of an old-growth walnut tree, the work shelf consisted of a solitary timber measuring four feet wide by four inches thick. A top coat of resin had been applied, encapsulating the richness of the wood’s dark brown hues, preserving the grain for the future.
Dozens of names, initials, dates, and random words lay carved in the resin. Centered on the table, in nearly a foot tall cursive as if John Hancock had signed it, lay the name: “Paul-Henri Ballou, Normandie.”
As Mack’s eye drifted across the resin, other words stood out: 
“O-C-O-N-O-S-T-A.”
“CHOTA.”
“Esta’toe.”
Mack focused on “Esta’toe.” I know this. It’s the Indian name for the river that flows behind the campground our family has vacationed at for my entire life. Mr. Ballow told me the white man changed the name to Toe River.
Finished eating, Mack noticed an inscription hinting at the structure’s age.
“Joseph McDowell, Morganton 1779.”
Damn, this place has been here a long time, Mack thought, surveying the cabin with a full belly. A river rock floor, a stained glass window, and a table fit for a king. Whoever built this place had been exposed to the finer things in life, that’s for sure.
A dust-covered book lay on the far corner of the table. Mack turned through the brittle pages of a bible written in French. On the back cover were three familiar letters, “PHB.”  He glanced at the signature on the table and the stained glass Schooner vessel: “Paul-Henri Ballou, Normandie.” This had to be his cabin, he thought. Normandie is definitely in France, and those blue, white, and red glass panes are the colors of the French flag.
Mack eyed the iron traps hanging from both sides of the cabin’s front door and smiled, envisioning a man in a raccoon hat with a musket strapped to his back. He was a hard-core Frenchie with a taste for the fancier things he left behind. Trapping and hunting by day. Dreaming of fine Bordeaux in the evening. Sipping on homemade mash as he carves out a living.
“Speaking of mash,” Mack called out, rummaging through his pack for the glass and flask of whisky he’d promised as a reward. Got it! A little elixir from the old country never hurt anybody, Mack said silently, tilting the metal container filled with a gold-colored liquid into the glass, releasing an exotic old-world fragrance into the new. Mack swished the oily textured dram back and forth in his mouth, filling his pallet with smoke, peat, and oak with a touch of seawater and fine leather. Wow. Only Scotch whisky burns like that, Mack thought, as the briny, earthy concoction slid down his throat, super-heating his body.
Mack refilled and raised his glass, calling out an ancient Scottish toast. “Slainte, Mr. Ballow. To your health.”
Outside the cabin, flames from the newly caught branches began their assault on the mighty spruce log as Mack poured a third.
“To my new French friend. I’m honored to be a guest in your cabin tonight. You were one tough son of a $%@!” Mack shouted, slamming the whisky back, eyes drifting to a more recent date on the walnut table.
“June 1972. JB. BW.”
“I’ll be damned,” Mack muttered. “This ‘JB’ carving has to be John Ballow’s initials.”
Shoot, the old man practically dared me to find this cabin. Judging by the amount of moss, 1972 could’ve been the last time he or this BW was inside. BW must be Bill Walkingstick, the Indian man I’m supposed to track down. The morning I left, Mr. Ballow told me that after I found the “X” on the map, my next stop would be meeting him at the Cherokee Museum south of Asheville.
They must be friends. Mr. Ballow is sixty-six now. If they were last here in 1972, forty-four years have passed. That was a lifetime ago.
But as Mack left the cabin to fill his canteens in the stream, he suspected something else. John Ballow was testing him. It could take several days to get to the Cherokee territory, and this Bill Walkingstick on foot and paved roads. And Mack hadn’t been given a reason for meeting the Indian in the first place. What was it with all the cloak and daggers?






  
  Chapter 10 

Evacuation


Earlier the same day and underneath the Royal Palace of Madrid, when Diego Alcazar pushed open the door to humidity-controlled storage room number four, which held the records of Prince Felipe’s father, King Philip V, the incoming rush of corridor air triggered the ceiling motor into action. Within seconds, the moist air infusion had been sucked through the ceiling vent, transformed into condensation, and launched through a specially wrapped PVC pipe to a discharge point on the palace grounds. 
After searching King Philip V’s 18th-century personal correspondence and palace records turned up nothing mentioning his son Prince Felipe, Diego browsed through the files of the King’s successor, Ferdinand VI, a son of Philip V’s through a later marriage. Finding several binders that seemed out of place, Diego loaded them onto his cart along with the remainder of Ferdinand’s records, closed the air-tight door behind him, and headed down the corridor toward a conference room adjacent to the Padrón Real Map.
Diego realized it the second he entered the room. King Ferdinand VI and Prince Felipe were half-brothers.
After unloading twenty or so books and leather-bound files from the cart, Diego positioned King Ferdinand’s records on the conference table by subject: personal files on the left, royal court documentation, including palace operations to the right, setting the out-of-place binders in the middle. Donning latex gloves, Diego started with the odd binders, opening several, stopping at the cover of a book with a familiar name: “Fuerte de San Agustín. Fort St. Augustine.”
“What a coincidence,” Diego muttered earlier, thumbing through the pages of a material log book listing items shipped from St. Augustine back to the home country of Spain. ”I was just thinking about St. Augustine and looking at it on the map. I don’t recall seeing these during my time here in the palace, and I’ve been in that storage room at least a half dozen times. How did I overlook them? Even so, these binders being here doesn’t make sense. Why would the ship’s cargo records have been stored in the palace? Everything returning from the Americas went to Seville’s West Indies storage rooms.
As Diego thumbed through a log book dated 1758, looking for anything with the prince’s name, it became apparent this was no ordinary shipping operation. On page after page, the entire contents of Fort St. Augustine, including its massive defense fortifications, had not only been loaded on ships, but as the log and its backup binders showed, the cargo coming back to Spain also included the countless private possessions of commissioned officers, Spanish nobility, and wealthy merchants living in what had already been a two-hundred-year-old city. When Diego compared the log book dates to King Ferdinand’s reign, the reason for the city’s abandonment became clear. In 1757, at the height of Ferdinand’s rule, fight after fight with England had left Spain’s finances in ruins, resulting in the loss of most of her northern New World territory. After the Jenkins War nearly burnt St. Augustine to the ground, the once-grand Spanish city and finest fortification in the New World had stood at the breaking point.
After an hour of sifting through countless records, Diego turned to King Ferdinand’s correspondence, looking for anything connecting the King to his half-brother Prince Felipe. Knowing the odds were stacked against him, Diego’s thoughts drifted from the palace record rooms to the young prince’s exile destination—the Catholic Church in Compostela.






  
  Chapter 11 

Supernatural Event


When Mack stepped outside to refill his canteens at the moss-covered cabin in the North Carolina Mountains, the entire forest lay awash in soft white starlight. Mack found the source hovering in the Milky Way just above the tree line. It was Venus. The glow of a billion-planet galaxy was just a dull white haze in the backdrop of her singular, stunningly bright beauty. Captivated by the Roman goddess of love, as had many generations before, Mack pondered the implications of the morning star’s evening visit.  There’s no doubt about it. This star came to visit me. But how could this have happened?
A pain in Mack’s right shoulder blade jolted him back to reality. My God. How long has it been growing in me?
With his medical condition setting in, Mack headed toward the water, wondering how the cabin and the Spanish grave might be connected to the woman on the horse. Nothing’s in the cabin but an old French bible and fur traps. What is it that Mr. Ballow wanted me to see regarding Her?
Stopping at a rock ledge in the stream, Mack crouched with a canteen as water spilled over the shelf like a faucet. As the plastic jug filled, Mack’s ears picked up on something dormant for years. It was music. A water melody of sorts, similar to a rainstorm conducted by the forces of nature—the notes ingrained in his psyche over a lifetime spent in rivers and streams. Loud torrential rain to the left as the creek narrowed and descended fast; a soft drizzle on the right as the water slowed, swirling in an eddy of tranquility before moving on. Pulling the canteen away, Mack listened as water cascaded gently over the ledge, landing in the pool below. With each passing second, his thoughts drifted back to his youth, when he was a boy before the adventures of adulthood came calling. To these same mountains and to that fateful day on the river in the summer of 1978. He was seven years old when he slipped away from the watchful eyes of his loving mother to launch a raft in the river, down past the picnic shelter where the big rocks lay, the water music sang, and danger awaited.
It all returned now…the light drizzle and harmony of the beautiful water melody. 
As Mack entered the river that day as a boy, the current quickly turned into a torrential downpour. In barely a few seconds, the class five rapid had engulfed him in what had become a freight train of water. His tiny body quaked with fear, his heart pounding against his chest. The speed of the raft, hanging on for dear life, wishing to God he’d never left his family. Smashing into the rock, getting sucked under the surface of the raging water, trapped and helpless, and knowing there wasn’t a way out. Mom, I’m sorry. Will you be in heaven? He’d thought.
Tears streamed down Mack’s face as he remembered the river rocks that had trapped him as a child. 
Pinned to the bottom of the river, just as Mack had prayed for forgiveness, he’d seen something a second away from swallowing a breath full of water. A woman appeared, giving him instructions to escape. It had only been instant, but the words she left him with would last a lifetime:
“Te llamo, mi amor. I love you, my love.”
No sooner had the woman appeared, she was gone, and Mack had freed his body. The hair on his head had just broken the water’s surface when a powerful man’s hand had wrapped around his skull, yanking him from the raging river safely to dry land.
Under the starlight sky near the moss-entombed cabin, Mack shivered as he had that day as a boy on the shore, and the last thing he remembered when his mind eased from the trance was the pale white transformation across John Ballow’s face when little Jimmy-Mack described the woman he’d seen. He’d never seen a grown-up look so terror-stricken.






  
  Chapter 12 

Proclamation


Hours before Mack’s flashback to his childhood near-death experience, in a conference room beneath the Royal Palace of Madrid, after searching King Ferdinand’s 18th-century personal correspondence for anything that could connect the King to his half-brother Prince Felipe, Diego Alcazar placed a call to the Catholic Church rectory office in Compostela then turned his attention to the right side of the conference table and the archives of Ferdinand’s court.  
Setting aside tax receipt records, Diego had focused his efforts on the officially recorded palace meeting minutes, which detailed everything in Ferdinand’s reign, from the beginning agenda of a newly crowned King and his court to meetings with his war department and cabinet secretaries, including discussions with foreign dignitaries, criminal sentencing, infrastructure decisions and the everyday minutia of running a kingdom.
Diego had been fascinated as he read. Every spoken word of mid-1700s Royal business of the day had been captured by a team of scribes, memorializing the event. After the official meetings, a King’s proclamation resolving the matter would be issued.
As he’d continued through the palace minutes, Diego noticed King Ferdinand’s absence at meetings had become chronic, even remaining silent on the few days he could muster attendance. Diego suspected why. Increasing losses during the Seven Year War with England and Ferdinand’s beloved wife Barbara’s death had put the King in a near-catatonic state. Rarely did he leave his bedroom.
Skipping ahead to the recordings nearing the arrival of the ships from St. Augustine, Diego noticed a dramatic increase in palace business.
To Diego’s disappointment, within days of the ships’ docking, King Ferdinand summoned every court member in a continual series of cabinet meetings, the details of which mainly had not been recorded.
It was all very odd, indeed. While the subject matter of the surprisingly numerous meetings seemed left out on purpose, the dates and list of attendees hadn’t been. But why? Diego had wondered earlier as he thumbed through the pages, stopping at a curious entry dated November 10th, 1757. Somebody noted only two attendees. King Ferdinand and unknown representatives from the University of Salamanca. A handwritten note lay scribbled next to the palace stamp: “Scribe not present.” That’s interesting, Diego thought. Why would the King call a meeting with the University of Salamanca? Their Jesuit Scholars were spying on our palace even more so back then. 
As Diego kept reading, additional questions emerged. November 11th, 1757. Two King’s proclamations were issued the next day after the Salamanca meeting. The first directed the palace register’s office to transfer all newly received St. Augustine records to His Majesty’s possession. No copies were to be made. The second directive summoned the leaders of the Catholic Church.
On November 20th, 1757, the King held a closed-door session with members of his inner circle, including the war party and treasury. Something big was happening; Diego could tell as multiple, simultaneous proclamations were issued daily. Diego could hardly read fast enough, skimming over some, looking harder at others, when he froze.
“Proclamation, by order, His Majesty Ferdinand VI December 7th, 1757.
To my Honorable Brother, Felipe,”
Diego double-checked the names again. He was staring at a proclamation from the King to his half-brother, Prince Felipe.
I have found the prince! Wait. But how does King Ferdinand even know of Felipe’s existence if his brother was exiled as a child? 
He kept reading. 
“This is a follow-up to my November 21st correspondence regarding recent La Florida shipments from St. Augustine. In addition to the receipt of conquistador Capitán Pardo’s expedition logs of September 1568, we have a sworn statement dated from December of that same year and taken from Antonio De La Bandera, expedition notary, who was the last man to see Capitán Pardo alive. In his declaration, the scribe details his presence with Capitán Pardo at a meeting with the cacique of a tribe called Cherokee. De La Bandera describes a fist-sized ruby with a seven-pointed star asterism inside a satchel draped from the cacique’s neck.
Given this, your orders are the following:
Under the guise of desertion, you will embark from Spain to Havana and on to St. Augustine with one hundred soldiers. Using Capitán Pardo’s map as a guide, travel north to our formerly held interior territory of Fort Clemente and contact Cherokee Native Tribe. Recover the Corazón Del Rey using any means at your disposal. Enlist the help of friendly French colonials and natives. Avoid contact with English regulars or sympathizers. All debts are to be paid by me. Send word of the stone’s recovery separately, using agreed-upon language. Return to Havana and await my instruction.
Via con Dios, my brother, Ferdinand.”
Diego thought his eyes were deceiving him. He reread the words. “…recover the Corazón Del Rey using any means at your disposal.”
There! I wasn’t dreaming! They have located our country’s greatest possession, our precious ruby, the Corazón Del Rey? They found the sacred stone? Did Capitán Pardo find it first? Now the King’s brother, Prince Felipe, is involved?
Diego’s sedentary mind moved a thousand miles a minute, trying to make sense of things.
‘The Heart of The King’ has been missing for 1000 years. The precious stone was stolen from our country by Vikings. It could never be found in the New World! “No, this is not possible!” Diego screamed earlier as he ran from the conference room.






  
  Chapter 13 

Prying Eyes


Standing again before the Padrón Real  Map, Diego Alcazar was stunned. The discovery of a grave holding the remains of a member of the Spanish Royal family in the mountains of North Carolina was surprising enough. Still, the real reason the prince had been sent to the New World was even more shocking.
King’s proclamation in hand, Diego stared at the words in disbelief. Somehow, King Ferdinand not only knew who Prince Felipe was, but he’d also sent his half-brother across the world to recover what had once been the most sought-after possession in the entire country of Spain—the legendary Corazón Del Rey, a precious stone that had been stolen from a Catholic Monastery in the north-west city of Compostela over one thousand years before.
Struggling in the whirlwind of information, Diego pulled out his cell phone. He called his contact at the University of Salamanca, a Ph.D. candidate whom the monarchy had dispatched to keep tabs on a small group of Jesuit Scholars in the University.
“Yes sir, Mr. Alcazar,” answered the palace asset earlier.
“Send me all your correspondence between your Jesuit Scholar and the American professor who emailed him the photos of Prince Felipe’s grave marker. On my end, I will attempt to contact this James MacNaughton, who made the discovery.”
“I will, and thank you for trusting in me, sir,” responded the palace spy. “Alex Padilla is the man in our department who’s been talking with the American professor at the University of Miami. I’ve worked with Alex for a while now. He usually leaves his laptop unattended during the evening hours so you’ll have the requested information tonight.”
“Good,” the palace librarian responded. “Be sure to include the email addresses and phone numbers for the American professor’s department head and The University of Miami President in your correspondence.”
“No aye problema, Señor Alcazar. Consider it done.”
“One more thing,” Diego added. “Keep an eye on this, Alex Padilla. I want to know everything he looks at from this point forward. But be discreet. He must not know who I am.” Diego paused. “I have mentioned your service to my superiors, and they are pleased,” he said, knowing it was a lie.
When the call ended, Diego had walked thirty feet toward the north section of the Padrón Real. Pushing the bunched-up, protective black curtains aside, the palace historian traveled down a narrow corridor, thinking of King Ferdinand’s letter to his brother Prince Felipe.
Our conquistador Capitán Pardo may have spotted a one-of-a-kind ruby during his adventures in the New World, but that’s all he would have known. The truth behind the Corazón Del Rey lies in two places, one of which is here. The ancient manuscripts we recovered told of a precious stone with special powers not of this earth. When Capitán Pardo’s expedition letters were received from St. Augustine, King Ferdinand summoned the University of Salamanca Scholars and the Catholic Church heads. Why would he do that? At that moment, it hit him. Because no one knows the nature of the stone’s powers. The King went looking to his rivals for answers.
Diego stopped at a corner room as his mind struggled to piece together the facts. Okay, it’s 1757, and King Ferdinand’s empire is crumbling. Out of the blue, news hits that a magnificent ruby has been spotted overseas by Capitán Pardo. A stone that could be the missing Corazón Del Rey. But wait. News of an explorer’s sighting from 150 years in the past is insufficient cause to send Prince Felipe and a hundred others on an expedition to the New World. This is true, but the King is desperate. Desperate times call for desperate measures, Diego thought, recalling the legend of the stone and how its power galvanized the country to victory so many centuries ago. The King knew this too. He was trying to recover the stone and unite the country in any way he could. He sent Felipe and his men to mix with the American colonial population without uniforms. If the English caught them, they could be executed as spies. My God, King Ferdinand sent his brother Felipe on a suicide mission to turn the tide of the war.
A frightening thought entered Diego’s mind when pondering the implications of such a daring adventure. What if the stone spotted by Capitán Pardo really was the Corazón Del Rey? What if Prince Felipe had been successful? Could our precious stone be buried with him at this cemetery in North Carolina?
Deciding a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity had presented itself, Diego had opened the corner room door at the end of the corridor. It was a chapel. A storage trunk nearly the size of a small car rested on the floor. Behind the iron-infused wood crate stood a podium. Diego had unlocked the chest, carefully removing a book adorned with precious gemstones and placing it on the platform.
In addition to his library and historical duties, Diego’s unofficial assignment of securing the secrets in the underground La Casa de Contratación allowed him an extraordinary privilege. By long-standing decree, the caretaker of Royal Antiquities had been designated as the only person in the kingdom who could administer the oath to the ruling monarch. It was an oath passed down for countless generations, compartmentalized to just three people, two of whom knew its actual content, while the third served as a replacement in the event of an oath giver’s death.
Earlier, as Diego carefully turned over the signature pages of the jewel-inlaid oath book, he noted that every ruling King and Queen for 1000 years had signed the oath. Two years had passed since he’d administered the oath to His Majesty and current monarch, King Felix. And like his father, King Armando, forty years before, Felix had been shocked to learn the truth—that the oath spelled out precisely what would happen to the person who possessed the ruby called the Corazón Del Rey. And the thought of a foreigner recovering the precious stone, Diego Alcazar had determined earlier in a call to his government friend in the foreign affairs division, posed an unacceptable risk to the very existence of the Spanish monarchy.






  
  Chapter 14 

Uncertainty


In North Carolina, with his canteens filled in the stream, Mack plopped on the cabin floor, poured another dram of whisky, and removed his boots and socks. In the fire pit outside the door, fierce flames from the large branches encircled the all-nighter, super-heating its bark. 
Mack smiled at the coming inferno, content with his surroundings and the infusion of pine smoke filling his nostrils. Now that’s a fire. All my life, I’ve loved these mountains. I feel so at home.
The mountains could’ve been home to Mack, but he’d chosen a different path. Live for the day; there is no tomorrow; he’d vowed that first night of the war known as Desert Storm. He’d survived the explosion that others didn’t. It was his birthday night. The night the scuds rained down on Al-Jubayl.
Guided by post-traumatic stress accumulated in two wars and captured by the temptations of life in the big city, years of debauchery followed Mack’s return to civilian life as he turned to the bottle, running from a hurt he didn’t understand. Eventually, he lost everything—his wife, house, and job. When the dust had settled, he’d survived and concluded that none mattered. He never truly loved any of them.
As the bonfire erupted, extreme tiredness crept in on Mack, who had already been questioning his next move. This cabin is a sweet place, but I don’t see what it has to do with the woman. The stable owner seemed so terror-stricken. He had the same pale face as Mr. Ballow’s that day at the river. These mountain guys believe in some crazy stuff up here. Then maybe she’s a ghost. Come on, Mack, get your head together. Ghosts aren’t real. And I suppose that woman appearing underwater beneath the Devil’s claw rocks was? How about the two other times I saw her? What about this recent sighting?
Mack brought the whisky flask to his lips, savoring the last of the elixir’s oily texture. What is it I’m supposed to find in this old cabin? There’s no proof of Her existence here. Why did Mr. Ballow even take me to the cemetery? So what, a prince from another country came here and died. Hey, Mack, go find this “X” on the map. Hey, Mack, go see this Indian at a museum. Keep chasing your ghost, Mack. Pfft! None of this makes any sense. What are you hiding from me, Mr. Ballow?
Mack’s mood darkened. I’m not going to Cherokee to look for that Indian Bill Walkingstick! At first light, I’m heading back to Mr. Ballow’s store. Jump on a damn plane and head back to Florida.
But that plan left Mack even more agitated and unsettled.
What’s happening to me?
Just before his eyes closed, Mack feared the worst. Maybe I’ve always had it. It’s got to be affecting my brain. How else can I explain the things I’ve seen?
Mack’s mind drifted to a far-away place as his head began to bob. To the place where the whisky was born. In the moist green hills of the heather-laden streams bound for the sea. Where men in search of peaty brown treasure speak in strange tongues, telling tales of ancient peoples and creatures that once roamed the land. The land of the saltwater bogs. And when the mineral-rich water and briny remnants of ancient grasslands combine with just the right amount of barley, yeast, fire, smoke, and most importantly, time, the result brings to fruition an oily, elixir-like substance described by many a strange tongue man as no less than magical.
Time made whisky what it was, and it was time that traveled through Mack’s dreams tonight.
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After Mack visited the North Carolina cemetery and days after his return to work in Florida, the pain he’d been ignoring in his right shoulder blade changed. Just after the University of Miami Professor had broken the exciting news of the Spanish Prince, a series of sharp spasms shot through Mack’s upper back, sending him to the emergency room for an x-ray, the results of which demanded an immediate biopsy.
A few days later, Mack’s enthusiasm over a long-lost member of the Spanish Royal Family vaporized when the Doctor’s office called with the results. He ignored their calls for days before mustering the courage to go in.
When the appointment ended, Mack stumbled from the Doctor’s office, more upset by the callousness of a physician’s demeanor than the cancer diagnosis itself. The tumor in his lung was already the size of a golf ball. Mack was ordered to undergo immediate surgery, followed by weeks of chemotherapy and radiation treatments.
That night, Mack broke down. Ninety percent died within six months. The remaining ten lived a horrid existence, suffering through treatment until they were cured or their time ran out. Mack’s head sank into his hands, sitting at his kitchen table, staring at the unopened whiskey bottle. Tears streamed down his cheek. But how? He remembered thinking. I smoked cigarettes, but that was so long ago. Was it the uranium rounds? No, it had to be the pits or the pills they forced us to take. Those damn evil pits in the desert burned night after night. We tried to stay up-wind, but… Jesus, they disposed of chemical weapons, and God knows what else, in those trenches. Lord, please help me. How am I gonna tell mom?
Pondering his future, Mack had thought about everything he wanted to do in life. He stared a hole through the bucket list items on his lifeless paper for what seemed an eternity. According to the doctors, the pain should’ve already been debilitating. Mack knew activities and bucket lists meant little because there wouldn’t be time. Deep in his heart, he knew there had always been a missing piece to his life. In the despair outside his kitchen, slumped over the dining room table on the one night when sobriety mattered, Mack finally realized that he was alone. At that moment, the answer to his life couldn’t have been more precise.
Twenty-four hours later, at a little country store in a remote Appalachian town of North Carolina, Mack returned to take John Ballow up on his offer.
After a few instructions guiding him toward the ‘X’ on the map, several words of encouragement, and three-fifths of corn whiskey, at zero dark thirty the following day, with forty pounds of John Ballow’s 1960s gear strapped to his shoulders, Mack said his goodbyes to the old man near a pristine branch of the North Toe River.
Smack in the middle of bear country.






  
  Chapter 15 

Truth


At 10:00 a.m. on August 28th, Mack awoke from the night’s deep slumber, eyes flickering at the cabin ceiling, listening to the sounds of the forest, which had come to life.  Twelve hours of sleep. Man, did I need that.
Mack threw his boots on and stepped outside on a cool, late summer morning. A flash of red in the distance, followed by a few tweets, grabbed his attention. It was a male Cardinal. Mack studied the bird cocking its head at him. I’ll bet he’s wondering why I’m here.
A few more tweets from the male, then a chirp from a brown female not too far away. Mack watched as the red bird took flight, landing on a branch beside her. Admiring their courtship, he filled his tin canteen cup with instant coffee crystals, set it next to the red-hot remnants of the all-nighter, and marched off toward where the wolf had charged him.
I don’t understand. Somebody had shot the last wolf over a hundred years ago, and they’ve been extinct in the Carolinas ever since. 
An uneasy feeling came over Mack as he followed the disturbed ground back to the meadow, stopping at a cluster of tracks just in front of the grass. Three imprints in the dirt gave him the answers. That wolf came in from the meadow. I’ll bet it tracked me the whole time and waited until after dark to sneak attack.
Mack shouted angrily to the meadow: “Don’t come back, wolf! Smith & Wesson says you lose next time!”
After a few sips of coffee, Mack headed to the stream for a canteen top-off, anxious to secure the cabin and get started back to John Ballow’s store, a move he’d toiled with last night but was now sure of. As he approached the water, misty light rays burst over the hidden valley mountaintops, cutting through the morning dew. 
Mack admired the scene while the leaves at the top of every tree shimmered like a windy fall day. That’s weird. The wind is blowing, but only at the top of the trees. With a curious eye on the leaves, Mack’s legs propelled him further away from the cabin. He’d chased the wind for a good ten minutes until he stopped. He glanced right, then left. This place, I know this place. But how? It’s impossible. I’ve never been here in my life. I feel like something’s pulling me deeper into the forest. Mr. Ballow’s right; strange things happen out here.
But when the wind died down, the quiet stillness of oddly familiar surroundings spooked Mack, who bee-lined it back to the cabin.
Most of his gear had already been packed when Mack spotted a piece of soiled cloth near the corner of the walnut table under the bunk he’d slept on. He’d overlooked it in the darkness and exhaustion of the night before.
Mack dropped to his knees and pushed the linen aside to find a tin bucket with toy animals carved from wood. He set an owl and a bear on the shelf, impressed by their craftsmanship. Even the eyes and teeth are chiseled out.
A stack of black sticks resembling crude pencils lay on the floor next to the toys, but Mack’s attention was drawn to a large square object wrapped in leather underneath the bunk. He slid the box toward him, but it barely moved. What’s in this thing? Lead?
Prone on the cabin floor, Mack wrapped both arms around the deerskin hide and pulled it clear from the bunk, setting it on the walnut slab. Taught strings held the brownish leather cover firmly in place. When Mack cut the twine, the animal hide fell loose, and the object came into view.
It was a book. Crudely made, but a book nonetheless; its animal hide cover stitched over a wood backing held a foot-high stack of pages interlaced and bound together with twine. Multiple paragraphs written in French ended with a signature on the inside cover: “Paul-Henri Ballou.” Mack glanced at the name carved in the middle of the table. It was a match. This had to be Ballou’s cabin. He used that bible sitting there, and he also made this book.
Like an excited second grader on his first day at school, Mack turned through the pages of what could pass as a child’s elementary instructional workbook, with Paul-Henri Ballou acting as the teacher; the hand of his corrections seen everywhere. Letters of the alphabet, tables depicting sounds, practice words in French, English, and Spanish, math problems, and even basic artistic design were being taught to a student who seemed to be absorbing knowledge at a breakneck pace. 
Mack slowed, amazed at the scenes unfolding a hundred pages into what could’ve numbered two thousand. Somebody had told complete life stories in drawings that grew increasingly complex as the pages grew in number. There were child-like sketches of Indians and villages and soldiers, some in red coats, others without, followed by sophisticated maps of strange lands, ships chasing ships, men in battle formation, and, to Mack’s great surprise, castles.
Thumbing through dozens of pages at a time, Mack stopped. Loose between the sheets, a thick piece of brown paper different from the others lay folded in half. Mack opened the unbound cover sheet, finding several handwritten letters and a folded-up map. The second Mack spread the map apart, he knew he’d seen it before. “Son of a gun!” Mack shouted to the cabin wall, setting the map John Ballow had given him next to it. It was nearly an exact match. But unlike Ballow’s map, the language of the new map was written in Spanish and appeared official, the likely product of a government print press using the tiniest of fonts. 
Mack’s eyes were delighted by the new map’s features: contour lines showing elevation and slope, mountain springs depicted with squiggly arrows, true north, valley, and river names, game routes, and, to Mack’s surprise, identification of the surrounding Indian tribes. The old man knew I’d go into the valley and find the cabin. So he must have known about this book too. Mack squinted. Just east of the “X” marking the salt lick on the new map, a tiny square and a Christian Cross depicted the cabin. Next to the crucifix lay the outline of a human heart with three Spanish words beneath it: “Corazón Del Rey.”
Mack knew Spanish well, but this one stumped him. “Heart of the King,” he whispered. “I wonder what this means?”
Fascinated by the twine-bound pages but ready to hit the trail for John Ballow’s store, Mack took photos of the book, the new Spanish map, and each page of the handwritten letters. All set. Okay, let’s get this stuff put away.
But when Mack grasped the book, a metallic yellow object jarred loose from a secret hiding place formed of carved-out pages. Mack could hardly believe what he was seeing. Basking in bright gold glory with hues of red and green rested a foot-long jewel-encrusted Christian Cross.
Dislodging the three-inch-thick solid gold crucifix from its paper entombment, Mack raised the book’s treasure toward the stained glass window with a stiff, straight arm. Dozens of emeralds responded to the mid-morning light, filling the cabin with a soft green glow. At that moment, Mack noticed the inscription: “Felipe Louis De Borbo.” Oh my God. This is the name of the Spanish prince buried in the cemetery that Mr. Ballow took me to see. I’m holding Prince Felipe’s treasure. Prince of the House of Bourbon. Spanish Royalty. Did Mr. Ballow know this was here? He had to. But why leave such a valuable object hidden in this old cabin all these years? What happened to you, Spaniard?
With a turn of Mack’s wrist, ruby red rays penetrated the crucifix’s emerald hue like a lightsaber. Captivated by the luster of a prince’s gleaming gold, a strange feeling welled up in Mack. His thoughts beckoned him to another time and another place where kings and conquerors roamed the land. With the priceless weight of the crucifix held high in front of him, Mack felt strength flow through his body. But there was something else he didn’t recognize. Mack had never felt it before. It was power.
“Wouldn’t feel right taking this with me,” Mack whispered, setting the treasure upright for a photo. There. All done. Professor Martinez will freak out when I send this. It’s a career-maker for him. Hang on. Should I even be mentioning any of this? Who cares? I’ll never be around to see what comes of it.
Setting the crucifix inside the book’s carved-out pages, Mack refolded the map, exposing the other side when he froze. Somebody had sketched a four-inch-tall human heart in the upper left corner with a vibrant red that could’ve been drawn an hour ago. Inside the heart were several lines forming a seven-pointed star. Faint blue hues and short, wavy lines engulfed the rest of the paper in a body of water. Jagged black and bold lines fused on angles in the center of the sheet on the far right, forming a point. Two Spanish words lie at the bottom of the paper. “Te Amo…”
Out of nowhere, a jolt of electricity shot through Mack’s body! His skin bristled. Every hair stood on its end. As if guided by another’s hand, Mack’s fingers grasped the upper left corner of the still folded paper, pulling left, unfolding the complete backside of the new Spanish map, exposing the jagged black lines for what they were: rocks shaped like spears. Spears which resembled fingers. Except not any fingers belonging to a human hand. A spear of sharpened rock in the middle. Two spears on either side. The only black stones in the Toe River. They were the Devil’s rocks. The same rocks Mack encountered as a seven-year-old boy in the summer of 1978. 
The freight train of water Mack had nearly drowned in as a child roared back into his life. His ghostly white face beaded with sweat while his brain absorbed the enormity of it all faster than his heart could keep up. A deafening silence rang through his ears. 
It can’t be.
It is.
This is a drawing of Devil’s Claw.






  
  Chapter 16 

Awoke


Only a few hours of daylight remained when Mack reached the boulder he’d stood upon the day before. Fishing out the Spanish map he’d decided to take from the cabin, Mack studied its contours. To the northwest, the brown river he’d followed along the train tracks had been marked as the Watagi. Directly across the Watagi  rose the steep southwestern peaks of the Unaka Mountains. Mack had heard of the Unakas before. Their Indian name had never changed. Comprising the northern portion of the Cherokee National Forest and officially part of Tennessee, the endless long blooms of the Unaka’s flowery white chestnuts were gone forever, lost in the blight like the Indians who once inhabited them.
As Mack studied the map, he remembered John Ballow mentioning a small town on the backside of the Unakas where he could resupply or get help. That town isn’t too far away if the scale on this new map is accurate. Instead of returning the way I came, I could save close to two days by hiking there and catching a ride to Mr. Ballow’s store. He set the map aside, removing his food supplies. Enough for a day and a half, maybe two, then I’ll crash. What should I do? Mack stuffed the food in his pack and turned the Spanish map over. Staring at the drawing, he took pause. There was no going back to John Ballow. His entire world had changed in the last few hours.
This morning, after finding the gold crucifix and Spanish map inside the carved-out pages of the primitive book, Mack had turned the map over and discovered the sketch of a woman holding hands with a boy. Above them lay the rocks of Devil’s Claw. Near the bottom of the page were the words she’d whispered to him on the day he nearly drowned in the summer of 1978: 
“Te amo, mi Amor…I love you, my love.”
It seemed a week had passed since Mack passed out on the cabin floor earlier. Overcome by his discovery, Mack’s body had shed every ounce of liquid it held. Tears of sorrow had become tears of hope, followed by joy. He hadn’t been crazy his entire life, after all. Mack had a guardian angel.
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Forty minutes later, Mack put the forest behind him, easing down the game trail’s embankment to the gravel rocks of the train tracks amidst a surreal scene. A strange mist hovered above an oxbow in the Watagi River. Pencil-thin white clouds drifted through the gorge toward him. Perched atop the solitary grayness of a towering lifeless tree, a bald eagle cocked its head down as if it were his guide.
Breaking off a chunk of gritty white treasure he’d gathered from the salt lick the day before, Mack washed the fluid retentive sodium back with cold stream water, trying to make sense of things. Mr. Ballow knew I’d find the cabin and the book. If he knew about the book, he must have known the gold crucifix and the Spanish map was inside. Did he know about the drawing? I’ll have to ask him, but Mr. Ballow knows much more than he lets on. He told me to find an Indian man named Bill Walkingstick that day I left. But what does he have to do with any of this? What else is Mr. Ballow hiding from me?
As he walked along the railroad tracks, Mack thought about his life. Less than a week before, a doctor told him there might be two good months left, but only if they removed the tumor quickly. Mack had ignored that doctor. His life mattered to him, but the fear of not finding his one true love scared him more than death. Many times over the years, he’d loved and lost. And just like possessions, losing the women in his life had meant little, and he’d always wondered why. He remembered his visions. Three times, his guardian angel had been there for him. Haven’t seen her since the desert in 1991. The accident in 1984. The river in 1978.
Who could’ve made that drawing of the Devil’s Claw on the backside of the map I found in the book? That map is ancient. Strange things are happening.
Mack’s pace picked up briskly while his mind scrambled to make sense of things.
Mr. Ballow told me I was here for a reason at the cemetery. That was thirty days ago. The same day, I saw her riding on that horse. All my life, she’s just been a vision until…
Mack stopped because it finally hit him. In the late afternoon sun, along a lonely mountain railway line, Mack realized his life had come full circle. But only now could he know why. It was again in 1978, 1984, and 1991, except this time, his guardian angel hadn’t saved him from death; she’d led him here. And she wasn’t merely a vision. She was undoubtedly flesh and blood if her picture was sketched on the back of the map.
Tightening his pack straps, Mack jogged southwest along the tracks, unaware the clouds were following. When the wood timbers of the railway began their turn north, Mack couldn’t believe his eyes. A solitary tree listing hard to starboard had spread its flowering canopy over the tracks. Thousands of monarch butterflies were feeding on the blossoms. The white flowers of the Unaka Chestnut tree had survived the blight by hiding in the dynamite blasts. Mack slowed as he passed, smiling. It was a sign.
With the tree behind him, Mack smiled, amused at the irony of it all. It was the year 2016, and he was heading straight into the heart of the Cherokee National Forest, searching for an Indian.
But deep down inside, Mack was panicking. The pains were coming with increased frequency. Time was running out. He needed to find his guardian angel, the woman who’d led him to the mountains on the back of her horse.
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Three days earlier and thirty-five miles east of Mack’s current position, a rusty old pickup truck had churned down a dusty mountain road. Its driver, a middle-school dropout with no prospects in life, had long since pegged his future to the man he was about to pick up at the county penitentiary.
It had been five months since Jug Beavers had last seen his friend, but they had communicated almost weekly with the help of the crooked local sheriff. The result had been virtually zero interruption of their drug operation, even as its leader slept behind bars.
Jug had made this trip many times before, and although he was excited to see his business partner and buddy, things were different this time. His friend’s behavior had become scarily unpredictable as the months passed on.
Five months in jail fo’ nearly killin’ a man, Jug said to himself as his vehicle drew closer. 
Since the judge was a family friend and the other man’s pocket held a knife that night in the saloon, Jug’s friend received nothing more than a slap on the wrist for sucker-punching and stabbing a man whose only mistake was objecting to the unwanted advances on his lady.
He not even drinkin’ any liquor when it happen, Jug remembered, pulling to a stop in front of the prison, which in these parts of the land operated as a brutal labor camp.
Thirty seconds later, the main gate to the prison opened, and his friend emerged, fist-bumping several guards on his way down the catwalk. 
Jug watched as the man’s greasy blond hair bounced over his bulked-up shoulders with every stride. At least three new tattoos littered his vein-riddled forearms as he approached the vehicle.
“You been workin’ out?” Jug asked as the man climbed into the pickup, saying nothing and staring straight ahead as the vehicle exited the parking lot.
A few minutes of uncomfortable silence passed before Jug’s friend turned with a dangerous smile of crooked teeth and a flash of gold. “Shiiine,” the convict called out with a thick mountain drawl.
Jug reached under the seat and grasped two mason jars filled with high-octane moonshine, handing one to his friend, who promptly emptied the contents down his throat.
“Whew-wee!” Jug’s violent friend howled.
“Squirrel-killer,” Jug replied.
“You get me that address yet?” his friend asked. 
Jug seemed confused. “Address? Fer what?”
“You know what fer boy,” his friend shot back threateningly.
“Gosh dang-it, Stitch, ya just get out. Besides, he wadn’t no local. Didn’t know who ya was.” 
Stitch glared at Jug, who quickly changed the subject. “Some of ‘dem Asian wildflowers growin’ perty good. Even that big field we got—numba nine…”
But Stitch didn’t hear a word that day. His blood was boiling as the moonshine brought out the mean-spirited temper of a man half drunk on liquor and high on testosterone, both of which had landed him in and out of jail since he was thirteen.
“Nope,” Stich retorted. “I do me five months ’cause a dat guy. Way I see it, he owes me.
Get with da sheriff. Find out where he live.”
Jug took a deep breath. “Whatcha gonna do ’bout yer uncle?” he’d asked, regretting the question the second it came out.
Jug had missed the glare on his friend’s face when he answered. “Stitch Ballow gonna give Uncle John a visit. It’s payback time.”
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After a four-mile hike along the train tracks, Mack said goodbye to the man-made timbers when the railway turned west. Just before sundown, he maneuvered himself down the steep river embankment and collapsed from exhaustion on the Watagi shoreline’s soft sands at the base of the Unaka Mountains. 
Mack’s eyes flickered within seconds, and he drifted off to sleep. Immediately, his dreams brought him back to the days of his youth—to 1979 and his second trip to the mountains. 
It was the first time Mack had passed through the always-open front door of John Ballow’s little country store. Kerosene oil, tobacco smoke, and pine tar filled the musty air of a structure built from two-hundred-year-old horse stable timber. Rusty chains with light fixtures older than electricity cast yellow shadows upon shelves packed with flour, candy, cast iron pots, homemade jam, medical supplies, rain gear, and toiletries. In the back, a still-functioning ice-box rattled for its life. Behind the front counter were knives of every type, cigarettes, chewing tobacco, and a sign, “We cash checks.” To the right of the sign was a window with a wooden box and a glass lid mounted to the wall next to it. A piece of folded-up paper stood visible through the box’s glass top.
Outside the store, men sat on tree stumps near the front door, telling stories with mountain drawls so thick you had to be a local to figure it out. Upon entering, a sheet of plywood held photos of hunters proudly displaying their kill. There were turkeys, raccoons, foxes, and menacing wild boars. That day, as a child, Mack stared at the photo of a black bear stretched out wide on an even bigger wood table. Men dressed in camouflage fatigues held up the beast’s claws.
“Five-hundred pounder,” a voice had boomed from behind the counter. Jimmy-Mack turned around. It was John Ballow. They hadn’t spoken the summer before when the mysterious shopkeeper happened to be at the right place at the right time, pulling Jimmy-Mack from the river before he drowned. “The boys bring ’em here a couple of weeks back,” John Ballow said as he walked around the cash register. “Follow me. I’ll show ya where they took ’em,” Ballow motioned, waving Jimmy-Mack out the front door, pointing to a crudely built table in a clearing behind the store’s parking lot.
“What’s the chain for?” asked Jimmy-Mack, waving to his mom in a phone booth at the far end of the parking lot.
“String him up; weigh ‘em; bleed him. Got that bar right over there,” said Ballow, pointing towards the river and the campground beyond it. “They come down at night lookin’ fer trash to feed on. Or little campers.”
Jimmy-Mack turned in fear. With a smile and wink, John Ballow continued. “Nah, not these bars, boy. They tame.” Ballow pointed to the tall mountains behind the river. “Ones up there get ya, though. Don’t fear man. See up there where them clouds are? Those are the tallest mountains ’round this country. Higher than them Smokies and that Yankee tourist trap Grandfather Mountain. That’s big bar country up there, boy. Got some kin folk lives up there. Pretty wild they are.”
“Excuse me, Mr. Ballow, but you keep saying bar. Don’t you mean a bear?”
“Nope. That’s what those Yankees say.” 
“What’s a Yankee?”
John Ballow had smiled from ear to ear. “Whatcha say your name was again, boy?”
“Jimmy-Mack. Well, that’s my nickname. My real name is James MacNaughton, but my friends call me Mack. We came up from Florida last year. You remember, don’t you? You pulled me out of the river.”
“Remember? Like it happened yesterday.” The same pale white expression that had come over John Ballow’s face the summer before came back again. “I just have one question for ya, Mack.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Ballow.”
“You believe in fairy tales?”
Mack had nodded his head.
“Good. ‘Cause I do too. Let’s head back inside the store, Mack. Your mamma probably gonna be awhile on that phone, and ole man Ballow’s got a lot to teach ya ’bout. Startin’ with them Yankees…”






  
  Chapter 17 

Linguistics


Around the same time Mack had left the moss-entombed cabin, in Spain, oath-keeper and Royal Palace librarian Diego Alcazar had walked out of the local electronics store the proud owner of a Huwi Trek V4 smartphone, known in nefarious circles as a “burner” phone. 
After establishing service using a pre-paid credit card and a ten-minute call with Father Sanchez from the Compostela Church regarding Prince Felipe’s upbringing, Diego downloaded Facebook, sending a message to a group his government friend had recommended for assistance: ‘Friends of Spain.’
Almost immediately, the new device pinged with a message: “Enter referral name and call back number.”
Diego punched in the information and waited. Nearly a minute went by before the group responded.
“Llamar cuando este listo. Call when ready. 1-202-555-9011.”
The country code was the United States. Washington, D.C.
As the call rang through, Diego’s conscience tugged at him. Keeping the discovery of the prince’s grave from his employer was one thing, but hiring a private detective firm alone was a much more severe matter. I must know if the headstone with Prince Felipe’s name is a hoax. Nothing must be released to the public. For now, even my group must be kept in the dark.
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“…I believe I have all the information now, Señor Alcazar,” said the man from ‘Friends of Spain,’ “but please confirm the names of the two men you want to be questioned: Professor Gustavo Martinez at the University of Miami and Mr. James MacNaughton, likely resident of the American state of Florida.”
“Correct, Mr.?” asked Diego, never having been given a name. 
The man brushed aside Diego’s inquisition. “Kindly forward the American Professor Martinez’s correspondence with his contact in Spain, this Scholar Alex Padilla at the University of Salamanca. Assuming you have it?”
“I have it…well, I mean, I can get it.”
“Excellente, Señor Alacazar. As you may have been informed, at ‘Los Amigos de España,’ our investigators strive to maintain plausible deniability at all times. Not knowing our clients’ ultimate intentions reduces liability for all parties. Now, since you have already provided the referral name, let’s spend a few minutes discussing urgency, amongst other things…”
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“…Thank you for sharing, Señor Alcazar. Your goals and timeline are very much achievable,” replied the man from ‘Friends of Spain.’ “Please hold.”
While waiting, Diego wondered how much to disclose to the man on the other line. Why would he ask me how I acquired the knowledge of Prince Felipe’s remains in the United States? I assume this is standard detective work? I must be careful. Once I forward the email correspondence, the detective will see Prince Felipe’s De Borbo surname and run an internet search. This is risky, Diego. What if he suspects something? Impossible. The legend of the stone is kept here in this palace, and I am the gatekeeper. If our stolen ruby exists, I must be the one to announce such a magnificent discovery.
Three minutes later, the ‘Friends of Spain’ man returned.
“Perdon por la espera. Sorry for the wait, Mr. Alcazar. We have considered your timeline and locations and have identified an investigator who will suit your needs. This particular man proudly boasts a zero percent failure rate, although his methods can sometimes be crude. Barring any unforeseen events, contact with the subjects of the investigation will be established within twenty-four hours of wire transfer receipt, given the agreed-upon window. Now, sir, please stand by for payment instructions…”
By the time the call had ended, Diego had arrived in the parking garage next to his modest Madrid townhome. Ten thousand euros is a lot for simple private detective work. Should it come from my personal account or library maintenance? Yes, that’s it. The palace will pay for this. I shall create more fake invoices for binder restoration services and deposit the overage into my savings.
Diego smirked. His unassuming position as the official palace librarian for Patrimonio Nacional allowed him to amass a sizeable portion of wealth. No one would ever suspect the simple historian would have the gall to have embezzled fifty percent of the palace library’s annual operating budget into his bank account over the last twenty years and counting.
As he exited the parking garage, Diego hailed a taxicab headed for downtown, thinking of the man’s voice on the other end of his call. It was different, unlike any he’d ever heard. During his two decades at the palace, Diego had become familiar with the countless nuances of the Spanish language as defined by one’s geography, with many considering him an expert in dialect. He does not speak Andalusian. Certainly not Catalan. What did he mean by crude methods? Never mind. While the detectives work on getting me the cemetery location, I need to return to the storage room and St. Augustine files to search for conquistador Capitán Pardo’s expedition records mentioned in the proclamation letter from King Ferdinand to Prince Felipe. Perhaps a map or other clues will lead me to what they believed to be the Corazón Del Rey.
It is amazing. If Capitán Pardo had returned with the stone, he’d have ascended to the throne and become King. History could have been changed forever. No! Stop this nonsense, Diego. There is no way our stolen treasure could have made it overseas to America. The prince and Capitán Pardo were chasing legends.
But as the cab weaved its way through the late afternoon streets of Madrid, questions about the stone’s legend began mounting in Diego’s head. It never occurred to me until today. Why would every one of our monarchs blindly sign off on the oath? Do they know something I don’t? What King would voluntarily step aside and let another man take his place just because that man possesses the stone? What if a woman found the stone? Is she entitled to become the ruling Queen over a man? Enough, Diego, the idea is preposterous! I must learn more about the stone. Yes, yes, I will start right away. Well, that is right after the happy hour bottles have gone away.
When Diego exited the cab and walked through the bank’s doors, he realized that every syllable, word, and sentence spoken by the ‘Friends of Spain’ man sounded perfect, without hinting of an accent that would give him away. Even upper-crust country gentlemen intent on schmoozing the Royal Family would fail to conceal the dialect of their birthplace, as Diego would always point out when called upon by his majesty. After living amongst millions of people, each with their own dialect, this was the first time Diego had ever heard his language spoken in its most valid form. The old way, Diego remembered from his studies.


      [image: image-placeholder]
“Good afternoon, Mr. Alcazar,” the customer service representative had greeted from behind the counter. “Shall it be your usual monthly transfer out?”
“Yes, but today my business requires a second wire,” Diego responded, handing the clerk the ‘Friends of Spain’ IBAN code along with the monetary amount.
As the teller prepared the tickets, Diego’s thoughts drifted to the money’s ultimate destination and that first meeting in Seville. It had been life-changing. After twenty years of palace-mandated parties, weekend functions, and the countless boring dribble of elitist first-world problems, Diego had enough. He’d finally found a cause he could support.
“Here you are, Mr. Alcazar,” said the teller, sliding the wire transfer tickets across the counter. “I’ll just need your signature, and you’re all set. Ten thousand euros to the Bank of Compostela shall be withdrawn from your account immediately, but I am sorry to inform you that a nine-day hold will be placed on your transfer to Gulf Bank in Damascus. The civil war there is spreading, resulting in shortages of Syrian pounds.”






  
  Chapter 18 

Locals


Every morning for the last forty-four years and hours before sunrise, North Carolina shopkeeper John Ballow would hug, kiss, and thank his wife for the hearty breakfast she’d just spent the better part of the pre-dawn darkness preparing. The man who’d practically raised Mack every summer knew there could be no rival to his wife’s homemade biscuits and sausage gravy. While Mack slept on the soft sands of the Watagi  riverbank twenty miles to the west, John Ballow sipped his piping hot coffee with one hand while his other dipped a hot biscuit into a spread of the best backyard honey butter one could find.
“That coffee hot enough for ya, sugar?” Ballow’s wife asked. 
“Scaldin’ hot, darlin’,” the shopkeeper replied. “Just like ya always make it, and the only way I’ll drink it.”
John Ballow was a man of limited desires in life, but hot coffee was one of them. As a youth, he craved it in the jungles of Vietnam, but the green faces never had time for coffee. Their missions were so remote, on the rare occasion it was flown in, the near vinegar liquid had been ice cold and two days old, and so when his tour of duty had ended, Ballow vowed he’d never, for the rest of his life, accept, be served or attempt to drink cold coffee again.
With a full stomach, Ballow grabbed his lunch box and kissed his wife on the cheek just before dawn. As he exited the front door, his wife noticed something different.
“Shirt’s untucked, sugar.”
“Good catch, darlin’,” Ballow replied, closing the door on his wife’s alert eyes, hand drifting to the thirty-eight-caliber snub-nosed special tucked under his shirt. Kaint be too careful, Ballow thought, turning the ignition on his gray Dodge pickup. Instantly, the deep rumble of the truck’s eight-cylinder Hemi roared to life, propelling Ballow down the road for a 5:00 a.m. store opening, a ritual he’d repeated six days a week, church Sundays excluded, every week since the fall of 1972.
Been a good run. Not ready ta give it up either, Ballow thought, recalling a life of collecting debts for the family business which were rightfully due.
For generations, the pioneer Ballow family had put their vast land holdings to work, issuing construction loans and private mortgages to some and selling livestock and nursery materials to others. For locals struggling to make ends meet, the Ballow family store disbursed payday loans and offered store credit to buy merchandise, gas, or whisky.
Almost every family in the county had been indebted to a Ballow at some point, and although their clan had hundreds of members, the profit from the family’s core operations of loan sharking, logging, feed, grain, and nursery supplies flowed through John Ballow as the head of their ancestral line.
Over the years, there were a handful of occasions requiring Ballow to lay down the law, but for the most part, he rarely encountered resistance to his authority. The strong and quiet type, Ballow was a war hero who’d become the rightful clan leader early in life. He was the quintessential Southern gentleman, winning men with friendship, hospitality, and respect. And if that didn’t work: fear.
But John Ballow found himself in a predicament. He’d always known giving his nephew Stitch a job collecting the family debts could haunt him, yet he’d listened to his brother, who’d pleaded on behalf of their sister to give her troubled son just one more chance. Now, here he was on the hook.
How stupid can I be? Ballow thought while his truck crawled through the pre-dawn darkness. Stitch is crooked and weak, and I put ’em in a position of power. What’s the pastor say every Sunday down at church? Turn the otha cheek. So I do. Forgive others for their trespasses. Have compassion. So I do. Now it done bit me in the rear. That Stitch is a bad apple, and now he’s hurt people we know fer money. This is my fault.
As John Ballow pulled into the store parking lot, he knew the family’s good name was at stake. The town would demand pioneer justice for Stitch’s sexual sins, and it was up to Ballow to deliver the punishment whether Stitch was a blood relation or not.
Somethin’ ain’t right, Ballow thought, opening the store door lock. My sister’s boy got outta prison, and we kaint find ’em. The boys had’em two nights back but lost him on his four-wheeler in the rain. He ain’t been back ta his trailer since.
This morning, Ballow had given three instructions to his visibly startled wife for the first time in his life: keep the doors locked, the dogs outside, and the guns on the kitchen table loaded. 
Deep down, Ballow knew that Stitch would try to take him out. The son of a gun is young, strong, and damn sure crazy enough ta try it. I’m the old man on the block now. Slowin’ down. Gettin’ soft.
As John Ballow opened his store’s door, the disposition on his face changed. But it wasn’t just anger welling up inside. He hadn’t felt this type of rage since the Naval Commander in Vietnam had given permission to take no prisoners. Recognizing the murderous emotion for what it was, Ballow whispered under his breath, “Don’t make me kill ya, boy.”
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In a deep third phase of REM sleep, Mack’s eyes darted back and forth as the dreams of countless summers in North Carolina filled his head, causing him to shift in the sand, restless. John Ballow’s store, the salt and pepper hair on Ballow’s head, the campground, the river, the mountains, and most of the town hadn’t changed in forty years, and James MacNaughton, a man from a touchy coastal town that bulldozed everything about its past, loved it.
But outward appearances of Ballow’s mountain town were deceiving to Mack, who’d always come and gone like the Yankees. Buildings once packed with machinery and workers making blue jeans and bubble gum had shuttered their doors. With the loss of manufacturing, new construction spending dried up, and someone who’d once been a factory or construction worker earning a decent living now faced the prospect of becoming a lifelong grocery clerk or tire changer if they were lucky.
With most of the town unemployed, alcohol and drug abuse became as rampant among the locals as the police were vacant. Sunday church was no longer the week’s main event as boys with no future quit school, and girls became mothers at fourteen. Sometimes younger.
The Yankee outsider spending a week in his shiny new camper looked down on the locals as backwoods, ignorant, and without culture. And the locals hated the Yankees with their fancy cars, fast-talking tongues, and fake lifestyles. To the locals, everyone was a Yankee who didn’t share a deep mountain drawl and the resentment of the yearly summertime intrusion into their land ran deep.
Darting into one dream and out of another, Mack’s brain slowly recharged as he lay in sandy comfort, unaware of what the day would bring. Unaware of the storm clouds beginning to brew in the spirit world. Unaware of events taking place this morning at John Ballow’s store.
Violent events that seemed to follow a man. Events that Mack had never seen growing up but had always been there.






  
  Chapter 19 

Payback Time


Not too long after John Ballow pulled into the store, a four-wheel drive, all-terrain vehicle caked in mud crept slowly down an obscure forest trail, stopping at a road two miles away from Ballow’s store.  
Stitch Ballow turned off the engine and listened. The river turnoff was a hundred yards away, but John Ballow’s nephew couldn’t take any chances. Several ATVs had passed near his position during the night, but so far, he’d managed to avoid detection. “So, Uncle John, ya got da boys out huntin’ for me, huh? Best be careful, ole man. Stitch got a few tricks ta show ya,” Ballow’s nephew had whispered. With the coast clear, his machine cut across the road, traveling down a rocky horse trail until it stopped one-half mile north of the Yankee campground, directly opposite a rope swing hanging over the river.
Unloading his cargo, Stitch hid the four-wheeler in a nearby scrub brush, pulling the brim of his black cowboy hat tight and adjusting the sheath of a ten-inch hunting knife hidden in his jeans. River’s up high. ‘Bout thirty minutes, he reckoned, hopping on the inflated truck tire tube, propelling him downstream toward the first Yankee swimming hole.
Paid my dues, ole man…did ya dirty work, now ya wants ta take it away from ole Stitch. Turn me ta nothin’ again. Whatcha think I am, stupid? Look at ya. Got dat fancy house and store and all dat land…wat ole Stitch got, huh? When Stitch reached the second Yankee swimming hole, he knew what he’d say to his uncle. Call the boys off. Make me partner or die.
But Stitch had been so angry that he failed to notice the big boulders and picnic shelter before it was too late… “Oh, $%@! Devil’s Claw!” he screamed. Panic set in as the river narrowed, veering right, and a freight train of water funneled Stitch toward a direct hit on the razor-sharp black rocks. At the last second, John Ballow’s nephew sprung from his tube, safely swimming to shore.


      [image: image-placeholder]
At 7:30 in the morning, Stitch came out of the shallow river water behind his uncle’s store. But on this day, Stitch Ballow, the ignorant redneck outlaw who struck terror in the same town that held his family name, had no idea of the danger ahead for him.
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The radio permanently affixed under the cash register of Ballow’s store came alive. The noise was electronic: “Click.”
“Bravo command, go ahead,” replied John Ballow, standing tall behind the cash register.
“Bravo command, ‘dis is Bravo two, river station. There’s a black truck tire tube floatin’ down the river. No rider. Just went by my location. Campers up early, over,” the guard behind the store answered.
That’s strange, Ballow thought. Yankees neva go tubin’ before the sun gets over that mountain. Too cold. “Bravo two, interrogative. Any writin’ on it?”
“Affirmative. White numbers.”
White numbers, John Ballow thought. That tube came from a tire store. Camper tubes are solid black with no writin’. The store owner’s mind ran through several scenarios, narrowing on one. Damn! It’s a diversion. “Bravo two, what’s your twenty?”
“One hundred meters downstream of da store. Just snagged da tube outta da water,” the lookout responded.
“Drop the tube, get back ta position right away; he might be close,” Ballow barked to the receiver, easing the .38 caliber revolver from his waistband. If my nephew got through, it’ll happen any second now. A minute passed, and Ballow took ahold of the receiver, ready to check in when…
KAPOOW!
The morning’s peacefulness erupted with the explosion of a high-powered rifle shot, rocking every timber in the store. Stitch Ballow had just begun his ascent to the parking lot when the copper-encased lead pierced the air above his head, unleashing its fury in a devilish cracking sound, tossing him violently to the ground, involuntarily emptying his bowels.
Facedown in the dirt, nearly paralyzed in fear, Stitch saw a large man standing behind bushes, holding a rifle. Panicked, Stitch scrambled to his feet, running as fast as his wobbly legs would take him. He’d just placed a foot on the asphalt parking lot when…
KAPOOW!
Another eardrum-blasting shot pierced the now chaotic morning air, coming from the road in front of the store as the shockwave sent Stitch stumbling and falling to the ground, just outside the store’s front door where John Ballow stood waiting.
Desperate, Stitch tried to recover when something hard and metallic crashed into his head. As concussive fluid entered his brain, John Ballow jerked Stich’s arms behind his back, zip-tying his nephew’s thumbs together, rendering him helpless.
John Ballow stood over Stitch as the guards approached. “Not bad fer an ole man, huh boys? Took me, what? Ten seconds?”
“Pretty fast, boss-man,” one of the riflemen remarked. 
“Stinks like a hog,” said the other guard, motioning to Stitch.
John Ballow pulled Stitch’s knife from his jeans, whistling as his thumb drew across the blade. “Sharp, son of a $%@!”
Bewildered from pistol whip, Stitch still felt the stinging pain of a slap across his face. “Ya see that boy!” John Ballow shouted, pointing to the muzzle of his snub-nosed .38 caliber. “Your first mistake was comin’ here. Then your dumbass brings a knife to a gunfight. We’re waitin’ on ya. And here ya come, walk right inta our killin’ field. The polite term in ‘Nam was ‘interlocking fields of fire.’ Killed me lotsa gooks in that crossfire, rather impolitely like.” 
Ballow glanced to his men, then back to Stitch. “Right now, I’ll bet ya wonderin’ how everythin’ could go so wrong for ya. Who ya think in charge around here? Only reason ya ain’t dead ’cause Uncle John ain’t done with ya.” Ballow grabbed Stitch’s collar. “Look at me. Why ya come up here, boy?” But Stitch lay motionless as blood oozed from his head wound.” Ballow motioned to the guards. “Get ’em to the table, tie him up, and put the chain ’round him. Wait fer my instruction.”
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“Bravo command calling Bravo four, over.” John Ballow set the ham radio receiver down and waited. It was early, but his brother would already be hard at work in his nursery office like him. “Go ahead, Bravo command,” responded Butch Ballow.
“Bear in da trap,” the store owner answered, using military jargon. 
“Say again, Bravo command,” Butch asked, confused at his brother’s lingo for Stitch. 
John Ballow knew better than to use his nephew’s name over the radio. “Bad guy in the trap, Bravo four. Caught ’em behind the store with’a ten-inch knife.”
Butch was stunned. Over the last few days, he’d clung to the belief that their sister’s son Stitch had gotten drunk and spilled over the side of a mountain in his four-wheeler.
“Bring your snake ta the store,” demanded John Ballow. “Interrogatory in twenty minutes.”
Butch gasped. If his brother John wanted to question Stitch using the snake, little could be done to save Stitch’s life. “Roger that, Bravo command. Be theah shortly.” Butch set the receiver down and headed toward the barn at the back of the nursery. Minutes later, he exited carrying a brown burlap bag tied to an ax handle. Stitch got too big fer his britches. Tried talkin’ sense ta him, but the ignorant son-of-a-gun wouldn’t listen.
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John Ballow recognized his brother’s F-150 muffler well before his pickup stopped outside his general store’s 1950s gas pumps.
“Ya readin’ that nonsense again?” Butch asked as he passed through the open front door seeing his brother holding a letter.
John Ballow avoided eye contact. He dared not tell his older brother, Butch, that he’d stared at the same letter several times a day since Mack’s encounter with the woman on the horse a few weeks back. The store owner set the yellowish paper back inside a glass-top wood box hanging on the wall next to the window behind the cash register, then set Stitch’s knife on the counter with a look of displeasure.
Butch shrugged it off. “Every man carries a knife out here, John, and you know it. Where ya keepin’ him?”
John Ballow grabbed the blade and gave his brother a look. “I’ll show ya. Come on, let’s go see what Stitch is made of,” he answered. 
As the brothers exited the store toward a clearing in the forest behind the parking lot, John Ballow handed the .38 caliber to his brother. “Here,” the store owner said. 
“What’s this fer?” Butch asked. 
“Traffic control. Stay behind me while I conduct business. Anyone pulls into my lot, wave ’em off.” John Ballow glanced at Butch’s F-150. “You bring that snake like I told ya?”
Butch nodded. As John and Butch approached a wood table in the clearing, the storekeeper eyed the blood dripping from Stitch’s mouth. His nephew’s right eye had shut from the beating put on him. “Good work, boys,” John Ballow called out to the guards. 
Stitch perked up, catching a glimpse of his Uncle Butch.
John Ballow addressed Stitch. “Tell us why ya came out here today, boy, and don’t lie ta me,” he demanded.
Stitch muttered. “Just want’a talk with you uncle. That’s all.”
John Ballow placed Stitch’s hunting knife on the table. “Like hell you was, nephew. You even brought that their blade just in case ya don’t like what I have ta say, didn’t you?” John Ballow turned to his brother. “Ya see, Butch, our boy here got up early fer the first time in his life, tubed down the river carryin’ that knife just so we could talk. Now ain’t that somethin’?”
Butch approached the table, alarmed at the chain wrapped around Stitch’s torso. “More than a few folks accusin’ you of bad things, Stitch. The way we see it, you dishonored the family. Even a U.S. Marshall came lookin’ for ya. We don’t like it when the law comes snoopin’ around our business, especially an outsider fed. This your time ta come clean.”
Stitch seemed annoyed. “Collectin’ a dirty business. Especially up dere in dem hills. Y’all know it. Long as dat money come in, who cares wat I do?”
Butch glanced at his brother. He saw the look on John’s face and knew it was too late for a family lecture. 
John Ballow pointed to a guard. “Crank ’em up till I say stop.” 
The guard complied, unlocking an iron wheel and turning it clockwise. Stich winced as the slack in a steel cable drew tight over a pulley, hoisting him in the air and pressing the links of the chain into his flesh. Ballow motioned to the other guard, who retrieved Butch’s burlap satchel from the F-150, setting it nervously on the table.
“Hey boy,” John Ballow shouted. “Ya know what this table’s used for, don’t ya?” Stitch didn’t answer. “When the boys go huntin’ and bring down the kill, they come here first, so Uncle John claims his share…hog, deer, bar…you name it. We wrap this chain around the carcass, hoist it up high like you are now. But then it gets kinda messy,” Ballow continued, grabbing the hunting knife, holding it up high, and rotating it. “Guess what happens next?” Ballow asked, glaring at Stitch’s face, which had lost all color. “Ya take this here knife,” as Ballow spoke, he pressed the razor-sharp blade against Stitch’s bare stomach while the guards held him still, “and in one forceful motion,” Ballow applied more pressure to the knife, “slice that critter open, asshole ta belly button, spill his guts all over the place.”
Stitch twerked. The contents of his stomach projected a torrent of vomit as the blade pierced his top layer of skin.
“Whew! That was a good one, boy,” John Ballow shouted, glad to have dodged the sickness. “Now, why don’t ya answer your Uncle Butch and tell us why that Marshall came lookin’ for ya.” The store owner needed a confession to make things right with their sister.
Stitch hesitated, looking toward Uncle Butch for help as John Ballow approached the table, cautiously untying the knot on the burlap bag. Almost immediately, the forked tongue of a reptile slithered from the opening, and Ballow prodded the bag with a stick as he spoke.
“During the war in Vietnam, we used ta sneak across the demilitarized zone into Cambodia. We was five miles in one time and hear this screamin’ and hollerin’ in a village, so we bust open the door to this bamboo hut and see a bunch of Vietcong gooks dressed in black tyin’ these burlap sacks ’round the waist of the village gooks. After we round ’em up and take their weapons, one’a our guys unties the bag and out jumps this giant black snake. Ya see, the VC was makin’ a statement. So we made our own. Lined up the slant-eyed bastards and put a round in da back of their skulls. Then we put one bullet into each gook villager that snake had bit. Put ’em outta their misery.”
John Ballow lifted the ax handle and out came the snake. Seven feet long, five inches around, the serpent had a diamond-shaped head and black rings for a tail. Sensing danger, it curled into a ball, letting loose a furious series of blood-curdling rattles, sending Stitch’s torso twisting and turning.
“Hold him still, boys. A rattler’s poison doesn’t kill a man right away. It seeps through the blood, hot and burning like as the poison makes its way ta your heart. They say your mind goes insane tryin’ ta block out the pain. Look at me, boy. I ain’t sayin’ you gonna live or die. Up ta you. Now fer the last time, answer Butch’s question.”
“Stop! Stop!” Stitch screamed with all his might. “I’ll tell ya everythin’. Just get dat dang snake away.”
John Ballow motioned to the guards, and as they finagled the creature back into the bag, Stitch began to talk. “Flood Johnson up theah at Sycamore Creek Road. He owes a lot. But he not the only one. With the vig, he in fer five grand. Each time I come to collect, he don’t pay. So I start takin’ things. Collateral, so ta speak. One day, he got no collateral, so he says, take my wife. So I do. One day, there ain’t no wife. No Flood either. But they got a daughter. Now every time I come for dat money, she waitin’ on me in her perty lil dress.” Stitch smiled; his crooked teeth flashed something metallic. “Y’all know how it works up theah.”
John Ballow glanced at his brother, seething. Butch would never forget the callousness in his brother’s black eyes.
“Alright, boy. Got anythin’ else ya wanna say?”
Stitch remained silent. John Ballow motioned to the guards. “Get dat sack round his waist and tie it good.”
Stitch screamed, “No! No! I confessed! Told ya da truth, Uncle!”
It took all the strength of two men, but finally, the guards secured the bag around Stitch’s waist. Payback for his sexual sins had arrived as the reptile’s fangs clamped tight to his scrotum. When the deafening scream that would linger in the hillsides for generations had finally subsided, the guards dumped the child molester’s limp body in the back of Butch Ballow’s truck.
John Ballow dismissed the guards, placing two fingers on Stitch’s neck. “He’s still breathin’, Butch. Tough son-of-a-gun. Bring ’em north ta cousin Jessup. If he’s alive by the time ya get there, Jessup and the Unaka boys will take ’em. If he ain’t, dispose of the body.”
“How does Jessup know about this?” 
“Already made the arrangements.”
Butch stared at his brother in shock. “Don’t know what’s worse. What ya did here today or makin’ a deal with them murderous cousins in Tennessee. What’s wrong with you, John?”
John Ballow stared through his brother hauntingly. His thoughts were adrift between the cabin he’d sent Mack to find and the madness of the Vietnamese jungle he once called home.
With his brother silent, Butch continued. “You was never like this when we’re kids growin’ up. Heck, even after. Yeah, you’ve faltered some, but this? I would’ve never guessed after all these years.” Butch paused before his words. “I want my brother back, dammit. What the hell they do to ya in Vietnam, John?”
John Ballow remained stony. He left Stitch’s body and headed back to his store with Butch following. At the front door, the town’s lone shopkeeper and Mack’s mentor turned to face his brother. “That boy you grew up with died long ago, Butch.”
Butch could see the look in John’s eyes. Recalling their childhood together, sadness took hold. As the years passed, Butch had slowly come to terms with his brother’s stoicism, but he’d always hoped John would open up to him—tell him why or what happened. One thing was sure. Butch Ballow knew that was the moment he’d lost his brother. 






  
  Chapter 20 

Heart of the King


In the Royal Palace of Madrid, behind the black protective curtains of the Padrón Real Map, down a narrow corridor leading to the chapel’s oath room and its iron forged trunk, rested the ancient texts recovered from the ruins of the Castle of Gauzon, which told of a Celtic-like people, ruled by Visigoth Kings in a wild western land bordered by the sea, known by many, including the authors of the New Testament, as the end of the world. 
One of those Kings was Alfonso III, an Asturian monarch from the northwest territory of Galicia in what would later be coined Spain. The first to sign the oath, in the latter part of the ninth 9th century, when a second Viking raid sacked the coastal town of Iria Flavia near the modern city of Compostela, it had been King Alfonso who galvanized a fractured people to pursue the stone’s thievery. For one hundred years after the precious jewel’s disappearance, Christian Knights and Noblemen from every family in every region responded to Alfonso’s call for an annual expedition north. Most were never heard from again, but those who returned showered the Kingdom with chests full of treasure and stories as tall as the giants they went up against.
Inserting his bronze key inside the trunk’s tumbler, Diego Alcazar eased the top of the chest backward, grasped the jewel-adorned oath book with two hands, and placed it on the podium located just behind him, marveling at the inscription adorning the book’s cover: 
“The King’s Heart is in the Hand of the Lord.”
Diego stared at the Old Testament verse, trying to make sense of it. The oath promises that whosoever shall recover the Corazón Del Rey shall become King. All the ruling Kings and Queens have agreed and signed Alfonso’s book throughout history. But the inscription seems to imply that only God possesses the stone. I must ask Father Sanchez at the Compostela Church about this. I wonder what’s taking so long to call me back.
Diego had always been fascinated by the oath. That an ordinary man could elevate to the throne by merely possessing the ruby remained shocking enough. What wasn’t surprising, however, was that after Alfonso’s crusades ended, every ruling monarch since had purposely kept the oath a secret. Yet our Kings and Queens still swear on the Holy Bible to honor and uphold the commitment. I must find out why. Diego briefly considered asking His Majesty directly but decided against it, returning to the records in the trunk when his phone rang. Ah, Father Sanchez’s ears must be ringing. He is calling me now.
“Buenos Dias, Padre.”
“Hello, Mr. Alcazar,” greeted the Catholic Priest. “Per your request for a meeting with His Eminence, I have arranged your transportation from the airport to our campus in Compostela. Have you made accommodations to stay the evening?”
“Thank you, Father. Yes, I have. It’s been many years since my journey to your church. I trust His Eminence will shed enlightenment on Prince Felipe’s upbringing?”
“Only His Eminence can speak to that señor. It is rare to have discussions about clergy members, especially when so much time has elapsed. But I can say that your announcement concerning the discovery of the prince’s remains in the United States came as quite a shock, and thus, we shall meet at nine p.m. sharp. I trust you have been to a confessional before, Mr. Alcazar?”
“I have, Padre,” Diego replied, failing to mention his last visit to a Priest had been a lifetime ago.
“Good, we shall see each other tonight. Don’t forget to bring the palace document written by King Ferdinand. This Royal Proclamation directing Prince Felipe to the United States to recover our stolen Holy Treasure was essential in His Eminence agreeing to meet.”
“I won’t, and good day to you, Father,” said Diego, excited but nervous about his trip to the ancient church that had sheltered Prince Felipe Louis De Borbo from death.
When the call ended, Diego went beyond the Padrón Real to the conference room where the archives of Prince Felipe’s brother, King Ferdinand, lay scattered about the desk. Hoping to find clues to the Corazón Del Rey’s potential sighting in the New World, Diego opened the St. Augustine file’s master logbook specifically to review the expedition records of Captain Pardo, an early conquistador who’d supposedly spotted the precious ruby one hundred fifty years before Prince Felipe’s travels to what would become the United States.
Fifteen minutes and thousands of content listings later, Diego found the entry.
“Capitán Juan Pardo—Third Expedition. Journey from Port Santa Elena inland to the mountain region of Fort Clemente. Original notification presumed lost at sea. 236-247. Binder 9.”
Diego stared at the log, fixated. As far as anyone knew, in a hunt for gold and silver, the explorer Captain Pardo had only launched two significant expeditions from the island of Santa Elena into the mountains of the future American state of North Carolina.
Two missions, Diego recalled. The two had ended in many conversions of native souls but very little treasure. And Capitán Pardo vanished, never to be heard from again. If there had been a third expedition, who could have known about it and taken the time to log it here? Diego smiled. The answer to Capitán’s fate is at my fingertips!
Setting the log aside, Diego tore through the pages of binder nine. This is strange, he thought, stopping at 236. The pages are blank. Diego opened the master log and reread the entry:
”Capitán Juan Pardo—Third Expedition. Journey from Port Santa Elena inland to the mountain region of Fort Clemente. Original notification presumed lost at sea. 236-247. Binder 9.”
Diego turned through the binder’s pages again, agitated. There is not a single record of Capitán Pardo in this entire book. And pages 236-247 are blank. ”They contain nothing!” Diego shouted to an empty conference room. What’s going on here? Perhaps the third expedition records never made it into the binder? Could someone have removed them? Was it King Ferdinand?
After a quick search of the master log’s remaining backup binders, Diego gathered his belongings for the trip to the airport.






  
  Chapter 21 

Reality Check


Nine hours after Mack had fallen asleep on the soft sands of the Watagi  riverbank, he opened his eyes as the forest came alive at dawn. What a fantastic night of sleep, he said silently, turning to see his pack undisturbed by bears. A sharp hunger pang reminded him of the calorie burn the day before. I can’t eat. Don’t have enough food left for breakfast. 
The blackness of the night fast became blue as Mack brushed the sand from his body, heading to the forest beyond the beach, where he spotted a well-traveled trail along the river’s edge.
Back at his gear, Mack found the Spanish map he’d taken from the cabin and unfolded it next to the one John Ballow had given him, quickly finding his position. Amazing. The scale and distance on this Spanish map were drawn to perfection. I passed that bend in the river and mountain range too. None of this has changed. Okay, I’ve gone about six miles since coming down from the mountain yesterday. Another eight or so to reach that town on the backside of the Unakas that Mr. Ballow had mentioned the day I started. What if they don’t have cab service there? Am I supposed to hitchhike to the Cherokee territory to find this Bill Walkingstick?
After studying the contours of the river and mountain range for the best route, Mack turned the map over. The jagged black pitchfork of the Devil’s Claw rocks where he’d nearly drowned as a boy lay sketched out plain as day. My God, that’s my guardian angel holding my hand. I know it. But how? She’s only been a vision my whole life. This is real. Things like this aren’t possible. Did she make this drawing and put it in the cabin? If so, when? Why is this drawing on the back of an old Spanish map tucked away in a remote place? I need answers from Mr. Ballow. None of this makes sense.
Motivated by thoughts of a hot meal and shower, Mack threw his gear together and headed down the trail along the river. What had probably been a hunting path for thousands of years appeared like Nature had created a garden. Clusters of Mountain Laurel, the size of trees, scattered their freckled blossoms among the evergreen leaves. Five-foot-tall pink Rhododendron enveloped both sides of a footpath littered with the roots of hundred-foot-tall hemlocks. A cool mist spawned by the rushing water bouncing off the rocks of the Watagi hypnotized him. A half-mile into the journey, Mack realized he wasn’t alone. Birds were chirping. Squirrels dashed from tree to tree. There was a sweet root beer aroma in the air.
Thirty minutes into a forced march pace, Mack’s mind had been so caught up in rationalizing the strange series of events surrounding his life that he failed to recognize the rapid changes within him. He could smell things like never before, even little things like plants on the ground and minor scent shifts in the air. The sounds of the forest far off or nearby were now audible. His eyes picked up the slightest of movements.
But something else was happening. In Mack’s thoughts, a battle between the known and unknown worlds took shape. Mack had been gifted with a photographic mind, but his natural abilities didn’t stop there. Within minutes of being handed the most complicated tasks, he could see the solution, breaking apart the innermost workings of machines, structures, and problems on the spot. He could build the most complicated construction projects at work without a computer; his mind could create dates and tasks, organizing them by scope and due date like a spreadsheet. 
But it was this same gifted rational mind that betrayed Mack now. As much as he wanted to believe in Her, reason told him otherwise. Things like this didn’t happen in the real world. Either he was crazy, or cancer had always been there, altering his mind, making up things. But in his heart, Mack believed. He remembered the pale white on the stable owner’s face when he described Her. The same sheet of fright fell across John Ballow’s face when Mack showed up at his store looking for answers. It was the same haunting look on Ballow’s face when he’d pulled Mack from the river in 1978 and listened to the kid’s vision. Mr. Ballow and the stable owner freaked out. Did something terrible happen to her? Could she be a ghost? If not, maybe she’s a fairy? Really, Mack? A fairy? You’re losing it, man. Am I? Half the people up here believe in them. Maybe there’s truth to it, like the stories of elves and other mythical creatures around the world. Even the Bible tells of giants and unicorns roaming the land. Is none of it true? One thing I do know is that Mr. Ballow is hiding something from me.
Mack had traveled two miles when his sixth sense told him to stop. He hadn’t given it a second thought until now. When his cell phone powered up, he scrolled through the photos of the Ballow family cemetery he’d visited thirty days before. There it was. A simple granite marker next to Prince Felipe’s plot: “Paul-Henri Ballou.” He’s the man I’m pretty sure built the cabin, and he just so happens to be buried in the Ballow family cemetery. ‘Ballou’ is similar to ‘Ballow,’ so I know they’re related. 
It didn’t take Mack long to fill in the pieces. Son of a gun. Mr. Ballow sent me on a quest to find his ancestor’s cabin.
Mack almost didn’t notice the branches moving before it was too late. A man! Straight ahead, coming down off the mountain. Another one! Crap! There are several. Mack froze, easing to his knees and belly, confident they hadn’t seen him. Danger, Mack. This far in the backcountry, they probably have guns. Mack low crawled to the cover of nearby bushes, side-arm at the ready. What if they turn my way?
The men were conversing in Spanish, but their voices were fading. After a minute, Mack rose to his knees, breathing a sigh of relief as the men moved away. Five men in camouflage with green duffel bags strapped to their backs. I know what these guys are doing. They’re pickers. If they’re up this early, they probably spent the night up there.
When the last man fell out of sight, Mack headed to where the pickers had come from. What the hell are these guys doing all the way out here?
As he searched for the picker’s path, Mack recalled his first encounter with a picker in the mountains behind John Ballow’s store. That day, Mack had been coming back from a punishing day hike when he spotted bushes moving and pulled his gun on what he thought was a bear but turned out to be a short, brown human illegally harvesting plants in the National Forest. Later that day, John Ballow informed Mack that pickers were mostly Guatemalan illegals brought in specifically by the Mexican cartels to gather the world’s most popular floral filler, the waxy green galaxy leaf which grew in wild abundance under the canopy forests of the Appalachians.
“Ah, here it is…pretty slick,” Mack said aloud, spotting freshly pressed plants under purposely placed broken-off tree branches. Why would pickers be covering their tracks? Are you hiding something, amigos?
Mack grabbed the Spanish map, studying the terrain in the immediate vicinity. If the contours were correct, about a mile ahead, the Watagi River would funnel into a steep ravine, cutting off his river route to the town John Ballow had mentioned. Mack glanced at the picker’s route. The illegals had come down a steep game trail. If he could get up high to a clearing, there was a chance to see the valley and town below, and he might also find what the pickers were up to.
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Fifty minutes later, soaked in sweat from the forty percent uphill climb, Mack reached the summit—a level mountain top filled with eight-foot-tall bushes nearly devoid of trees. Inhaling a power bar, a piece of beef jerky, and half a canteen of water, Mack surveyed the surroundings.
Ten feet of grass separated him from the brush, and the only sign of the picker’s trail appeared as a clump of matted grass at the entrance to the bushes. 
Don’t tell me those guys went in there, Mack said to himself, approaching the dense span of eight-foot-tall vegetation buzzing with bees. Wow, there’s thousands of them right here in front of me. “I’ll be dammed!” Mack shouted to the bushes. “Blackberries. They’re everywhere!” 
Mack’s taste buds roared to life as he piled several handfuls of the sweet, sugary treasure into his mouth. “It doesn’t make sense,” he whispered, running a finger across the thorns. These haven’t been planted. Why would the pickers head straight into a briar patch? You’d get cut to pieces harvesting these berries.
Mack retreated to his lunch spot, shimmying up a white oak to peak at the terrain. Blackberries, as far as I can see. This field must be 50 yards across and who knows how long. There’s no way around it. Should I turn around and go back? No, the climbing should be finished, and I’m heading north toward the town. If I can get through the bushes, there’s probably a trail leading to the valley on the other side.
Mack hesitated. Nearly every blackberry branch teemed with bees, and although he’d already tested their aggression without a sting, there were no guarantees. If the bees had a change of heart, there was no place to run. But what bothered him most was bumping into the creature, which had a reputation for feasting on sweet blackberry nectar. Mack wouldn’t see or hear the bear in the dense brush until it was too late. Nevertheless, he donned a long-sleeved shirt, strapped on his gear, and with some trepidation, followed the hidden path of the pickers straight into the briar patch.






  
  Chapter 22 

Professor Martinez


Gustavo Martinez, better known as Gus to his close circle of friends and Doctor Martinez to the rest of the known world, had just finished hitting send on the email he’d so elegantly crafted over the last thirty minutes when the phone rang.  This is odd, the academic thought as he hung up with his department head. Why would the president of our University want to meet with me? Martinez adjusted his clothes in the full-length office mirror and panicked. I’m being fired. No, I’m not. Yes, I am.
As a tenured professor at the University of Miami’s College of Arts and Sciences, Professor Martinez had spent the better portion of the last fifteen years in the classroom. Still, as he strolled across campus to an unknown future, his mind drifted back to the early days in St. Augustine, where he’d made his name. 
Professor Martinez had become the world’s leading expert on Spanish colonization of the New World, but that didn’t matter. As he opened the door to the president’s office, he knew today would be the day they’d finally had enough of his eccentric ways—like daring to enforce a dress code on what could best be described as a scandalously underdressed and somewhat entitled student population.
An hour later, Professor Martinez emerged from the meeting, scrambling to make sense of what just happened. He hadn’t been fired, but a veiled threat was on the table. Exiting the University’s administration building, the academic reached for his cell phone and dialed the man whose cemetery photographs had led to today’s meeting. The call went straight to voice mail.
“Good afternoon, Mr. MacNaughton. This is Dr. Martinez. I just left a meeting with my university president, and we must speak. Please return my call as soon as you receive this message.”
During the meeting, after a thorough interrogation of the facts, most important being the absence of any public record that could prove the De Borbo name on the North Carolina headstone to be genuine, Professor Martinez had been given a two-week deadline to verify the physical location of the cemetery, after which the absence of any hard evidence would necessitate an end to the research project.
As the professor made his way to his building, his mind rehashed the voicemail his superiors had played during today’s meeting.
“The University of Miami may find itself embarrassed by Professor Martinez’s pursuit of false claims into individuals purporting to share the surname of the Royal Family,” said Mr. Diego Alcazar of the Spanish Patrimonio Nacional.
This means something, Professor Martinez surmised, weaving his way through the student union. It’s not every day that a government official in a foreign country calls your employer with a message to back off. If I could only prove that the prince existed. He was exiled to the church as a child. But why? Alex is looking into it. It’s been a week since his last email.
Back in his office, Professor Martinez counted the time difference. Six hours ahead. Not yet wine time in western Spain, and I left a message for him two days ago.
While his desktop powered up, Professor Martinez recalled the year of post-graduate studies he’d spent working in Spain with Alex Padilla of Salamanca University. In between copious amounts of research, much to the future American professor’s surprise, the success of his overseas training depended largely on even more copious amounts of socializing over wine. As the two colleagues morphed into friends, Alex had disclosed that his work at the third oldest academic institution in the world had been directly funded by Jesuits and remained entirely separate from the University. ‘The Society of Jesus,’ the professor remembered Alex calling the group founded by a Spanish nobleman later immortalized as St. Ignatius of Loyola.
Although Salamanca University had been founded under the auspices of a broader institution of higher learning, its purse strings, particularly the purse strings of an obscure group calling themselves the ‘School of Salamanca,’ had always been controlled by the Catholic Church. And while it was widely known for hundreds of years in academic circles that Salamanca University, its leaders, world-famous theologians, and jurists gave their lives in pursuit of the highest standards of morality, economics, and jurisprudence, what wasn’t widely known was that in addition to their scholarly recording keeping duties, the University’s more opaque ‘School of Salamanca,’ including a surviving contingent today, kept an entirely different set of records; records which detailed the comings and goings of the kingdom; documents which detailed the personal lives of the entire Royal Family, including their friends, enemies, business dealings and certain salacious sins of the flesh as relayed by trusted church personnel.
“I can tell you who has been sleeping with who for five hundred years. Even today,” Alex Padilla had disclosed to Professor Martinez years earlier. After an extended night of drinking, Alex had tipped his hand to the School’s ulterior motives for maintaining such records—the primary purpose of which hadn’t changed since the University’s founding in the 11th century—namely, the monitoring and prevention of Islamic blood from entering the Royal Spanish gene pool.
As Professor Martinez waited anxiously for Alex’s call, it dawned on him that he knew nothing about the man who cold-called his office thirty days ago claiming to have photographs of a mysterious grave. Realizing his reputation lay on the line, the professor steered the mouse to Facebook and began typing: “James MacNaughton. West Palm Beach, Florida.”
Nothing. That’s strange, the professor thought. I thought everybody had a Facebook account. No Twitter or Instagram. No website. Nothing on YouTube. USPS has no address. Even Google’s search engine has nothing. Impossible…is this man a ghost?
Fifteen minutes later, after eliminating two men on LinkedIn, the professor switched gears, returning to Prince Felipe, broadening his efforts beyond his initial search. As a master’s candidate in the late 1990s, part of the professor’s thesis had proposed a bold new idea: electronic transcription of every hard copy document known to exist in the City of St. Augustine’s four-hundred fifty-year history. With an A+ and a paid internship as a reward, graduate student Martinez headed north from Coral Gables to lead a very laborious two-year assignment as head of a group tasked with scanning hundreds of thousands of records into mainframe computer servers, many of which the professor now downloaded from the cloud.
Knowing the Spanish Government had meticulously tracked every vessel’s passenger and cargo records departing to and from the New World, Professor Martinez began his search with St. Augustine’s pdf files categorized as ‘Ship Logs.’ There were hundreds.
“Ship logs…click.”
“1999-scan1-year 1700-1722…click.” 
“1999-scan2-year 1723-1740…click.” 
“1999-scan3-year 1741-1759…click.”
“Oh, come on! Not now, you stupid pop-up!” Professor Martinez shouted as the pdf downloads froze and a bold, lettered message flashed across his screen: “REQUIRED: Password Reset /Art and Science /ADMIN/Annual.”
Has it been a year already? The professor questioned. Whatever, I need a good one this time. Got it! Conquistador305.
With the new password saved, the professor clicked from one PDF to another, glad to be using the fruits of his graduate labor. The academic considered his life as the files scrubbed their way onto his hard drive. The sandy beaches and tan, white girls of St. Augustine were a lifetime ago. After fifteen years of marriage, five kids, and five years of tenure, life had been getting dull. And then James MacNaughton called, and he’d become excited again. Propping his legs on his desk, Professor Martinez dreamed of the fame at his fingertips, fully aware the prince’s life story would be a game-changer. But as he scrolled through the first cargo log, the classroom professor remained entirely unaware that his computer had been hacked just a minute earlier.






  
  Chapter 23 

Nectar


Eight hundred miles northwest of the University of Miami, Mack had been chugging along at a snail’s pace through the thorn-infested blackberries, his mind working overtime for the best technique through the painful spikes.  One step forward with my left leg and swipe branches away with my right hand. Next, step forward with my right leg and swipe branches to the left. Just as he began to get comfortable with the sting, Mack stopped fifty yards into the eight-foot-tall thicket, hands teaming with blood. Shedding his undershirt for protection, Mack wrapped his hands in the cloth, studying the bees as he moved forward. There were millions of them. Some hitched a ride on his clothes with no offense taken as he cut through their workspace. Others buzzed his head as a warning. With each step, all he could hear was the utterly random dance of the bees—aggressive, loud buzzing on branches where multiple bees worked, gentle humming on others as if they were on break.
Thirty minutes in, as the fibers of Mack’s long sleeves lay in tatters, the only sign of the picker’s trail appeared as a bent branch here and there. Worse than the thorns slicing his forearms, the sun had risen, converting the morning dew of the windless bushes into a choking field of humidity.
Mack’s spirit rose briefly as the barely recognizable briar trail thinned to a section of reed grass, but the respite was only temporary. Three steps later, Mack set foot back in the thorns, drenched in sweat, arms on fire, trudging forward, oblivious to any danger, hypnotized by the sweet dance of the bees. The bees were here before Mack and would remain long after he was gone. There was an eternal ring to their madness. Undeterred by his presence, they graciously let the man pass as the fruits of their labor provided the building blocks for the same man to eat.
Step after step, Mack went deeper into the briar patch, more than once hearing a strange sound in the distance, but his mind ignored it, accepting his fate for whatever it was, marching to the drum of the bees until his right boot landed on the edge of the cliff.
Mack looked down just in the nick of time! His arms flailed out, grabbing anything he could touch; just his left foot stepped over the side of the ravine. “Oh my god!” Mack shouted as the cluster of bushes began to give way. What to do? Gotta let go, grab the bushes behind me, and pull myself back from the edge. In an instant, Mack released his fingers, securing a tight grip around a large bush behind him while simultaneously yanking the stalk towards the ravine, springboarding his body back over the ledge and safely to the ground.
Still in shock, Mack struggled to regain his composure. He dropped his gear and slowly crawled to the edge of the ravine. I could’ve died just now. That’s a fifty-foot drop. My back or my neck would’ve broken. It looks like the trail ends here, so where did those pickers go? 
A quench of thirst overtook him. Dammit. Why didn’t I fill up my canteens this morning? What the hell am I doing out here? This is great, Mack. You’re in the middle of nowhere with a half jug of water and enough food for a three-year-old. Are you stupid?
Mack considered going back the way he came but decided against it. “Get your gear on and get your ass moving, Sergeant!” Mack shouted to the bushes as he strapped his sweat-soaked equipment to his body and backtracked, still rattled by the near-death experience. 
When he reached the reeds, Mack turned left, eyes zeroing in on a broken branch above the ground. That’s a new break! And that’s the heel of a boot right next to it.
Half excited but more pissed off, Mack abandoned all caution, charging straight into the briars, fists held close to his face, bulldozing every bush for another fifty meters until the briars gave way to a stone path leading to a clearing. 
Discarding his blood-soaked shirt as he traveled the path, Mack’s eyes fixated on an ominous black mountain jetting above the green forest to his east. 
It was 9:58 a.m. when Mack stepped onto the bare rocky bald of the mountain’s summit. “Son of a gun! Look at that!” Mack shouted to the wind. Marijuana plants. Thousands of them. Those pickers aren’t up here taking galaxy leaf. These assholes are using our national forests to grow drugs. Wait till Mr. Ballow hears about this. 
Mack studied the equidistant rows of the nearly ten-acre field. Between the tightly aligned pot plants, red and yellow petals resembling tulips blossomed from bushes taller than the THC growth. They look like wildflowers, but these are way too big. Why would these guys grow flowers in a pot field?
Just beyond the drug field, Mack had a clear view of the Watagi River valley and the small town he’d hoped to find a ride to take him to the Cherokee Territory for his meeting with Bill Walkingstick. Confident in his choice of direction, Mack took another look at the surroundings. Briar patches enveloped three sides of the illegal crop. No man in his right mind would ever find this place unless he came down from that black forest behind me. Mack traced the ridgeline above the dark-colored trees. Looks like an excellent route to town. Descends northwest into the valley. Five miles tops, three hundred feet of climbing. Hopefully, I’ll pick up the trail before the summit. Okay, time to get moving. Need to find water right away. 
“Drug field,” Mack called out to the bare summit. “One day, I’ll come back and burn you down, but right now, I have more important things to do.” Mack stepped off the bald, heading for the green trees below the black forest when it occurred to him. Those pickers led me on a false trail. They knew anyone following would be directed over the cliff straight to their death.
Those freaking animals! Mack’s rational mind played out his subsequent encounter with the drug pickers as the trail veered right. Jockeying back and forth with his age-old nemesis, something which lay dormant within him rose to the surface.
It had started at an early age when Mack hunted down the boy who’d stolen the bike his mom had worked so hard for. The beating he’d dished out had put the thief in the hospital. Mack’s football coach and Marine drill instructors had nurtured the rage. It served him briefly during Desert Storm but exploded in Afghanistan, exacting revenge on the nomadic killers responsible for September 11th. The anger couldn’t be held back. Mack wanted to hunt men again. Knife in one hand, pistol in the other, Mack charged into the tree line, glancing at a sickly spruce without noticing an ordinary tree behind it and off to the side. It was a healthy tree with a plastic weatherproof device fastened to its trunk. Tucked inside the leafy green device lay a camera lens. A lens that had suddenly been awoken by movement and shuttered. Silently so no man could hear it. Without ever knowing it, Mack had just been photographed.






  
  Chapter 24 

Roots


The flight from Madrid to Santiago de Compostela  in northwest Spain was only an hour and a half, but it was pure terror for Diego Alcazar, who hated feeling helpless once airborne. Perhaps I am not right with God, Diego wondered as he stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, half-expecting to see a face as green as he felt sick. It wasn’t. At 51 years of age, his wrinkle-free non-white complexion had never aged, an astonishing fact often discussed amongst the palace staff who couldn’t decide if Diego was part Mulatto, half-Persian, or a well-tanned Galician. Diego’s amber eyes were another point of contention. Sometimes translucent, other times copper, under a light, they radiated a yellowish-gold hue that earned him the childhood nickname El Gato. But as the black-haired cat got older, Diego’s amber eyes, bandito mustache, and slicked-back hair stirred up trouble. High-testosterone men on the street challenged him for dominance, while others picked fights because of their female companionship’s sudden interest in Diego when he entered a room. But the eternal bachelor wasn’t a ladies’ man, and by the time Diego turned forty, his curly upper lip facial hair and pulled-back locks had left him for good.
Back in his seat, Diego stroked his beard, relieved the fasten safety belt sign had come on. The plane would be landing soon. It was his second landing in two years. Eighteen months before, Diego’s flight had touched down for a meeting with a stranger in the southern Andalusian city of Seville. Diego had been nervous, but the Chechnyan National he’d met at a conference had stirred something in him, subsequently inviting Diego for a visit. At that same conference, the Syrian civil war had become the topic of conversation. Like many others, Diego had watched the suffering on nightly television. Photos of dead children, blown-apart buildings, and atrocities streamed into people’s living rooms. Like many millions, Diego wondered when the civilized world would end the bloodshed. Years passed. Then, finally, the sight of lifeless civilian corpses killed by gas attacks spurned the United States into action. Somebody drew a red line across the sand. Any further use of chemical weapons would be met with an American military response. Then, the big one came, and the United States did nothing. That lack of response had been a life-changing moment for Diego.
At the conference that fateful day, during the back-and-forth debate on the root causes of the Syrian conflict, the heavily bearded Chechnyan white man made a stunning announcement. It didn’t matter who started the Syrian war. As a matter of fact, religion wasn’t even involved. The battle to enslave the poor had been raging for over 1000 years. And the Chechnyan and his group of followers in Seville were going to do something about it.






  
  Chapter 25 

Bloodlines


On the University of Miami campus, Professor Gustavo Martinez had been searching the St. Augustine Spanish ship logs for anything related to Prince Felipe when his phone rang. Alex Padilla, the professor’s friend in Spain, who’d confirmed Prince Felipe’s existence, was calling. 
“Hello, Alex. How are things in my old Salamanca stomping ground?”
“Hola, Gustavo. Not much has changed. Even the same chicas are available for enlightening conversation over fine vintage.” 
Martinez smiled, knowing precisely what Alex meant. Since the surrounding Salamanca population of nearly four hundred thousand had sprung up around the University, an endless supply of international graduate students came and went, many of whom were more than willing to cozy up to a man of the establishment, especially a man with the letters Ph.D. attached to his surname.
“Alex, I know you didn’t do this, but I still have to ask. After I sent you the cemetery photos, did you contact anyone in the Patrimonio Nacional?”
“I would never do such a thing. Our institution has always kept its distance from our government and especially our monarchy. Why do you ask?”
Martinez seemed relieved, but his concern grew. “A man named Diego Alcazar contacted the president of my University and basically told us to back off any further investigation into Felipe Louis De Borbo. He said whoever had provided the cemetery photo was pulling a hoax. I’ve just been given two weeks to verify the cemetery’s location in North Carolina. Otherwise, I have to back off.”
That explains it, Alex thought. More than once, he’d found his computer and other belongings in slightly different positions than he’d left them. “Gustavo,” Alex said, “my duties as a Jesuit Scholar at Salamanca have made me well aware of Diego Alcazar. I’m sorry, but it is likely that someone has stolen the information you shared with me and relayed it to Alcazar. For some time now, there has been talk of a prying palace eye amongst our scholars. In fact, it was openly discussed during our grant renewal meeting with the Catholic Church.”
Such a level of distrust, Professor Martinez thought. As he got to know Alex better, Martinez had been surprised to learn that most of the information received by the Jesuit Scholars at the secretive School of Salamanca had come directly from members of the Catholic clergy themselves. Since the church was masters at compartmentalizing secrets, many of which lay within their ranks, only persons with the position of Bishop or above had the privilege of working with Salamanca, a school which, over centuries, had morphed into a pseudo-espionage wing of the Catholic Church in Spain. The Royal Family knew it and wanted to see every piece of dirt the church had on them.
Professor Martinez’s words grew serious. “Alex, we’re on to something big here. We both know it, but we have to be more cautious. I’d suggest we talk only by cell. No emails or office calls.”
“Agreed,” replied the Jesuit Scholar six hours ahead in Spain, “I’m on my cell in one of our back warehouses. There’s no one around, so we can talk.”
“Good,” Martinez commented. “Now tell me what else you’ve found since our last communication.”
Alex Padilla spoke deliberately. “The infant Prince Felipe was sent to exile in Compostela. That’s in the northwest part of our country. Most likely, he was to be murdered.”
“What? Who would murder a child, for God’s sake?” the American professor shouted.
“A mistress who wanted to become Queen, my naïve friend. I can assure you times were different in those days. If a King’s wife bore sickly children and could not produce an heir, there’s a strong likelihood the Queen may have suffered an untimely demise herself, allowing an ambitious mistress to slide into the throne. Regarding the newborn prince Felipe, the King may have suspected foul play or a suspicious disease and moved his son for protection. But there’s another possibility. Once crowned, for maternal bloodlines reasons, the King’s new wife may have demanded the King’s child from his first marriage be shipped away.”
Martinez quickly chimed in. “You sound pretty sure one way or the other, Alex.”
“As to the King’s motivation, no, but what I am certain of is this. The King’s first wife died, and he married his mistress, who bore him three children. Her sons inherited the throne while Prince Felipe went off to become a church ward in Compostela. Monks raised him there at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela.”
‘The road to Santiago,’ the American professor remembered, knowing exactly where the ancient church appeared on a map. Rumored to be the burial site of St. James the Apostle of Jesus, the Cathedral in Compostela marked the final destination point for thousands of yearly pilgrims making their way across France into Spain with the sole hope of reaching the shrine of the very Apostle who’d dared leave the comforts of Jerusalem to tame the wild, godless Galicians of the west. “Alex, we need proof of the prince’s existence to take this to the next level. Get me anything from the church you can. I have another call into Mr. MacNaughton. Hopefully, he’ll provide the cemetery location.”
Martinez couldn’t see the frown on Alex’s face in Spain. “Gustavo, I’ve already been to Compostela and met with the church.” 
“You have?” asked the American professor, surprised at his friend’s
initiative.
“Yes. You never get anywhere on the phone with these matters. I just returned yesterday and wanted to hear back on something before I called you. Last week, I contacted the Cathedral rectory office and received a call back from Father Sanchez. After I explained the situation, he told me he’d have to do some digging and get back to me. Two days later, he asked if I could come in for a meeting immediately. When I got there, three Priests bombarded me with questions.”
“What kind of questions?” asked the professor in Miami. 
“First, about my credentials—how and when I came to work at Salamanca and who my supervisors were. They also wanted to know about my sources. How could Salamanca possibly understand that a child had become a church ward so long ago? Somehow, I don’t feel like they cared about my answers. It’s weird, but it’s almost like they were testing me.”
“Testing you? For what?” asked Professor Martinez.
“Remember when I told you our Salamanca team only works with Bishops or higher?”
“Yes.”
“Perhaps these young Priests were digging into our University operations to see if I would divulge any of our secrets. When I didn’t budge, another man walked in. He was a Priest, but not like any I’ve seen. Right away, something rang a bell, but I couldn’t quite place it.”
“What do you mean?” asked Professor Martinez, more curious than ever. 
“The Priest was so tall he had to duck coming through the door. Two of the young Priests questioning me practically ran from the room just from a look he gave. When I asked the tall Priest’s name, he declined, stating he was only a meager servant of the Lord. After a few pleasantries, he told me the church had much to share, but unfortunately, as of yesterday, all information requests about Prince Felipe were to be denied, as per guidance received from Diego Alcazar at the Patrimonio Nacional. The tall Priest apologized, stating the church must comply with political matters like this.”
“Seriously?” the University of Miami Professor barked into the receiver. 
Alex Padilla sensed his friend’s disappointment. “I’m sorry, amigo. It would appear the palace’s prying eye has been watching this entire time and knew of my inquiry with the Compostela Church.”
“None of this makes any sense,” Professor Martinez fumed. “This Alcazar guy is conducting a full-court press on a prince who’s been dead for ages.”
“Perdón, this full-court-press is American expression?” 
“Yes. It’s a basketball term. He’s blocking us from all angles. Preventing us from getting any information.”
Padilla nodded. “I would agree with this sports language. However, something else has been bothering me ever since the meeting.”
“And what’s that?” Alex’s friend shot back, annoyed.
“The three Priests could’ve shut down my inquiry and shown me the door, but the tall Priest insisted on walking me to my car. You’re not going to believe what he said to me. He looked me straight in the eye and asked me how long I’ve known Diego Alcazar.”
Martinez recoiled. “What? Why would he ask you that?”
“Not sure, but he must have believed me when I told him I’d never met the man. I still can’t get what he said next out of my head.”
“Proverbs 21, Mr. Padilla. Prince Felipe left Compostela and traveled north. The church will pay greatly for the knowledge of his final resting place. Regarding the man from the palace, Diego Alcazar, I feel his heart is not in the right place. Salamanca should look into it.”
“That’s pretty cryptic if you ask me,” Professor Martinez replied.
Padilla agreed. “It is. Proverbs 21 is an Old Testament Hebrew verse that states a King’s heart belongs to God. And God can direct the King’s life in any direction he chooses.” Martinez started looking up the verse when Alex continued. “But there’s more. This Proverbs verse is rumored to be at the center of an ancient blood oath dealing with destiny. It goes something like this—a one-of-a-kind precious stone possessed by all the early kings was stolen. Whoever recovers it will become King. The stone has a name—the Corazón Del Rey.”
‘The heart of the King,’ Professor Martinez translated to himself. “But Alex, I don’t follow. What does any of this have to do with Prince Felipe?”
In Spain, Padilla glanced to his left and right. “The prince was raised in the church at Compostela. You might find this hard to believe, but the stone I mentioned had been stolen from the same church in Compostela. The tall Priest gave me part of the prince’s story as he walked me to my car. He told me Prince Felipe left the church to search for this Corazón Del Rey.” Alex paused, knowing his following words were critical. “Gustavo, do you understand what I’m telling you? Prince Felipe died in the United States searching for the Corazón Del Rey. What if he found it? I can’t tell you how huge this is.”
Professor Martinez remained silent, dazzled by Alex’s tale but distracted by an annoying beeping from his friend’s phone. 
Padilla flinched. “Are you still there, Gustavo?”
“Yes, of course. What’s that noise I keep hearing?”
“Sorry, but it seems they’re testing the fire alarms in our building. The trucks have been here all day.”
In Miami, Professor Martinez wanted more answers. “Alex, I’m trying to wrap my head around all this. What do you make of the other part of the tall Priest’s message? He mentioned looking into Diego Alcazar. It sounds like he was giving you an order.”
Padilla nodded. “He was. Well, sort of. I work for him in many ways, but it didn’t occur to me until after. If that’s confusing, let me explain. After I left the Cathedral, I did some snooping around town. I knew he was no ordinary Priest. It just so happens he’s one of the most important men in the entire Catholic Church. All the Jesuits report to him, including the board members of our University. His first name is Antonius, but his second and third are old versions of Latin and hard to pronounce. He’s the Cardinal of Compostela.”
Professor Martinez remained silent, shell-shocked between the beeping smoke detectors and Alex’s stunning revelation that he’d met privately with a Catholic Cardinal. 
In the Salamanca warehouse building, Padilla had enough of the noise, nearly shouting at this point during the testing. “Sorry, Gustavo! I can’t hear myself think. If you can hear me, I’ll fill you in on more details as they come up. Adiós Amigo!”
But Professor Martinez remained too stunned to hear Alex’s goodbye. Raised in Miami by devoutly Catholic Cuban-American parents, he knew the church’s numbers. With a billion followers, led by four hundred thousand Priests and five thousand Bishops, there were only two hundred and twelve men of Cardinal rank, many of whom stood a parliamentary vote away from becoming Pope. His Eminence. Jesus, the professor thought, worried. A man of such importance is involved. Heavenly Father, please forgive me for using your name in vain, but this is most concerning. Alex’s digging has touched a nerve. The prince. An ancient blood oath. A precious stone. What’s happening here?
As Professor Gustavo Martinez left for his Miami residence, in the country of Spain, outside Alex Padilla’s Salamanca University warehouse building, the fire alarm work crews finished loading their vehicles for the drive back to the shop. Their foreman, a clean-shaven man in his mid-50s with thick-rimmed glasses and parted brown hair, smiled. It’d been a long day, but the entire scope of work had been completed. His boss would be pleased.






  
  Chapter 26 

The Barrio


Fifteen thousand feet above Spain, Diego Alcazar’s flight from Madrid to the church in Compostela neared its conclusion. Just over an hour from now, he’d be meeting with Father Sanchez’s superior for a briefing on Prince Felipe’s upbringing at the Compostela  monastery and how that might have led to his journey overseas to recover the Corazón Del Rey ruby, which had been stolen from the very same monastery the prince had been raised in.
But Diego’s true intention was to coax the church into revealing their knowledge of the stone’s supernatural powers while he continued his efforts to recover the treasure for himself. Although it seemed a simple task, he needed to be cautious. The church would most certainly want their stolen treasure back, and he’d already been forced to admit the prince’s remains had been discovered at a cemetery in the United States. Since Father Sanchez hadn’t asked about his source, he was confident it would come up today. Before the flight, Diego concluded that under no circumstances could he disclose even the tiniest of details that could indicate a prying palace eye at the University of Salamanca. If Prince Felipe’s mission had been successful, the legendary stone could have been lying in a cemetery in the American State of North Carolina at this very moment. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a commoner to become King.
Diego felt confident in his plan as the flight took a sharp turn towards the Compostela tarmac. He’d learned a lot over the last year and a half. On his own and without anyone’s knowledge, not only had he convinced His Majesty’s asset at Salamanca University to spy on the Jesuit Scholar Alex Padilla, but he’d also hired a private detective company to hack the emails of Alex’s University of Miami contact, and to physically track down James MacNaughton to secure the cemetery location.
The second the airplane’s wheels hit the runway, Diego’s thoughts returned to his last flight. Eighteen months ago, he’d touched down in the southern Spanish city of Seville for his first meeting with the heavily bearded Chechnyan whose group had been assisting the war-torn people in Syria. It had become a cause near to Diego’s heart.
“Please follow me, Mr. Alcazar,” the well-dressed, clean-shaven man had instructed that day at the Seville terminal gate. Diego trailed his contact through baggage claim, exiting the airport’s glass doors to the arrival street where a blacked-out Land Rover waited. When Diego opened the rear passenger door, the heavily bearded white Chechnyan held his hand out in greeting.
“Welcome, Mr. Alcazar, and thank you for coming. Please accept this gift as a token of our appreciation.”
Diego clasped the Chechynan’s hand, opened the gift, and peered inside the box. It was a dagger.
The Chechnyan went on. “The handle is whale bone, and its blade curvature makes this design very old, Mr. Alcazar.”
Before speaking, Diego remembered the Chechnyan had strangely requested to be addressed by the first letter from his country of origin. “Mr. C,” Diego said that day, “knives such as this are rare and could fetch tens of thousands on the open market.” Diego had handed the box back to the Chechnyan. “Please forgive me. I am happy to be your guest, but I cannot accept this.”
The white-bearded man seemed offended. “The blade is a gift from your people,” he responded. “When they heard Diego Alcazar was coming, they wanted you to have it.”
Diego raised a brow. “Not sure what you mean, Mr. C. I’ve spent my entire life in Madrid. Don’t know anyone in Seville,” Diego had remarked, glancing at his surroundings. The Land Rover had moved from the highway to the side streets. “Would you mind telling me where we’re going?”
The Chechnyan smiled. “It’s a fifteen-minute drive to the neighborhood. Sit back and enjoy the sights. Some of these buildings have been standing for nearly 1000 years.”
Diego stared through the passenger window at structures completely different from Madrid. Stone houses with rectangular bands of raised decorative brick lay intermingled with others whose focal points included circular turrets pointed toward the sky. As the blacked-out vehicle moved further from the airport, Diego felt as if he’d left Spain for the country of Saudi Arabia and gone back in time. Men in turbans accompanied women in full burka dresses. Bicycles and horses pulled wood carts filled with fruit and vegetables. There were hardly any cars. When the vehicle stopped at a row of tin-roofed wood shacks, Diego took note of the downtrodden faces sitting in chairs on the porches. It was poverty.
“We’re here, Mr. Alcazar. Let’s get out and walk,” said the Chechnyan, accompanied by his bodyguard.
In Diego’s entire life, he’d never been in a slum. An ornate stone palace stood alone in the distance at the top of a hill. Diego recognized His Majesty King Felix’s winter retreat immediately. “Where exactly are we?” Diego had asked.
“The Al Qasr neighborhood,” Mr. C had responded that day. “Of course, you might recognize the palatial accommodations behind you?”
“I do. But I never would have assumed one of our Royal Family’s residences would be this close to…” Diego stopped, fearing his following words might offend Mr. C.
“The barrio,” responded the Chechnyan, waving his finger at the surrounding area. Diego nodded as Mr. C explained. “I can assure you the Reales Alcázares Palace has not always been surrounded by poverty such as this, Mr. Alcazar. Doesn’t the name of your King’s Grand Seville estate not intrigue you?”
Diego knew what the Chechnyan meant. “If you’re insinuating my surname is the same Alcázares used to identify His Majesty’s palace, you can be sure that my family had no relation to King Peter of Castille, for whom this very palace was built. In fact, the Alcazar’s have been in Madrid for countless generations, Mr. C,” Diego answered smugly.
The Chechnyan disagreed. “Look down that street, Mr. Alcazar. And that one too. Do you see their faces? These people take after you. Hear me out, amigo. All is not what it appears to be. It’s no coincidence your name is on that palace. Yet the masquerade continues—one thousand years and counting.” Mr. C had paused that day so his next words could sink in. “The dagger came from here, just like you came from here. These are your people, Diego. Welcome home.”






  
  Chapter 27

Limits


In the U.S. state of Tennessee, thirty minutes had passed since Mack had left the briar patch and drug field for a trail he hoped would lead to the small town behind the Unaka Mountains where he might catch a ride to find Bill Walkingstick at the Cherokee Museum. 
With each step in the higher elevation, Mack’s intuition told him the Indian man that John Ballow had sent him to find might be the one to explain things. When the temperature dipped into the 50s, Mack stopped to put a shirt on his scratched-up, carb-depleted body. 
Surrounded by canopy trees filled with chartreuse pre-Autumn leaves, Mack took in a tiny pinch of the sodium-filled mountain treasure he’d gathered at the salt lick, listening and looking for any sign of water, which he desperately needed to fight the dehydration cramps and hunger pains coming on strong.
Hard to believe, Mack thought, eyeing a cluster of four-foot-diameter birch with trunks of peeling silver bark. Logging companies have yet to be through here. With his shirt and gear back on, he trudged up a natural switchback of thirty percent grade, smiling at the image of a bear sucking wind up the same path. News flash for the humans. Animals don’t complain about elevation.
Five switchbacks and three hundred feet later, bright silver birch and sunny white oaks gave way to rockier ground littered with sugar maple and hickory trees. When the forest light dimmed, Mack took another pinch of salt. Crap. Gotta find water soon. As the sodium entered his bloodstream, he laughed, thinking of John Ballow’s ribbing if a bag of salt was all he returned with. 
“Mack, my boy, don’t ya know that salt is the salt of the earth.” 
As the embarrassing picture of him walking into Ballow’s store stayed played out, Mack knew his newfound giddiness meant his body was eating its muscle; fat and sugar stores had long since burned up. Don’t eat now. Hold out to the summit, man. The only mountain without a stream, and I find it. Stupid, Mack. All the times you have been in the bush, you know better. Have to go off trail for water soon. The cramps are coming, dammit.
Fifteen minutes and a couple of hundred feet higher, Mack decided that talking out loud to the forest was a better plan than silently fretting. “How did that book and map get into the cabin? How could there be a sketch of me on the back of that map?” Oh my God. What’s happening? I see this woman on a horse, and now I have cancer. What did the stable owner mean when he said she disappeared from the ranch? Did she walk out? Was she kidnapped? Face it, Mack, she’s dead. I don’t care, dammit…need food, need water. Oh my God, she disappeared in 1978—the same year I visited the mountains!
While Mack fought his demons, the battle of the climb ended as steep terrain gave way to level ground. “That’s a clearing up ahead!” Mack shouted joyously to the dimly lit forest.
The sun was a welcome sight after two hours without it. Mack dropped his pack in the field, surveying the area. The trail he’d been on veered northwest past the field. Although he was confident the path would descend toward the town without a name, he needed to stop here and find water fast. Behind his pack in the clearing, a game trail likely ran to the mountain summit. Mack looked left, then right. He hadn’t heard a bird or seen an animal since leaving the drug field. Everything was too quiet.






  
  Chapter 28 

Two Old Friends


Twenty miles east of Mack’s position, the telephone rang a fourth time. The intended recipient of the incoming call had just finished counting inventory. 
“Store,” answered John Ballow behind the cash register of his North Carolina outpost.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Ballow. This is Nancy Cornsilk, the curator at the Cherokee Museum. I have Bill Walkingstick on the line and will transfer him now.”
John Ballow felt relieved. Three days had passed since he’d reached out to Nancy Cornsilk, the only person who might be able to track down his old friend Bill Walkingstick.
“Did she hang up?” asked John Ballow, hearing the line click over. 
“Affirmative,” replied Bill Walkingstick.
Ballow decided to have fun. “I see they still don’t have phone service up there in your part of the territory,” he said sarcastically. “You up there waitin’ on electricity too?”
The Cherokee man would have none of it. “I make do just fine, John. How about you? Those 1950s gas pumps at your store got any prices on them yet, or do people still look at the wheel and guess how much they owe?”
Good one, John Ballow thought. An uncomfortable silence followed.
“So why are we having this conversation, John?” the Indian asked, agitated.
Ballow seemed taken back. “You not still angry ’bout those things, are ya, Bill? That was forty-somethin’ years ago.”
There was a noticeable pause before Walkingstick answered. “You know there ain’t no forgiving.”
The coldness of Bill Walkingstick’s response shook Ballow, who’d hoped the call would rekindle the friendship he’d so missed.
“I’m sendin’ a boy over to you. Well, shouldn’t say boy, really; he’s all grown up now. I gave him a copy of our map.”
“You gave him the map?” the Cherokee man shot back. 
“Yep. Purposely didn’t show him how ta get there, but I have no doubt he’ll find the cabin, then he’ll come to find you,” John Ballow replied confidently. “Remember that box I got hangin’ on the wall in my store—the one with the letter and clothes in it.”
Walkingstick had been in the Ballow general store countless times as a youth. “Yes.”
“It’s him, Bill. He’s the one we been waitin’ on.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Walkingstick retorted.
“Fate’s a strange thing,” Ballow commented. “He’s seen your Indian girl a few times already. Just recently too.”
An earth-shattering silence came over the line as Bill Walkingstick pondered the implications. His family had shared the woman’s secret with the Ballows for generations, but time had slipped past him. After falling out with John, the Cherokee man had been taken to a dark place, living a secluded life on the territory.
“I’ve known him since he was a young’n but never said anythin’ to him because he was just a boy. Then he disappeared for a while, and I let it go. Guess I didn’t want things to change. Hell, how do ya even tell a man that he’s a …”
Bill Walkingstick interrupted. “What’s his name?”
“James MacNaughton. Goes by Mack. Kain’t miss him. Blond hair, tall, muscular type. Light beard.”
The Indian took in Mack’s description. “When did he leave?” 
“About four days back,” Ballow responded.
That explains it, Walkingstick recalled. “And what comes next if he doesn’t find me?”
“He’ll track you down. Trust me,” Ballow said confidently before commenting on the big picture. “We’re gettin’ old Bill. And I’m tired of carry’n this two hundred thirty-something-year-old secret with me. Ain’t got any kin folk to pass it on to, so I buried that box with the clothes and letter in the ground yesterday. I’m hopin’ he’ll find it too,” John Ballow said with a hint of regret.
Walkingstick struggled for words, weary of extending the tiniest olive branch to the man he’d grown up with. “John— I never told you that I was sorry for losing your son.”
But John Ballow’s mind had already drifted to the preparations he needed to make.
“It was a lifetime ago, Bill. Just like Vietnam.”
When the line went dead, Bill Walkingstick stared at the phone, trying to make sense of things. Forty-eight hours before, he’d felt a shift in the summer wind with several strong gusts charging in from the south. He hadn’t thought much of it until it repeated. 
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Bill,” said Nancy Cornsilk, opening her office door. The Indian man stared through Nancy, lost in thought. For a brief interlude yesterday, it came and went—a slight flickering of his eyes at first, followed by weightless rising; moments later, he rose above the clouds, soaring like a bird.
Bill Walkingstick hadn’t felt the sensation since Vietnam, where his Cherokee instincts served him well as John Ballow’s point man. Birdman, Walkingstick’s fellow Navy Seals called him, a respectful nickname in a garbage pile of others. Petty Officer Third Class Walkingstick possessed the unique ability to recognize danger before anyone stepped into it.
Two-hundred thirty-seven years, Walkingstick thought. My God, think of all the things that could change. I must cleanse and prepare myself, he said, rising from the chair on his way out the door.
“That’s it, no goodbyes?” asked Nancy, trailing behind, perplexed by Bill’s behavior.
The Cherokee man turned toward the museum curator before leaving. “My dear Nancy,” he whispered. “Only three people know our tribe’s secret, and two are in this room. A long time ago, I told you there was another part to the secret, but it was something I couldn’t share because it hadn’t happened yet.”
“Yes!” Nancy replied anxiously, knowing today would be the day. 
“It’s happening right now,” Bill Walkingstick replied. And then he all but ran through the exit doors of the museum, escaping her once again.






  
  Chapter 29 

Lucky


“ Croak…Croak.” 
The frog-like call above the trees near Mack’s position penetrated the stillness of the Unaka forest. After the punishing climb from the drug field, cramps and delirium set in, and Mack couldn’t go any further. Below his feet, a stone-filled dry creek bed ran off-trail and straight down the mountain. Mack decided water was worth the risk. Leaving his pack where he’d dropped it, he maneuvered one careful boot at a time down the creek bed’s harrowing rocky slope littered with the tree wreckage of fifty winter storms.
Slipping on moss-covered rocks while stepping over pools of bug-infested rainwater, Mack ducked and weaved around poison ivy, eye-gouging sticks, and black widow spider nests until a ripping charley horse above his left knee sent him crashing to the ground. Damn. Almost broke my wrist. I need water now. You gotta drink this stagnant water, Mack. No! I don’t have a filter; it could kill me. Oh, shoot, my pack. I didn’t hang it. A bear will shred everything. This is great, Mack. No water. Now all your stuff could be gone, and while we’re at it, you don’t even know if the trail you were on leads to any civilization. Hello, dumbass! What were you thinking coming up here?
On the damp forest floor, Mack tried not to panic. Okay, it’s just a cramp. Rest here and massage it.
While his muscle untightened, a patch of sunlight one hundred feet down the creek bed caught Mack’s eye just as the delirium returned. In a flash, he pictured his worn-out legs slinking down the northwest trail, arriving at a gas station in the small town.
“Reckon we neva heard-a no Uber driver round these parts, mister. No cab service, eitha,“ the clerk would say in response to Mack’s request for a ride to the Cherokee territory.
The image was enough. Mack burst out in laughter, envisioning himself as a hitchhiker in the back of a pickup bed with a smelly dog.
When he finished his much-needed laugh, Mack noticed damp soil where underground water had come up through a spot in the creek bed sand. “Yes!” he screamed to a deaf forest, crawling painfully to the wet dirt. Cupping his hands as digging tools, Mack exposed the bubbling water from below, creating a makeshift pool lined with whatever stones and leaves he could gather.
As the water level rose, Mack took the last sip of liquid from one canteen, removed the other two from his cartridge belt, and carefully placed all three jugs to fill. 
Hoping for a view of the small town in the Unaka valley below, he limped down the creek bed toward the patch of sunlight and had traveled fifty feet when the dried-up stream dead-ended to a patch of scrub brush surrounded by birch. Mack dropped to his knees, studying a four-foot-wide tunnel carved through the bushes. There has to be a view of the valley through here.
After a few shouts and tossed stones, Mack crawled through the opening, excited by a gust of wind and daylight ahead. Seconds later, he emerged from the dim light of the tunnel onto a fifteen-foot-wide outcrop of gray rock.
Mack hit the jackpot. His squinting eyes took in a perfect panoramic view of the entire river valley, including the town with no name directly in front of him. Multiple train tracks emerging from the mountains funneled toward a tall red brick building surrounded by cracked concrete smokestacks.
As Mack traced the brown waters of the Watagi along the city’s outskirts, off to his right, he could see the outline of the northwest flat trail descending directly into town as he’d suspected.
Nervous about the wind but wanting to see what was below the cliff side, Mack inched toward the outcrop edge. The red and yellow flowers and the marijuana field were three hundred feet below. Satisfied, Mack eased from the edge. As the sun bore down, he unbuckled his cartridge belt and breathed a sigh of relief. The town square and civilization were close, and he had found water. Sitting high upon his solitary granite perch, Mack laid down on the warm rocks and quickly drifted off to sleep.






  
  Chapter 30 

Northwest España
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Six hours ahead, just outside another town square directly in front of the Cathedral of Compostela in Spain, Father Pedro Sanchez stood patiently waiting for Diego Alcazar’s arrival, glancing at his watch just as the church transportation vehicle stopped. 
“8:50 p.m. Perfecto,” whispered the Catholic Priest who prided himself on diligently scheduling all the dioceses’ business affairs, none of which were more important than tonight. “Welcome, Señor Alcazar,” Father Sanchez greeted as the door opened. “Come with me. I trust your flight was a good one?”
“Más o menos, Father,” Diego answered, avoiding a discussion of his hatred for airline travel.
Trailing Father Sanchez, Diego’s eyes grew large at the grand Cathedral’s awe-inspiring Gothic towers rising hundreds of feet above a Romanesque façade once considered the center of the Catholic Church’s universe.
As the two men entered the church, Father Sanchez steered Diego under the Portico of Glory and away from the light of the nave, maneuvering along the dimly lit side aisles to a stairwell leading to the second floor.
Exiting the second-floor corridor stairs, Father Sanchez stopped. “Just down the hall on the right. There are two sets of drapes: one green and one red. Enter through the green. I will come back to you soon. Good luck Señor Alcazar.”
A sudden dread overtook Diego as he crept down the hall, stopping at the green drapes and glancing Father Sanchez’s way. It had been a lifetime since the Royal Palace caretaker of antiquities had been in church, and here he stood today, about to step into a confessional booth where a senior man of God awaited. Knowing everything he’d been up to, Diego wondered if his judgment day had arrived.






  
  Chapter 31 

Flash


On the rock outcrop in the Unaka Mountains of Tennessee, Mack awoke from his hour-long slumber to a burnt red face and the pains of his bowels demanding release. Finding partial shade in the corner of the rock ledge, he dropped his cargo shorts and crouched, head down, carefully pulling the cloth away from the drop zone. 
Mack raised his head in time to see a flash before him. What was that? It’s black and has a point to it.
Seconds went by. 
There it is again! Something just peaked through the tunnel.






  
  Chapter 32 

Reaction


James MacNaughton always believed a man’s entire life could be summed up in a few key moments. The second Mack laid eyes on the bear, he knew this was one of them. 
Mack’s cartridge belt and pistol lay halfway between him and the four-legged beast. Just then came another flash. It wasn’t the steel of Mack’s gun reflecting off sunlight. It was his life.
It’s twice my size. If it moves forward, I’m cut off and dead. Jump for the gun, and I might roll over the cliff. Think, Mack, think…
It’s moving! Time’s up! Go now!
Half-naked, Mack dove toward his cartridge belt, frantically trying to release the Smith & Wesson from its holster while keeping one eye on the bear. Got it! Mack swung the barrel around, aiming between the bear’s eyes. Instantly, his civilian brain switched to kill mode, retrieving the Marine programming it’d so long ago received:
“When the clear tip of the front sight post is halfway up and center from left to right in the blurry of the rear sight aperture, hold your breath and squeeze the trigger.”
Take the shot. It could lunge forward and be on you in a second. You don’t stand a chance, Mack—it’s four hundred pounds! My God, look at those claws!
Take the shot, Mack!
What are you waiting on, Marine? Kill it!
Mack hesitated. His eyes locked with the bear; something in his soul told him to slow down. Had it been five years earlier, he would’ve blasted the beast over the ledge, but this time, he couldn’t do it. Mack unfocused his eyes, ready in a second to pull the trigger. The bear hadn’t moved.
“Bear,” Mack called out. “I’m not going to shoot if you don’t attack me, but we’re both on this cliff, and I’m getting off, just not over that way. What about you?”
The bear stared curiously at Mack, its full attention on his voice. Gun at the ready, Mack took a chance, slowly rising to his feet.
Mimicking Mack’s movements, the bear stood on two legs, nearly a foot taller than Mack’s six-foot-two-inch frame.
“Well, now,” Mack said to the animal, studying it for aggression. “It’s nice to meet you, bear. I probably invaded your tunnel and owe you an apology. Now, what are we going to do about this cliff?”
Sensing a standoff, Mack took five steps backward and lowered the gun. “Let’s be friends, bear.” To his surprise, the beast dropped to all fours, disappearing from the rock ledge into the bushes.
Mack couldn’t believe his eyes. It was as if the bear understood his words, and a friendship had been forged between them.






  
  Chapter 33 

Set Up


Across the Atlantic Ocean, inside the Cathedral of Compostela, Diego Alcazar pushed the green curtains of the church’s confessional booth aside, stepping cautiously into the dark chamber.  
Wood slats shielded the outline of a large man sitting several feet away. Diego dropped to his knees. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. Losciento, it has been over thirty years since my last confession.”
“You are Diego Alcazar, palace administrator for his majesty, King Felix?” asked the Cardinal of Compostela in a deep, monotone voice.
“I am, Your Eminence.”
“Where is your family from, Señor Alcazar?”
For a second, Diego hesitated. “From Madrid, Your Eminence. For generations, the Alcazar’s have been trusted to handle various administrative duties as may be required by the Royal family.”
The religious man smirked. “Which I’m sure can be a very lucrative endeavor, my son, but before we turn to your sins and penance, why don’t we start with the nature of our meeting here today.”
“But of course, Your Eminence,” Diego responded, wondering if the Holy man suspected his transgressions.
On the bench seat across the slats, the Cardinal slid closer. “Father Sanchez tells me you have a genuine copy of a King’s Proclamation directing Prince Felipe to recover our stolen Holy Treasure, the Corazón Del Rey?”
Diego opened his briefcase and removed the plastic-protected document he had brought as a bargaining chip. “Yes, your Eminence,” he said, placing the 18th-century order through an open slot in the confessional booth’s privacy partition.
The Cardinal turned on a light. When he’d finished reading, he lowered his head and whispered a prayer in his native tongue as Diego watched from the shadows.
“Monastic life here at Compostela hasn’t changed much over the centuries, so you can imagine the excitement on our campus when not one but two men in a single week called our rectory office about our long-lost brethren.” The Cardinal asked his next question flippantly on purpose. “Have you located Prince Felipe’s remains yet?”
Diego hoped his answer wouldn’t stop the Cardinal from talking. “Efforts to find the American cemetery are underway, but nothing yet. Your Eminence, I hope you can shed light on something which has perplexed me. At the time of Prince Felipe’s mission, our King was his half-brother, Ferdinand. How can Ferdinand know of Felipe’s existence if Felipe had been exiled from the Palace to the church as an infant child?”
Because our Compostela Soldiers of Christ arranged it, Mr. Alcazar. And for reasons only known to us, the Cardinal recalled, anticipating the palace man’s question. “Our records don’t indicate how the two men came to know each other,” the Cardinal said. “By all indications, the prince led a quiet life here in Compostela, but he left at thirty, traveling north to pursue our stolen Holy Treasure, as have many generations before him. I cannot think of a more noble cause. Our church financed his adventures for nine years from one country to the next. Our last communication stated he’d tracked down a promising lead on an island in the Lochs of Scotland.”
Scotland? Diego questioned, trying to piece the prince’s story together.
The Cardinal inserted an envelope through the privacy partition. “Here, take these documents,” he said. “You can read them later. The contents will illuminate what I’m about to tell you.”
Diego set the envelope in his briefcase and leaned closer. What the religious man told him next rocked him to his core.
“For almost three hundred years, the church has known our Holy Treasure to be located somewhere in the New World,” said the Cardinal. “As a man in your position is undoubtedly aware, Viking raiders had stolen the Corazón Del Rey from our church. At some point, it was brought to the future United States. We don’t know when, of course.”
Diego’s mind scrambled to make sense of the Cardinal’s admission. “Forgive me, Your Eminence, but how could the church know this? I find it impossible that the stone could have made such a journey so long ago.”
“Nothing is impossible for God,” barked the senior Catholic man who’d long ago formulated a plan if the ruby resurfaced. “Regarding your question, the contents of your envelope will help explain. As to the Viking Northmen’s journey across the oceans, I can assure you Leif Erickson had already explored the New World of Vinland hundreds of years before Columbus’ 1492 discovery. As a matter of fact, Erickson’s navigational drawings, currently on display in a museum in Norway, clearly show the American coastline of Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard, amongst others. We have no doubt the stone was taken from our church to the new continent where it has remained.”
The palace historian’s mouth dropped open. “I don’t know what to say, Your Eminence. I have not read such things, but I do not doubt their existence from what you tell me now.”
“Diego, the world is full of mysteries, and not everything has been recorded. It is our hope in God that keeps us grounded. Speaking of grounding, I believe that neither the prince’s final resting place in the United States nor talk of our Holy Treasure should be brought to the public’s attention. Wouldn’t you agree, my son?”
Diego nodded. “Agree, Your Eminence. And I’d like to thank you for promptly shutting down the inquiries of Salamanca Scholar Alex Padilla, who approached you.” The Cardinal has yet to ask how I learned of Prince Felipe’s existence in the United States. This I did not tell Father Sanchez on my initial call. Will he assume I found out through Salamanca? If so, he might suspect our palace spy.
The Cardinal smirked in the darkness. “You’re welcome, my son.” But he wasn’t shut down as you think. Simply redirected. It was time to spring his trap. 
“Tell me, Diego. Does the ancient Asturian Oath you covet in that special underground room of your Royal Palace allow a non-Christian possessing our stone to ascend the throne and become King?”
Diego sat back on his bench, overwhelmed. Not only was the Cardinal fully aware of the Royal blood oath, but he’d just dissected Diego’s heart under the guise of a simple interrogatory. Covet? This man does not even know me. “The oath does not specifically state a religion requirement, Your Eminence.”
“What are your thoughts on the matter, Diego?”
Diego bit his tongue. “Quite honestly, sir, I couldn’t envision our Kingdom being led by anyone other than a man of God.”
The Cardinal raised a brow. “You mean a believer in Jesus Christ?”
Diego didn’t immediately answer. “Of course, Your Eminence,” he responded. 
The religious man kept pressing. “Would you vow before God and swear to this, Diego?”
“Yes, sir,” Diego responded, wondering where the Cardinal was going, ready to agree to anything to get what he wanted.
“Very well,” the Cardinal commented. “Now that we got that out of the way, I want to talk with you about something.” The Cardinal slid closer, leaning into the partition. “Over my years, I’ve developed a sense for certain people. Escúchame Diego. Listen to me. You are a man of importance. My heart tells me that you will be the one to take possession of the stone. Indeed, a man in your position has heard of the stone’s supernatural powers, no?”
Finally, the answer comes! Diego said to himself. ”No, Your Eminence, I have not. Our texts tell only of the trials and tribulations of the men who pursued the stone’s thievery. Quest stories from a bygone age, I’m afraid. Although I’ve often wondered why every monarch would relinquish the throne to even a commoner should he possess the stone.”
The Cardinal jumped at his chance to explain. “Diego, you will need my help first. It is critical to understand the stone’s origin before realizing its true power. The very powers which will enable you to rule.”
The hair on Diego’s arms stood up. His skin tingled.
Down the hall, Father Sanchez turned up the volume on his earpiece. So far, everything had been proceeding as planned. His boss had the palace man right where he wanted him.






  
  Chapter 34 

Hunch


In the Unaka mountain range of Tennessee, Mack left the rock outcrop, retrieved three full canteens from the water pool he’d created, and trudged uphill to the flat trail where he’d left his pack. It was gone. “Damn!” Mack shouted, franticly searching for his gear before finding it next to a bear track, still intact. “Everything’s still here,” he whispered to the trees, examining his belongings, which had been deposited behind the grass field at the beginning of a game trail coming down from the higher elevation.  It’s like the bear moved them here on purpose. 
Mack glanced at the flat trail running northwest into town, then to the higher elevation path behind him. Just then, a light gust of wind pushed through the tops of the trees in an otherwise still forest. In that moment, Mack knew what he had to do. He took a deep breath and shouldered his pack for the climb to the summit. Okay, bear. Here I come.






  
  Chapter 35 

Catholic Mystery


In the Compostela  confessional booth, Diego Alcazar sat on the edge of his seat, fascinated as the high-ranking Catholic Cardinal spoke of the stone’s origins and supernatural powers intertwined with a web of church history few had ever known. For hundreds of years after the Apostle James’ death, the Corazón Del Rey had remained hidden in every monastery throughout Galicia until the legendary stone’s secret could be hidden no more, eventually landing in the possession of Visigoth Kings who for generations used its powers for good. But when corruption in their hearts rendered the stone’s powers mute, the seven-pointed star ruby became affixed to the center of a wooden crucifix, retired to the church that held St. James’s remains. The very same church Diego sat in today.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, Your Eminence,” Diego asked, attempting to clarify the Cardinal’s description of the stone’s ability to communicate silently with others. “You said the stone allows its bearer to become telepathic?”
“That is correct, Diego. But I can assure you the gift of reading others’ thoughts pales in comparison to the paranormal powers of the stone.”
A questioning look flashed across Diego’s face. “Paranormal, sir?” He asked. “You mean like not of this earth?” 
“Indeed,” the Cardinal replied without going any further. “But this shall be a topic of discussion only after you have completed the proper training.”
He’s mentioned this training twice now, Diego recalled. I’ll ask him later; get through this first. “I’m not sure I understand, Your Eminence. By all accounts, the stone is only a ruby, not unlike an emerald or a diamond. How can an object found on the earth provide such gifts?”
“Diego, the stone comes from God. It was given to St. James by Druid Priests, who claimed its powers became useless when James brought Christianity into Galicia. When our apostle’s troubles became insurmountable, our blessed mother of Jesus, Mary, appeared on the banks of the Ebro River, grasped the stone rhombus around James’ neck, and prayed, commanding him to build a church that still stands today. As a pillar of Tarshish rose from the river sand to become the first church column, the crystallite structure of the rectangular rock around James’ neck diffused and softened, supernaturally transforming into the delicate curvature of a human heart. When the miracle ended, a perfectly equidistant, seven-pointed star asterism formed inside the ruby. Mary dedicated the new heart-shaped stone as a symbol of everlasting love. Love that can transcend time. The same love her son Jesus had for all mankind.”
Diego felt honored. He might be the first man outside the church to have knowledge of the stone’s origin. “Your Eminence. I assume the ruby’s named ‘The Heart of the King’ because whoever possesses it shall be entitled to rule?”
“I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple,” responded the Cardinal, who’d already decided he didn’t want Diego to know anything about God’s plan and fate. “Let’s just say this, my son. A man’s heart must be pure to rule. The stone’s powers will be useless if his heart is surrounded by darkness. There is great mystery surrounding this Holy Treasure. The same could be said of the Holy Grail and the Blood of St. Januarius. I assume you have heard of these things?”
Diego raised a brow. “I have, Your Eminence.”
“Good,” the Cardinal replied. “How about the burning bush, the parting of the Red Sea, and the ark that Noah built?”
“Our course, sir.”
“Excellent, Diego. Now, I tell you this for a reason. These Holy mysteries are concrete examples of the supernatural powers of God to make all things possible. Especially the things which man’s reason cannot comprehend. To believe, you must have blind faith. Change your heart and think as a child would.”
As Diego listened, the low pitch of the Cardinal’s vocal cords had a mesmerizing effect. The high-ranking religious man paused, allowing Diego to catch up before continuing as a master orator.
“Now listen closely, Diego. There’s another mystery you must know about. The stone can heal the gravest injury and prolong life. It wasn’t uncommon for early Kings and church leaders to live a hundred or more years beyond the average man. Perhaps longer had their hearts not changed.”






  
  Chapter 36 

Regrets


In Tennessee, Mack’s assault on the Unaka summit moved at a snail’s pace. He thought about the bear between second-guessing his decision to keep climbing. Why hadn’t it attacked him or rummaged through his pack? Other than a solitary blackbird hovering over the trees, it had been the only creature he’d seen or heard from since the brown waters of the Watagi.  
Mack paused for a drink. He knew he’d pushed his food supply too far. John Ballow had taught him at an early age that it wasn’t wild animals, illness, or injury that killed most men in the wilderness. Poor judgment did.
With every step forward, Mack’s mind traveled backward. He missed the good old days with John Ballow. They were simple times. At 5:00 p.m., Ballow’s twelve-hour store day ended with a pop from the top of a half-warm Michelob waiting in the icebox. With Mack in tow, Ballow would grab fishing rods, his red igloo cooler, along with a can of corn, and fifteen minutes later, the boy and his summer mentor would cast their lines in the basin of a waterfall you had to be a local to know about. Chumming with corn, standing high and dry on shore, was the preferred way to fish, according to John Ballow, who scoffed at the Toe River Yankees tying flies in hundred-dollar waders.
“Indian’s been fishin’ with corn since the dawn of time,“ John Ballow would say to the Yankee boy he’d always considered special. With a cooler of rainbow trout, they’d head to the smoker behind the store where the fire was lit, and the old-timers lingered. A horse trader with skin folds of leather and a Vulcan death grip for a handshake befriended Mack. Between the occasional spitting from a wad of Levi-garret held between the trader’s 85-year-old tobacco-stained gums, Mack learned that Ballow’s store had been a trading post and a base camp for mountain men, Indians, and outlaws swapping pelts for hardtack, beef jerky, and all the rye whiskey a man could shake a stick at.
For thirteen summers, John Ballow’s base camp became Mack’s home away from home—a refuge where he learned about people and their values and a way of life he’d have never known existed had fate not brought him here. And through it all, the rebellious youth learned more than the mountains could teach. He became a gentleman.
And then Mack left. He’d joined the Marines and never said goodbye or thanks to the man who’d shaped him. Four years passed before Mack had returned, and much to Ballow’s chagrin, he never stayed very long on the times that he did. But John Ballow understood. Mack had grown up and seen the world just as he once had. When the Twin Towers fell, Mack had been out of college for years when he reenlisted. Two tours in Afghanistan and Iraq later, Mack came home, but several years passed before his return to the mountains, and the man who welcomed him as he’d never left. But Mack had changed. He’d become a man of the city. And when he left that time, Ballow thought it was for good.
As the elevation and surrounding trees changed, Mack only wanted to apologize to John Ballow. Tell him he was sorry for staying away so long. Sorry for living the lifestyle he’d lived. Mack had lost sight of the important things in life for lust and money. The campground, the mountains, the town, and the river became meaningless because the boy who was taught the proper way abandoned his principles. Mack stayed away for years because he didn’t dare tell the one man he cared about that he’d failed. And even though he was here in the mountains, Mack knew it wasn’t the same between them. Life had moved quickly. Too many years had passed.
Mack couldn’t muster the courage to tell the man who raised him that he was dying. He just wanted to say he was sorry. Sorry, because the boy he once was never said goodbye.






  
   Chapter 37 

Tradeoff


Behind the green curtains of the Compostela confessional booth, Diego Alcazar had trouble keeping up. Still grappling with the Cardinal’s historic and holy tale of a stone and its supernatural gifts, the Royal palace caretaker of antiquities listened intently as the religious man transitioned from Diego’s probable recovery of the Corazón Del Rey to the Cardinal’s shocking, meticulous plan for a new Spanish government with Diego at its head. 
A national church payroll tax enforced under penalty of fine or imprisonment would immediately go into effect, along with internet restrictions, including a social media ban. Population controls and emigration to Spain eliminated. Freedom of religion abolished, and Compostela Church canon elevated to the law of the land.
Diego was stunned. The Cardinal’s proposed new monarchy would ensure a complete dismantling of secular society in twenty-four months.
“And so, my son,” the Cardinal went on, “in exchange for the church’s financial support, including thousands of loyal parishioners who will guarantee your security in the likely event of bloodshed, you will agree to two things. First, you must be indoctrinated into the ancient Compostela Jesuit teachings, which have long awaited the stone’s return to the light. Outside of the physical training and fasting, I will be your instructor, guiding you hand in hand as you harness the stone’s gifts for good.”
Diego wondered about the stone’s paranormal powers the Cardinal had mentioned earlier. Training in the old Jesuit way would be a prerequisite to their understanding if he heard correctly. Or application, Diego thought. Does His Eminence mean to say that I must become a Jesuit Priest?
“And second,” the religious man continued, “we wish to create a new Catholic Church using the power of your monarchy, completely separate from Rome.”
As the Cardinal spelled out the details of his church’s power-sharing arrangement with the new government, Diego’s thoughts drifted to the oath room in the basement of the Royal Palace. Over the last twenty years, he must have read King Alfonso’s words a thousand times, imagining what it would feel like to rule and to live like the same Royal souls who’d sworn to uphold the oath had lived. Although Diego’s opinion of their decadent lifestyles had changed, his desire to be somebody important had not. Time after time, Diego imagined millions of people witnessing the coronation of a commoner’s rise to power. Whether he was socializing at the Bodega, smiling at the fake palace crowd, or funneling money to the Syrian cause, Diego’s Royal desires were dreams. The dreams of an ordinary man fantasizing about ruling the world just as he cracks open a second bottle of wine.
But as Diego paid more attention to the Cardinal’s words, it finally dawned on him. Today, it wasn’t a dream. He had a shot at becoming King. And here he was, in Compostela, being groomed and backed by the most powerful Catholic man west of Rome.
Father Sanchez listened intently down the hall as the Cardinal’s meeting with Diego ended. He’d taken copious notes but didn’t want to miss a thing. The boss wasn’t a man you disappointed.
“Now, Diego, since you agree with the required societal changes, including the terms and conditions of the church’s quid pro quo support of your monarchy, other than your indoctrination as a Compostela Soldier of Christ, all that remains is to swear by our statement of belief. After our sacred creed, you will confess every sin of your life, and I will provide the required absolution to change your heart, preparing it to rule. But before absolution, you will be provided with penance. Something you must do to make yourself right with God. Do you understand these things, Diego?”
Diego panicked. He had many questions, but the Cardinal had brushed them aside. “Yes, Your Eminence.”
“Now make the sign of the Cross and repeat after me: I, Diego Alcazar, future possessor of the Corazón Del Rey and soon to become King of España, pledge my undying loyalty to the one true Holy and Apostolic Church of Compostela. I will strive to emulate our Patron Saint James, the first Galician Soldier of Christ, as we make ready for the final battle that is to come. In the fighting spirit of James, I hereby renounce Satan, I…”
As Diego repeated each word of the creed, his mind replayed it. Not only had the Cardinal made a statement that Diego believed in, but something about the terms seemed familiar. The mechanics of the language used to construct the phrase sounded perfect and without the slightest regional accent. …as we make ready for the final battle that is to come.






  
  Chapter 38 

The Conqueror
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Shell-shocked after his meeting with the Cardinal, Diego Alcazar barely spoke to Father Sanchez on his walk back to the awaiting car. As the eight-hundred-year-old spires of the Compostela Cathedral faded away, Diego wondered about the Cardinal. He’d never met anyone like him. Self-confident and charismatic, the Cardinal’s intimate knowledge of the church’s ancient secrets rivaled the meticulous details of the new form of government he’d already devised. Such bravado, Diego thought. His plan is loco, but it just might work. He must know the military generals, no? How can we pull this off? He stated further details would be discussed when the stone was in my possession. Something about how he spoke seems familiar, but I can’t quite place it.
As the church taxi made its way to the hotel, Diego’s thoughts moved a thousand miles a minute. What if he couldn’t recover the stone? Worse, what if he did, and His Majesty refused to concede power? Diego glanced at his briefcase and the manila envelope the Cardinal had given him. Pinching two metal tabs, he opened it, withdrawing several sheets of paper and a sticky note from Father Sanchez.
“To a future Compostela Soldier of Christ, Dear Mr. Alcazar, some time ago, one of your palace protégés removed these from the Royal storage rooms and gave them to our church. Please keep confidential.”
Diego set the note aside and began reading, unaware somebody had followed his car. 
“1568, September 2
Senor Pedro Menendez de Aviles, Capitán General of the Provinces
From the very noble port city of Santa Elena in the province of La Florida, including her loyal surrounding Forts, on this second day of September in the year of the birth of our Savior Jesus Christ, one thousand five hundred sixty-eight, I, Pedro Menendez de Aviles, hereby dispatch Antonio De La Bandera, official notary of the district, to accompany the very excellent gentlemen Juan Pardo, Capitán of Spanish infantry for His Majesty Don Philip, for purposes of recording this third journey inland, with the explicit intention of both pacifying the Native Cacique Chiefs and attracting their service to God our Heavenly Father while taking possession of their land including precious metals and gemstones in his Royal Highness’ name.
You, Antonio De La Bandera, shall write down all which will be required for Capitán Pardo to give a complete account of his journey to His Majesty upon request.
Recordings under this order shall be classified under Folio number three, Juan Pardo, New Spain.
In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and his most blessed Mother Mary, with honor and reverence for our Holy Father in Rome and King Don Philip, our Lord, may all who shall see this order and its subsequent recordings know that it is the whole truth, so help us, God.”
Diego couldn’t believe his eyes. This is a cover letter about Capitán Pardo’s third expedition into the North Carolina Mountains. These must be the records mentioned by King Ferdinand in his letter to Prince Felipe regarding the sighting of the stone in the New World. These are the missing St. Augustine files! Someone must have removed these from our storage room and given them to the church. But who? And when was this done?
Diego set aside his questions, skimming through Captain Pardo’s supply requisition sheets, troop movements, and administrative headquarters meetings, stopping at a journal entry two weeks after the order.
“September 16
Our carts have bogged down due to excessive rainfall. Capitán Pardo has ordered a stop for the evening on the banks of a river, a half-day journey from Fort Clemente. Surrounding us are mountains that appear not green but black. As a supplement to the log, on September 10, 1568, word came from Fort Clemente that Sergeant Moyano, Capitán Pardo’s most trusted soldier, and several of his men were surrounded and taken hostage by hostile Chisca Natives after discovering a series of caves filled with emeralds to the north and west of the Joara Native settlement. Given this, Capitán Pardo, in keeping with the spirit of his grace’s order of September 2, hereby modifies said order as per the following: 
Free Sergeant Moyano and his men at all costs. Bring the sword upon the responsible Cacique. Establish mining operations by enslaving the Cacique’s people. Reinforce and resupply three northern security outposts. Due to the high probability of encountering hostile natives and given the depleted personnel ranks at Fort Clemente, Capitán Pardo has detached a squad of soldiers to Santa Elena with a requisition for an additional fifty cavalry and one hundred infantry.”
Diego remained fascinated as he read. Daily journal entries of a North American interior expedition had never made it back to the home country, and in page after page, the man doing the writing, Antonio De La Bandera, seemed to be transforming from a life spent copying others to an expert storyteller in his own right.
“September 18
After a brief stop at Fort Clemente, the Capitán left orders for the new contingent of soldiers arriving from Santa Elena to make haste and travel north to join the main force at Fort Tanasqui near the north-east border of the Cherokee Native lands.”
“September 20
Arrived at security outpost Cauchi to find it abandoned. After thoroughly inspecting the grounds, interviews with local natives tell us our men fled north, discouraged by ever-increasing hostile Indian raids and lack of fresh meat in the immediate vicinity. After bedding for the night, Capitán Pardo posted five men with enough provisions for three months.”
“September 23
Two guards were caught sleeping while on post. Capitán Pardo spared their lives and administered the whipping at reveille in front of the camp.”
“September 25
Arrived at Fort Tanasqui to an unoccupied structure and the shallow fresh graves of three soldiers with hair, scalp, and parts of their cranial cavity removed. Capitán Pardo dispatched fifty cavalry to the nearby village and questioned the Cacique. For purposes of protecting the reputation of His Majesty, the details of what transpired next, first to the Cacique Chief, then to every living creature in his village, shall be stricken from the record. Suffice it to say, the sword put all down. Upon their return, Capitán Pardo released seventy-five gallons of rum to ease the soldier’s troubled spirits, for many killings had occurred.”
Diego set the page aside, disturbed. He’d read about his countryman’s acts of brutality, but this was different as the writing had never been public. He felt as if he’d just witnessed the massacre.
“September 29
Arrived mid-morning security outpost Guapere to find eleven men well-fed and in good spirits. A firsthand account from the garrison sergeant stated the following:
Friendly relations, including hunting concessions, have been established with surrounding Cherokee clans, but open hostilities with Chisca Natives northwest of the Watagi River remain in effect.
The Capitán, his Catawba guide, fifty men, and me, Antonio De La Bandera, notary, met with the Cacique of the Cherokee Wolf Clan to request his assistance in the location and release of Sergeant Moyano and his men. Our meeting lasted two hours. The Cacique was in middle years, but his hair had not grayed. Although his tribesmen were fully clothed, he was bare-chested. A braided leather satchel holding a fist-size object draped from his neck. Although the Cacique signaled his intention to assist, he could only render a decision in the morning.
“September 30
Over two hundred Cherokee warriors descended upon our camp from every direction at dawn. After the initial panic from perimeter sentries, it was quickly determined that no one carried a weapon, a show of force not lost on Capitán Pardo, who welcomed the Cacique with a warm greeting before retiring inside.
Meeting attendees included representatives of four Cherokee clans, two of whom were women, our Catawba translator guide, Capitán Pardo, the sergeant at arms, staff geologist and acting medical Doctor Pena, and me, Antonio De La Bandera, notary. Capitán Pardo immediately objected to women being present. The Wolf Clan Cacique responded that Cherokee beloved women were entitled to attend war meetings and that scouts from their clan knew where Sergeant Moyano was being held captive.
Capitán Pardo relented, stating his intention to exchange arquebus muskets, daggers, and rum for their assistance, then turned the conversation over to Dr. Pena to summarize the gemstones and precious metals sought by the expedition. After a brief back and forth, an agreement was reached. The Cherokee would lead the Capitán’s soldiers to Sergeant Moyano’s location, a Cisca village located behind a black forest filled with clouds. Although Cherokee warriors would not participate in the fight against the Cisca, they would provide sustenance and transport assistance through the mountains, including labor for subsequent mining operations, the scale and payment of which would be negotiated later.
Near the meeting’s conclusion, Capitán Pardo inquired about the object inside the satchel around the Cacique’s neck. The Cacique obliged. Unfurling the pouch’s flap, he took ahold of the thing, extended his arm, palm up, releasing his fingers for all to see. Gasps could be heard as streams of red light shot from a fist-size red gemstone.
Doctor Pena asked the Cacique where the stone came from. The Cacique stated that a good spirit had brought the red rock to his people. When the Capitán asked for clarification, the Catawba guide translated the following.
The Cacique is the revered member of the tribe and entitled to hold the stone of their ancestors. It shields him from evil spirits, bringing good health, long life, and prosperity.
Doctor Pena announced the stone to be a ruby. He further stated its size, heart-like shape, and seven-pointed star asterism were unlike any previous ruby discoveries in the world. When Capitán Pardo asked if the Cacique could lead the expedition to similar stones, the Cacique and his entourage ended the meeting and withdrew.
The following is an account of the conversation when the natives left. “What’s that ruby worth, Doctor?” asked Capitán Pardo.
“Sir, you cannot put a value on that kind of stone.”
“Everything has a price, Lieutenant,” the Capitán shot back, annoyed. 
“I mean, sir, that a stone like this has no comparable. The ruby’s size could make it the largest on record, but that’s not all. It is the most delicate cut and the finest clarity I’ve ever witnessed. It’s almost like…” Doctor Pena fell silent. 
“What is it, Lieutenant?”
“Sir, nowhere on earth is there a recording of a ruby with a seven-point star. No such asterism exists. What you have seen here today is a miracle. Frankly, the stone seems otherworldly.”
“Explain yourself, Lieutenant.”
“Perhaps the stone did not come from this earth, Capitán.”
Capitán Pardo burst out in laughter. “Very imaginative, Lieutenant. Of course, it came from this world. Just not ours. But this New World is full of surprises.”
Capitán Pardo turned to the senior enlisted man. “Sergeant.” 
“Yes, sir.”
“Gather all your information on the Cacique’s forces and bring it to me.”
“You mean the Cisca Cacique sir?”
“No. This Wolf Clan Cacique. And Sergeant.” 
“Yes, sir, Capitán.” 
“Keep it quiet.” 
Capitán Pardo turned to Lieutenant Pena with a grin. “You see, Doctor. We will rescue Sergeant Moyano and our men, and afterward, we will make the Cherokee leader an offer on his stone.”
“It is doubtful he will accept,” Doctor Pena replied smugly.
Capitán Pardo paced slowly in a circle around Doctor Pena. “Lieutenant, I think your opinion of me is that of a righteous gentleman, no?” The Doctor nodded. “Could one also state that I am an administrator of fairness and justice who gallantly leads expeditions of men on behalf of His Majesty’s glorious empire here in New Spain?”
“Of course, sir.”
“Very well,” Capitán Pardo barked, headed toward the corner of the garrison room, where he took hold of an object before throwing it on the meeting table.
As the bloodied hair and scalp of the previous Cacique came to rest, a metallic scratch pierced the air as the death-wielding object released from its sheath. Doctor Pena and I watched in horror as Capitán Pardo raced toward the Doctor, sword held high, and just when the Doctor should have been struck, Capitán’s sword smashed into the table, splitting the scalp in two.
“Never doubt our true purpose here, Lieutenant,” Capitán Pardo barked as he left.
When Doctor Pena and the others had exited, I approached the table, hoping to withdraw Capitán Pardo’s weapon from its wood embedment. It was the first time my eyes had seen the blood-splattered letters engraved into the steel of our leader’s sword. Memorialized in this journal, I repeated the words aloud: 
“CAPITÁN PARDO, EL CONQUISTADOR”






  
  Chapter 39 

Unfamiliar Territory


In Tennessee, two hours into Mack’s assault on the Unaka summit, he stopped.  The forest just switched colors. Everything behind me is green. These trees are black. Look at the size of this one! And that one too!
Mack had entered an old-growth temperate rainforest; the bark of a thousand red spruce trees turned black in the constant condensation and minimal sunlight. With each step on the rust-tinged pine needle floor, the dead silence of a black forest devoid of undergrowth, rocks, animal life, or wind became unnerving. Mack glanced at his watch. Enough daylight to make this summit, eat, and get out of this place. If that bear’s around, at least I can see him.
The silence broke ten minutes later when a fast-moving cloud stormed in like a banshee from the east, cutting Mack’s visibility to under a foot. Rattled by the eeriness of the wind echoing through the trees, he moved cautiously and deliberately, left hand in front, pistol held tight in his right, marching straight into the dampness of the unknown.






  
  Chapter 40 

Post-confession


Father Sanchez had been reviewing his confessional meeting notes with the Cardinal of Compostela, who never left anything to chance. Sanchez had gone through several pages when the Cardinal spoke. 
“What is your opinion of Diego Alcazar?” Unbeknownst to Father Sanchez, the Cardinal was testing him.
“Your Eminence,” Sanchez replied, “the palace man comes across as sincere and humble. I suspect others in his position would think more highly of themselves. Do you really believe he will be the one to recover our Holy Treasure, sir?”
The Cardinal chose his words carefully. He knew more about the stone’s recovery than he could let on. “Humble, yes, Father Sanchez, but sincere, you say?”
“Perdón, sir, but you have doubts about Mr. Alcazar?”
The Cardinal nodded. “During the pleasantries of our short introduction, I casually asked Mr. Alcazar where his family hailed from. When he answered Madrid, this drew a red flag.”
“A red flag, sir? You mean he lied?”
“Perhaps, but it depends on how much he knows about his family history. I suspect more than he’s let on.”
Sanchez shook his head. “I am confused, sir,” the young priest replied, trying to read between the lines. 
The Cardinal’s tone turned serious. “Father Sanchez, pay attention to what I tell you. I will require a cunning man by my side in our glorious new church. You will need to hone your skills to compete for positions of higher authority. Now, let me explain. During my conversation with Señor Alcazar, when I asked about his family, I already knew his roots to be from Seville.”
“Seville? That’s in the south, not even close to Madrid. Sir, why would he lie about such a small matter as this?”
“My dear young priest. There is an adage that might offer an explanation. Beware the wolf dressed in sheep’s clothing.”
Sanchez wasn’t convinced. “Your Eminence, please forgive me, but Diego Alcazar is a caretaker of books and antiquities. He’s a historian—a simple librarian. You are implying this man is something else?”
When the Cardinal smiled back, Father Sanchez knew he’d been outsmarted.







  
  Chapter 41 

Conflicted


Five miles north of the Cathedral in Compostela, Diego Alcazar sat on the edge of his hotel bed, trying to digest everything. The Cardinal had spoken the truth, and the Captain Pardo expedition files proved it. At some point, the Corazón Del Rey , which Vikings had stolen from the church in Compostela, had somehow fallen into the possession of the natives in the New World.
Capitán Pardo may have spotted the stone in the 1500s, but he could never have known the ruby’s true origin, Diego surmised. Had Pardo known, he may have acted differently. Its loco that Capitán Pardo stumbles upon the treasure stolen from his home country. Was he successful in his pursuit? Did Prince Felipe recover the stone?
As visions of the stone’s powers swirled in his head, Diego walked to the bathroom, splashed water on his face, and stared in the mirror. His beard was coming in thick. Unlike the Chechynans, whose facial hair grew wild, Diego trimmed every week to avoid suspicion. Over the last year and a half, the Chechnyan man he’d met at the conference had opened Diego’s eyes to a new world. A world where instinct triumphs over rationalization. ‘The old way,’ the people called it. Where men were still men. It was a lifestyle more than a religion.
On a street corner in the Al Qasr barrio, a mile from the decadence of a 1000-year-old Royal Palace, Diego found his roots among the poor. The people even resembled him, except they were two shades darker. They were the Moriscos. A population of various ethnicities and faiths forced to convert to Christianity or be expelled from their own country. Not a second after their conversion, they were left to fend for themselves and abandoned by the Catholic Church. The very same church whose leader had just promised Diego the world.






  
  Chapter 42 

Hardwood
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High in the cloud forest of Tennessee, Mack had managed his way around several trees, moving a quarter-mile in the same direction when the yellowish-brown pine needles and white-colored condensation changed. As the cloud, which had blown in from somewhere, disappeared to nowhere, Mack stood in a sea of bright green moss covering every square inch of ground, including the trunks of every tree, as far as the eye could see.
Holdovers from the last ice age, row after row of leafless giant balsam firs once thought extinct, penetrated the green floor, climbing to the gray sky above. As Mack stepped forward, the summit terrain flattened, and the upright fir trees lay scattered about like a pile of matchsticks as if a bomb had exploded.
Spotting a green-covered behemoth suspended off the ground, Mack used a felled tree as a ladder, climbing to the horizontal trunk for a rest. Stripping his gear on the soft moss, Mack inhaled the last morsels of his food as thoughts of a juicy steak danced in his head.
While daylight faded into evening, the pale gray sky metamorphosized into yellow, followed by midnight blue as a dazzling atmospheric rainbow light prism took hold of the forest.
Mack jumped to his feet, staring in disbelief at the twinkling of white scattered above the balsams. The Stars are out. But it’s too early.
When a rose-colored haze drifted in from the west, Mack came down from his perch and followed it, unaware of the magnetic force pulling him towards her. It was Venus. The seductive morning star hovered directly above a stubby black leafless tentacle tree, dead since the Middle Ages.
As Mack approached the tentacle tree’s five-foot-wide leader, white stones carved into the bark formed words he didn’t understand. Below the strange language, a two-foot diameter circle filled with glistening red gems drew his attention. There’s a dip at the top of those stones. Wait. I’ve seen this before. But where?
Mack glanced to the ground and back to the tree. Small white stones formed the shape of a star in the middle of the red-colored rocks. Oh my God!
Sprinting back to his gear, Mack returned with his phone and the Spanish map he’d taken from the cabin. Top left of the page on the backside of the map. There it is above Devil’s Claw. A sketch of a heart with a white star inside of it. He turned the sketch over to the map side. The heart and tiny words next to the cabin. Could these letters on the tree be related? Damn! Phone battery’s dying; take the photos now! Mack aimed at the tree and fired, capturing the white letters and red stones etched into the bark. Just before his phone shut off, Mack zoomed in on the map and the tiny words next to the cabin. When the flash went off, the letters burned in his memory like the photographs his brain had taken from his ninth-grade Spanish textbook:
“Corazón Del Rey. The Heart of the King.”
Surrounded by trees that hadn’t shifted in eons, Mack repeated the words. Words destined to tear a kingdom in half. “The Heart of the King.”
As the total capacity of Mack’s newfound senses morphed into something powerful under the starlight, everything became clear. The sketch of him holding Her hand under Devil’s Claw with the heart and star above them. His guardian angel riding on horseback along the side of the road. Stunned by her beauty, Mack had hardly noticed the heart-shaped pouch hanging from her neck. Her heart. It had always been there.
Mack walked back to his perch. I know why you came here, Prince Felipe of Spain. You were in these very same woods; I can sense it. Did she call on you too? 
As a violet sky gave way to night, Mack rested comfortably beside his gear as the forest’s magic green lanterns appeared. At first, there were a few, then a few hundred. But as thousands of fireflies danced across the darkness, Mack smiled, in awe of the brilliant bug’s light display as he’d been as a child.
Mack knew the bear had led him here. And he knew the black forest was unique. But not just because of the tree. His senses told him that a battle had taken place here. Men are buried around me. I feel it.
With eyes yearning to close, Mack thought about his safety while he slept. On the soft moss covering the log, he’d never hear the bear coming. Boots off, he withdrew his pistol, setting it inside the pack, resound to his destiny. Make it a quick death, old bear, Mack thought silently, wondering if the prince had shared the same fate.






  
  Chapter 43 

What the Future Holds


Mack awoke as dawn broke the first light. “Everything’s dry,” he whispered, touching his clothes, retracing the dream.  It’s pitch black, and I’m floating in the stream. Moving now…fast like a rollercoaster. Butterflies in my stomach. Yes! I’m flying in darkness. Just landed in a pool of water. It’s all around me! Swim, Mack, swim! There’s a wall. I can’t escape. Is that a train? It’s deafening! Oh no, I can’t move. The noise is gone. I’m cold…so freezing cold.
The familiar scent of warm bread and bacon brought Mack to his feet. He scanned the forest for a half minute before realizing it was an illusion. I hope they serve breakfast where I’m headed. Not too much farther. Three, four miles tops and mostly downhill. Be there by 10:00 a.m. with a decent trail.
Cartridge belt secured, Mack took a swig of sand-filtered water and had just reached for his pack when he froze. Five slices had been cut into the moss-covered log inches behind where his head rested all night. Jesus! A bear track. It wasn’t here before I fell asleep.
Realizing his good fortune, Mack spoke to the forest. “Bear. I thank God that you’re my friend if you can hear me. Maybe we’ll meet again—just not today. Today, I’ll leave this magical forest to search for a town and hopefully catch a ride. It seems I have a meeting to attend. Perhaps you know him. He’s a Cherokee man. I’ve never met an Indian, so I don’t know what to expect. But one thing my heart knows for sure now is that this will be the most important meeting of my life.”






  
  Chapter 44 

Civilization


It was close to 9:00 a.m. when Mack’s downhill hike dead-ended to a tree painted with a white blaze marking a heavily worn north/ south footpath. Just on the opposite side of the tree was a short wooden pole holding a sign with a directional arrow:  “Appalachian Trail Intersection- Town 3.4″
Mack had reached one of the most sought-after long-distance trails in the United States, and although there weren’t any hikers crossing his path this morning, fresh tracks were everywhere. Less than four miles away, Mack thought, staring at the sign. I can almost smell the bacon now! “Civilization, here I come!” Mack shouted to the trees.
Fifteen minutes later, the first human voices Mack had heard in nearly a week almost overwhelmed him. He spotted a twenty-something couple sipping coffee on a raised deck through a clearing fifty yards ahead. Next to the deck, a double set of barn doors comprised the main entrance to a building built from railroad logs and river rock. Right of the couple stood several attached ranch-style rooms, with a separate tin roof shelter containing outdoor showers and a laundry facility.
“Good morning, doin’ alright?” Mack asked the couple as he approached. 
“Yep,” answered the woman and man in unison.
After a minute of pleasant conversation, Mack made his way through the open barn doors of the office, pausing to admire a pink neon sign hanging proudly above the entrance: “Scotty Rocks Hostel.” “What the heck does that mean?” Mack whispered, tapping a bell on the unoccupied lobby desk. Seconds later, a fierce white dog pushed open a cracked door. “Crap!” Mack called out as the canine headed straight toward him.
“He won’t bite you. Just don’t move too fast,” said a voice behind the door. Several seconds passed before the man emerged. “Just joking, dude. Nothing to be scared of. Kito, down.” The dog blocking Mack’s path obeyed. “I’m Wes. You need a room? Shower? Ride? We can mail stuff from here too.”
“How far is the nearest town?” Mack asked.
“About three miles,” Wes replied. “It’s not much of a town, though.”
Mack frowned. “What do you mean? Please tell me there’s a restaurant.”
Wes nodded. “There’s a diner, bank, and a gas station. Oh, and a dollar store too.”
“A regular four-horse town,” Mack offered sarcastically. “It looked like there was more to it from up in the mountains. I saw train tracks leading to a couple of factories.”
“They’ve been closed for as long as I’ve known. Same with most of the businesses downtown.”
For a second, Mack thought about asking why but decided against it. “Guess I’ll need a room for tonight and a ride to that restaurant.” He paused. “Then another ride tomorrow. But that’s a long one. I’m headed south of Asheville to Cherokee.”
Wes considered the distance. “Today, no problem. Let me talk with the owner about tomorrow. He’ll be in tonight for the show.” 
Mack seemed confused. “The show?”
Wes smiled. “Happy hour at the patio bar starts at five. Saturday night can be quite the scene around here.”
“Oh yeah,” Mack replied sarcastically, “a real ruckus in the boondocks, huh?” 
Wes shook his head. “For real, man. This is a dry county, and we’re the only place you can legally buy a drink for fifty miles. We get hikers, locals, hillbillies, and crazy river guides out here boozing. It can be quite entertaining.”
Mack had never been a big people watcher. His cravings for salty bacon were getting stronger by the minute, so he handed the hostel manager a hundred-dollar bill. “I’ll take a room. What time can we leave for the diner?”
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After Mack’s check-in and a thirty-mile-per-hour, fifteen-minute ride of non-air-conditioned dramatics, Wes’ lime green Volkswagen van shuttered to a stop in front of the town with no name’s only restaurant.
Mack rolled his still-shaking eyes. “Awesome ride, Wes, but can this thing even get me close to Asheville tomorrow?”
Wes acknowledged the jab at his vehicle’s condition. “Probably not, but let’s talk more about it tonight. I’ll be at the hostel bar after I get out of work around 5:30.”
“Thought your shift was ending,” Mack commented. 
Wes explained. “I only work part-time at the hostel. Got a group of cougars coming in from Jacksonville.”
Mack seemed confused. “Huh?”
The hostel manager smiled. “I’m one of those crazy river guides. Class threes and fours all day around here. Be done showing those ladies my paddle around three, smoke a bowl, catch a nap, and head back to work.” Wes paused. “You smoke?”
Mack told the truth. “A little back in my day.”
Wes’ face lit up. “Weed grows wild around here. Hey, I just thought of something. Don’t you need a ride back to the hostel?”
“No, I can hoof it,” Mack answered, exiting the vehicle. “Flat ground’s easy-peasy after those mountains.”
Wes nodded. “I hear ya, man. Peace out,” he said as his sunflower-painted hippie van puttered away.
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The pungent aroma of hickory-smoked bacon filled Mack’s nostrils when he opened the restaurant door.
“Anywhere ya want to sit, darlin’,” greeted a forty-ish woman dressed in 1950s diner attire.
Mack smiled. “You have Wi-Fi?” he asked, heading toward a white vinyl booth near the restrooms.
“Yep. You can charge your phone here too. I’m coming over.”
“What do you like?” Mack asked as his server approached with a menu and a pot of coffee.
The waitress looked Mack up and down. “I like our Tennessee belle omelet. But we also make the sweetest blueberry pancakes in the world,” the waitress replied with a sultry Southern accent. “I’ll give ya a minute. Would you like somethin’ else ta drink, darlin’?”
“Just the coffee,” Mack replied, charging his phone. “How many slices of bacon come with a side order?”
“You get three.”
Mack’s eyes widened. “Okay, I’ll take the Tennessee belle, those blueberry pancakes, and four sides of bacon.”
The waitress grinned. “My, oh my, you’re a hungry man. Coming right up, darlin’,” she said on her way to the kitchen.
While his phone charged up, Mack’s hunger pangs came on strong. He’d lost ten pounds since departing from John Ballow and could feel his abs poking through his shirt for the first time in years. Dammit! How can I feel this good and be sick with cancer?
After a few sips of coffee, Mack’s iPhone roared to life. He checked the voicemails first. Professor Martinez called. Wonder if he’s got any new information on this Prince Felipe from Spain? Mack eyed an older couple seated two booths away when a familiar voice came over the audio. Mr. Ballow left a message? I can’t ever remember giving him my cell number. Just as a recording from Mack’s mom began to play, his server brought a fresh pot of coffee.
“Keep it coming, darling,” Mack said, teasing her Southern hospitality.
“Food’ll be up in a minute. Waitin’ on them hotcakes, sugar,” she answered as Mack scrolled through the texts.
The first two came from Mack’s buddies talking smack about their college football team’s chances in the upcoming season. 
Mack’s employer sent a message: “Coming back to work?”
The last message shook Mack. “Jimmy-Mack, call me when you can. I hope you’re safe. Love you, Mom. XOXOXO.” Mack stared at his mother’s words, ashamed. I left without telling her. What a great son you are.
Mack dialed Professor Martinez at the University of Miami with a heavy heart. The academic answered on the first ring. “This is Dr. Martinez.”
“Professor,” Mack said, “James MacNaughton returning your call.”
“Mr. MacNaughton, thank you for getting back to me. I’ve tried calling several times over the last week, but your phone went to voice mail.”
Mack sensed the academic’s urgency. “I’ve been in the mountains with no service, Professor; what’s up?” 
“The strangest thing happened. I was summoned to our University president’s office, and he asked me to show him the cemetery photos of the prince’s headstone that you sent me.”
Before the academic could go on, Mack interjected. “Hang on; how does your administration even know about this?”
“I was just going to explain,” Martinez continued. “Our president received a call from a man purporting to be from the Spanish Government, Mr. Diego Alcazar. He said I was being fed false documents in a hoax that could embarrass the University with the potential for an international incident. Suspicious of the call, our president had the number traced back.”
“And?” Mack interrupted.
“It checked out. This Diego Alcazar works in the Patrimonio Nacional. It’s a public agency responsible for state-owned property under the jurisdiction of the Prime Minister of Spain.”
Mack remained suspicious. “I still don’t get it, Professor. Why would this man be calling your University?”
Martinez spoke louder. “That’s just it. I never contacted the Spanish Government. After you sent me the photos, my research stopped, so I reached out to a grad school friend in Spain. He works at Salamanca University, where they keep every record known to man. I figured he was probably the only guy in the world who could track down the name, and I was right. He did.”
Mack seemed suspicious. “So your friend contacted the government?” 
Martinez objected. “That is highly unlikely.”
Don’t be so sure about that, Mack thought. “What else did your friend tell you?” An awkward silence ensued. Mack picked up on it. “How’d you leave it with your administration?” 
“They gave me two weeks to verify the gravesite; otherwise, I must shut things down. Will you please reconsider providing the cemetery location to me?”
Hell no. Not after this, Mack wanted to say. “Professor, we’re both smart men. You told me the headstone name could be that of somebody important, but I had already done some digging on my own. The surname is De Borbo. That’s the House of Bourbon. One of the greatest ruling families in European history. As in, Kings of France and Kings of Spain, Bourbons.” Mack paused, ready to spring his trap. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”
The Professor realized he’d been boxed into a corner. “Yes,” he answered meekly, “I was hoping you would tell me the cemetery’s location before I shared this with you.”
Mack took a sip of coffee. “Fair enough. What more did your friend have to say?”
“Alex says there’s a couple of surprising twists he’ll have to get back with me on, but so far, one thing is pretty suspicious.”
“What does that mean?” Mack retorted, overcome with hunger.
Martinez spoke softer. “Alex verified Prince Felipe’s existence through his contacts at the Catholic Church. According to the Royal birth records, the child prince who supposedly died in infancy was raised in a monastery in the city of Compostela, Spain.”
Mack shrugged his shoulders. “So this Prince Felipe was a monk. That doesn’t seem so suspicious to me.”
“I don’t think you understand,” Professor Martinez responded. “It would appear the Royal family in charge at that time made an extraordinary effort to fake the child’s death. The fact that my friend found a record of the youth living in exile in a monastery in Compostela is extremely sensitive information.”
Mack let out a chuckle. “Yeah, real national security stuff.”
“Mr. MacNaughton, don’t you see it? Pending verification, this Prince Felipe could very well have been the firstborn son of King Philip V, which would’ve made him the likely heir to the Kingdom of Spain. But instead of becoming King, they sent him away and made his half-brother Ferdinand the King. The entire world might have changed had there been a different King.”
And I know what Prince Felipe came here looking for. Things are getting interesting, Mack surmised as he considered just how much information to disclose to the Professor. 
Mack grinned. He knew his following words would get under the academic’s skin. “Professor, can I call you Gus?”
Martinez felt slighted. “Err…umm…”
Mack cut him off. “Super! You can call me Mack.” 
The Professor raised an eyebrow. ‘Mack’ and ‘James’ were worlds apart. 
Still grinning from his victory, Mack said, “Gus, are you familiar with the acronym OPSEC?” 
“No.”
Mack clarified. “It’s military jargon for operational security. Something big is at stake here. You sense it, and so do I, but that call to your superiors means someone else does too. Someone with bigger connections than you and I.”
“Yes, I believe I follow now,” the Professor answered.
“Gus, I’m gonna send you a few photos right now. When you get them, I promise you’ll forget all about the cemetery location. But remember-OPSEC. Keep them a secret. Save the jpegs to a flash drive or your cell’s camera roll, but delete the emails. Are we clear?”
“Yes,” the Professor replied, excited yet unsure of the mystery man on the other line.
Mack’s next words were serious yet somber. “Gus, you and I are gonna become friends, and there’s a good chance you’ll be able to rewrite the history books.” Mack paused. “I just won’t be around to see it. Let me know what the letters say.”
“Letters?” the Professor asked curiously.
But Mack had already hung up, tapping his phone’s camera icon with one finger, launching a solid gold crucifix and several pages of handwritten notes into cyberspace with another. Twenty bucks says the Professor falls out of his chair when he opens these.






  
  Chapter 45 

A King’s Breakfast


Mack was smiling when his server approached with several plates. “I see somebody’s happy over hea’h,” she remarked. “Blueberry hot cakes, belle omelet with pimiento cheese, and five pounds’a bacon for our hungry man. What’s got ya all excited?” 
“What do you mean?” Mack asked innocently. 
“Sugar, I see how you starin’ at ya phone, gigglin’.” 
Mack set the device down. “Can’t tell ya, darlin’. It’s a secret.”
“I love secrets. Must be your wife sending ya somethin’.” 
Mack shook his head. “No wife.”
The waitress smirked. “No husband, here.”
Mack knew he could go on flirting, but instead of responding, he offered a mischievous smile and turned to his food, inhaling it, ignoring the finer points of cutlery in a race between his brain and stomach when he realized he hadn’t changed clothes or showered in days. After signaling for the check, he retreated to the bathroom for a wash down and a look in the mirror. His ash-colored light beard had thickened and darkened over the last few days, but his eyes were different. They were bluer than usual.
“That was the best meal I’ve ever had,” Mack said as he and the waitress met at the table.
“You still got food ta eat, sugar,” his server pointed out. 
Mack pushed the plates toward her. “Can’t do it. My eyes were bigger than my stomach.”
“Happens a lot ta the fellows that come in from the trail.” 
“Bet you’ve seen a lot of hikers come through here, huh?”
“So many, I can’t count. Been watchin’ people come and go all my life.”
Mack finished the last of his coffee. “You’re from here?”
“Born and raised.”
“How about you?” she asked in return. 
“Florida, born and raised.” 
The diner employee glanced at her other tables. “What brings ya here?”
Mack answered carefully. “I’m not sure what it is. Something in these mountains keeps pulling me in.”
“Huh,” the local woman grunted.
“What?” Mack asked, wondering if he’d offended her.
“Sugar, if I had a dollar for every hiker come that through here and tell me the same thing, I’d be a rich country girl livin’ in one of those big beach houses y’all get down in Florida.”
Mack laughed as she walked away. Setting a fifty on the table, he sent a message to his mom and another to his boss. “Matt, I resign my position effective immediately. Life is too short. The mountains came calling, and I’ve got to pursue it. Mack.”
When his server didn’t return, Mack approached another diner employee. “Excuse me, miss. Have you seen the woman working my table?”
“She’s in the kitchen. I can help ya with change.”
Mack felt as if he’d done something wrong. “None needed, but is she mad at me or something?”
The diner employee looked Mack over. “She won’t come out. I haven’t seen her like this, mister. You must’ve had some effect.”
“What do you mean?”
The employee clarified. “She doesn’t want ta see you leave. Everyone always leaves.”
Mack took pause. He’d instantly bonded with this woman. Had it been another life, he and the waitress might have been lovers or friends. 
As he exited the diner door, Mack glanced back again. He understood her reasons.
Sometimes it’s better not to say goodbye.







  
  Chapter 46 

Checking In


A hundred yards beyond the diner, Mack turned left onto Main Street and headed toward the hostel on foot. Just past a dilapidated dollar store and the rusty remnants of a once operable pay phone, he dialed his lifelong summer mentor twenty miles to the east. 
“Store,” answered John Ballow, manning the cash register of his family business.
“Mr. Ballow, it’s Mack.”
Ballow perked up. “How the heck are ya, boy? Been think’n ’bout ya.” 
Mack scratched his leg. “Outside of a bad case of chiggers, I’m doing alright.”
“Scrub’em good with hot water and soap; they’ll stop itchin’.” Ballow paused. He’d been anxious to hear about Mack’s travels. “So, where are you at?”
“I’m at a hostel in Tennessee in that town you told me about.” Mack’s following words were deliberate. “I’m not gonna lie, Mr. Ballow. When I found that the ‘X’ on the map was just a salt lick, I was pretty pissed.” Mack paused. “Then I found your cabin.”
John Ballow breathed a sigh of relief. I knew he’d find it. A few silent seconds passed. I should just tell him already. Enough games, John. No, he’ll hate me fer not telling him when he was younger. “So you haven’t seen the Indian yet?”
Mack resumed walking. “Nope. I’m catching a ride to the Cherokee territory tomorrow.” Circling back to the cabin, he said, “I figured out who Paul-Henri Ballou was. Why didn’t you just tell me you were sending me on a quest to find your ancestor’s cabin?”
“I’m sorry, Mack. That cabin is a special place. It belongs to my family, but we sort’a share it with the Cherokee Tribe.”
Mack was curious. “What do you mean by share?”
“The Indian can fill ya in,” John Ballow shot back, cutting off the explanation.
For some reason, he won’t use his name, Mack wondered. “I found the book with the carved-out pages and the gold crucifix. There was a Spanish Map inside, along with some letters. I know that’s what you wanted me to see. It doesn’t take a genius to realize that Felipe Louis De Borbo, buried in that cemetery you brought me to, used that map while hunting for something, and I suspect it wasn’t that gold Cross. After what I’ve seen the last few days, I’m sure I know what the prince was looking for.”
He’s smart, Ballow thought. I never told’em the Spaniard was a prince, neither. He’s figurin’ things out by himself, just like I need him to. He’ll understand why I chose not to say anything later.
“Mr. Ballow, do you remember anything about that Spanish map?”
“Not really, Mack. Last time I saw it, I was probably a boy.”
Mack filled Ballow in. “On the back of the map is a sketch of Devil’s Claw and the Toe River that runs through the campground and your store. Below the jagged rocks, there’s a woman drawn in. Next to her is a boy. They’re both holding hands. That’s me, Mr. Ballow; I know it. She’s the same woman who appeared that day I almost drowned in the river in 1978. You were there too. But for my whole life, she’s always just been a vision, a figment of my imagination, until,” Mack stopped, emotion getting the better of him. “Mr. Ballow. How can the woman on the horse I saw thirty days ago be the same woman from 1978? Who made this drawing? How and when did it get in the cabin?”
John Ballow remained silent. He couldn’t tell Mack the how or the why, but one thing was sure—he knew the woman’s identity, and he wouldn’t say anything.
Mack persisted. “Since you’re not saying anything, I’ll tell you what else happened. Feel free to chime in.” He let that sit for a second before continuing. “I went to fetch water behind the cabin, and some force pulled me downstream into that hidden cove of land I saw from atop the boulder. It was weird. I kept walking but couldn’t control my movements, and then it hit me. Total déjà vu like I’ve been there before. But I couldn’t have. You never took me up there when I was a kid. I would’ve remembered.”
When John Ballow didn’t answer, Mack got angry.
“Mr. Ballow, I know you have the answers, but you’re not telling me for some reason. Who is this woman? What is that land? Why was a prince from another country in your ancestor’s cabin almost three hundred years ago?” Mack screamed at Ballow’s silence. “Tell me what’s happening, dammit!”
John Ballow knew he had to say something. “Mack, settle down now and hear me out. You remember growin’ up what I always told ya. A lot about life ain’t written in a book. I haven’t got all the answers, but I can tell you this. That woman on the horse—she chose you, Mack.” Ballow took a deep breath. “Now you’ve come a long way, but not far enough. Go see that Indian, then get back to that land you just mentioned. There’s somethin’ waitin’ there fer ya.”
Mack seethed. “Why are you being so secretive? Why can’t you just tell me?” 
But John Ballow fell silent again before switching gears.
“Mack, your mama called the store lookin’ fer ya the other day. She told me two men came to her house askin’ questions about you. They said they were old friends’a of yours.”
Mack forgot about everything else. Old friends, that’s weird. Why go to my Mom’s?
Ballow has his suspicions too. “You’ve been tellin’ any of this ta outsiders?”
Mack hesitated, deciding not to mention his call with Professor Martinez earlier. “After our trip to the cemetery, I contacted a professor at the University of Miami for help. He’s the one who confirmed the headstone name marked the grave of a Spanish prince.”
Color flashed across Ballow’s cheeks. “Mack, please don’t tell me you gave this college professor my family cemetery’s location?”
“No, sir,” Mack quickly responded. “I only showed him a photo of the headstone. Once he confirmed the importance of the prince’s last name, I knew to keep a lid on things.”
John Ballow relaxed. “What’s your take on the men visitin’ your mama’s house?”
“Something tells me they’re not old friends.”
Ballow nodded. “Exactly. Best not tell anyone else what you up to, ya hear?” Mack agreed, and Ballow set it aside. “Now, how did you find your way to that hostel? It’s on the south end of town. I thought you’d come in from the north.”
Mack explained. “Long story, but I followed the train tracks into the Unaka’s and ran across several pickers. When I traced their route, I found this huge marijuana field and came down from there.” When Ballow interjected, Mack was just about to mention the black tentacle tree and the inscription with the stones. 
“Them sons a $%@!’s. Lots changed since the old days, Mack. Druggies done set up in our federal forests now. Growin’ that dang weed, corruptin’ the country. My nephew got caught up in it. In fact, we had a lil incident with him yesterday.”
Mack halted in place. “Your nephew? Not Stitch Ballow?”
“Yep, remember him?”
Mack nearly shouted. “How could I forget? That day he shot up the campground we’d gotten into a fight. I popped him pretty good a couple of times, but he pulled a knife, and I ran back to the campsite. Thank God no one was hit. I was about sixteen then.”
Ballow had never heard what led to the gunshots, but Stich had been arrested later that day. “Mack, I’m sure Stitch deserved it. That boy been a bad apple since he was a young’n. I damn near abandon my sister over him. Stich’s drunk daddy hurt their family too if you read me.” 
Mack knew what John Ballow meant. In the deep woods of the Appalachians, Stitch’s family wasn’t the only one terrorized by alcoholic, abusive men.
“Anyhow, just like Stitch’s ole man, you won’t be hearin’ from that no good nephew of mine anymore.”
Mack thought the worst. Did he just say what I think he said?
“Now listen to me, boy. I know that hostel. You got to be careful. That Tennessee border is dangerous. Them druggies got four-wheelers, radios, and dogs. Even booby traps in some of their fields, so don’t go chasin’ any more drug mules, ya hear?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Mack. If you remember, at the cemetery a few weeks back, I told ya that you were here fer a reason. You’ve done me proud. Seen the cabin and what’s in it. But there’s more. You’re on the right track, but you got to keep goin’. Don’t let anythin’ stop ya, either. Get to Cherokee and find the Indian,” Ballow said, pausing, “Then hold on for dear life, son.”






  
  Chapter 47 

Contingency Planning


On the tarmac of the regional airport in Compostela, Spain, Diego Alcazar’s flight to Madrid taxied slowly down the runway. In less than two hours, the palace historian would be back home. As the jet engines roared for takeoff, the enormity of events began to set in. A week ago, Diego had been an ordinary employee of the Patrimonio Nacional  with an off-the-books side job. Now, he was on the verge of becoming King of Spain. Diego didn’t know how exactly it would play out, but one thing was sure: the last eighteen months were surreal—the chance meeting with the Chechnyan whose cause he’d champion; the sudden appearance of Spain’s sacred treasure with magical powers; the Cardinal of Compostela promising him the things he’d only dreamed about.
As the wings of the plane took flight, Diego began to believe. He’d stared at the oath book a thousand times, envisioning himself the common man rising to become King. But it would’ve been impossible to plan for until now. Believing in an outcome and planning for its eventuality well before the start was something he’d learned from the white-bearded Chechnyan. Over the last year and a half, Diego had learned a lot from the Caucasian half-Russian man. Most of Diego’s side job involved logistics between occasional hand-to-hand combat and improvised explosive device training. The Chechnyan’s Morisco Syrian network had expanded at a breakneck pace, flooded with volunteers who needed to be fed, housed, and trained. It was here where Diego excelled, and although he’d fast become an expert in logistics, he suspected, somewhat correctly, that his talents and rising popularity were being sidelined for a higher cause.
Fighting the queasiness of leaving the ground, Diego headed for the plane bathroom, where he could think. For days, the Royal Palace spy monitoring Alex Padilla at Salamanca University had nothing to report, and in the back of his mind, Diego knew his plan to recover the stone by hacking the University of Miami Professor’s emails and tracking down the American, James MacNaughton, was long shots at best. Not only were Prince Felipe’s chances of recovering the stolen Catholic treasure slim, but the odds that a stone of such caliber lay buried with his remains would be virtually non-existent. Somebody in the New World would’ve taken the ruby for themselves.
Halfway down the aisle, a blond flight attendant wearing diamond earrings and Yves Saint Marten flashed a seductive smile on Diego’s way. Her look was familiar. Palace beauties had been casting their tempting gazes at him for years. Diego’s instincts came alive as he brushed by her. Something huge was happening, and he couldn’t leave it to chance. When he opened the bathroom door, he got excited. After all, he might not need the real stone to pull it off. But if the plan were to succeed, it would require absolute secrecy. No one, not the Cardinal, not the Chechnyan, could ever know. As Diego plotted the next step of his contingency plan on the toilet, the palace oath giver got excited about something else—the disgusting smirks of scandalously uncovered women might be nearing their end.






  
  Chapter 48 

The Action


Around three in the afternoon, Mack stepped back on the hostel grounds to a place buzzing with activity. Appalachian Trail through-hikers by the dozens were coming and going. Some showered while others washed clothes, listening to their less resilient companions exaggerated struggles against Nature—the dry stream bed with no water, biting flies and mosquitos, a menacing pack of wild boar, mama bear, and cubs, and that most memorable of encounters: the hot Atlanta city-girl section hiker sporting trailside cleavage and skintight hiking pants. 
While Mack dumped a load of freshly washed clothes into the dryer, the scuttlebutt’s opinion was that Scotty-Rocks had a reputation for being a weekend party hostel. One hiker said the bar would be open all night.
When the last of his clothes tumbled dry, Mack surveyed the laundry room, feeling a kinship with the outdoorsmen. These were the go-getters—men and women stepping off the sidelines of life and marching straight into the arena. No matter what their outcome, Mack respected them.
After a quick walk to his room, Mack strolled across the hostel lawn, reinvigorated from his first hot shower in a week. Several white Adirondack chairs lay scattered about, separating the hostel green space from the forest’s edge. Two men playing Cornhole tossed beanbags into a rectangular box. Mack was about to climb four steps to the U-shape courtyard bar when he spotted the young couple he’d seen this morning practicing yoga. The downward dog, Mack remembered the instructor calling it that fateful day he walked into a Bikram yoga class on a dare from his buddy. After thirty minutes of slipping, sliding, and cramping in sheer agony, Mack had limped toward the studio exit door only to be belittled back to his mat by the wild-eyed female instructor blocking his path. Never again, Mack recalled as he made his way up the steps to the bar. I will never make fun of yoga again.
On the wood deck, Mack spotted a familiar face serving liquor. It was Wes who’d checked him in and given him a ride to town. “Thought you were playing river guide and not coming in till later,” Mack asked the part-time hostel employee.
“No nap today,” Wes replied. “Bartender called in sick. I won’t be working much longer, though. Bossman on his way to relieve me.” 
Mack let a snicker. “Scotty Rocks?”
Wes nodded. “I’ll introduce you. What can I get ya to drink?”
“Rum and Coke, please. Bacardi Gold if you got it.”
“Coming right up, man. Hey, are you gonna be around later? I got a couple of honey’s coming in around 6:30. Might need a wingman.”
Mack smiled. Since college, he hadn’t been another guy’s backup but decided to play along. “What’s their story?”
We went to work on the drink. “Newbies down at the shop. We get a few hotties come through every season. This one girl’s working in the office, but she wants to be out on the river running boats.”
Mack grinned. “And this is where you come into the picture.”
Wes grinned. “She already thinks I’m a legend,” he said, setting Mack’s drink on the bar. `Mack glanced behind Wes. Two women in shorts and tank tops had just arrived. 
“You might want to turn around, Wes,” Mack signaled. 
Wes stole a glance. “That’s them. Gotta go, man,” he said, bee-lining the women’s direction.
With Wes gone, Mack surveyed his surroundings. Two pool tables, one dartboard, a jukebox, and three big-screen televisions provided entertainment. At a high top behind several thirsty patrons, a middle-aged woman with a pack full of gear chatted with a guy twenty years her junior. Mack knew her type well. She’s a little on the chunky side but active every weekend of her life and not afraid of adventure. Careful there, young buck; she’ll teach you a thing or two about life. And then some.
Mack downed his drink and headed to the lawn, surprised at the eclectic mix of people enjoying a Saturday night sunset in the boondocks. When he’d reached the steps, he chuckled at two gray-haired locals pointing to the yoga couple, imagining the old-timer’s conversation. 
Hey, Earl, can ya believe these people walkin’ hundreds a miles in the woods just fer fun? Don’t even bring back no meat. Look at the two over yonder doin’ that stretchin’. Try workin’ fer a livin’ ya hippies.”
A man tinkered with getting a fire going at a stone pit near the forest edge. Mack learned long ago that starting a fire was a modern-day test of manhood. Get one started, keep it lit, and you’re a hero but fail; suddenly, everything a man’s accomplished in life becomes meaningless, as even his closest family members will ridicule. Good luck, buddy, but now you can’t quit because everyone is watching. Should I step out there and help? Nope! Been there myself. Besides, it’s about time for another drink!






  
  Chapter 49 

Coyote


When Mack reached the bar, Wes had disappeared. “You must be Mack? I’m Scotty,” greeted the new bartender with an outstretched palm. “Wes pointed you out. Said you might need a long-distance ride tomorrow?” 
Mack shook Scotty’s hand. “Yep, I need to get to Cherokee.”
The hostel owner calculated the distance. “That’s kind of far. We don’t usually go south of Asheville.”
Mack knew the towns were close. “Asheville’s fine,” he said with hesitancy. 
Scotty picked up on it. “Let me see what I can do. Just can’t leave at a set time. You cool with that?”
Mack didn’t want the whole day to go by. “Just don’t want to leave at five in the afternoon though.”
Scotty surveyed the bar. “Definitely before noon. Just depends on tonight. Sometimes, I don’t even sleep on the weekends.”
Mack smiled. “I heard you’re open all night.”
Scotty grinned. “Not a lot of rules around here. You up for a specialty drink?”
Mack took a seat. “Sure, what’s in it?”
“Mostly whisky. Of the clear local variety, if you catch my drift.”
Mack gave Scotty the thumbs up. While the mixologist went to work, he spotted Wes’ rafting co-worker sitting practically in his lap. Look at Wes—a college drop-out river guide who wants to be a firefighter. “Like one of the guys on television in the mountains of California,” Wes had mentioned in the van ride earlier. Although Mack noted that the words ‘quit college’ never came up on the way to the diner. ”One day, I’ll go back and pick up where I left off,” Wes had said. Mack chuckled, recalling his conversation. He knew half of life was how you crafted the story, which Wes had perfected as the newbie office girl twirled the shoulder-length locks of Wes’ auburn hair, her starry-eyed gaze fixed on the bushy red beard as Wes’ lips uttered tales of danger and high adventure on the river. What a life. She’ll lie in his bed by next week, maybe even tonight…hook, line, and sinker. Wes the Conqueror. The Son of a Gun even looks like a Viking too.
Mack’s eyes gravitated to a heavy-set, tan Hispanic man taking a seat at the bar. Dressed in olive drab Picker’s clothes, the newly arrived thick mustached patron wore a backward Yankees baseball hat and called for a drink.
As Mack studied the man with a cigar dangling from the corner of his mouth, the hostel owner approached with two martini glasses.
“The key to this drink is the ice,” Scotty called out, tilting an oversized shaker filled with red liquid into the glasses. “We freeze local spring water, let it melt some, then add lime and cherry juice. We call it the cherry bomb. Cheers.”
Mack touched glasses with Scotty, alarmed by the heat generated from the cold liquid as it settled in his stomach. “I like it.”
Scotty grinned. “You can take the white out of the lightning but not the burn. That’s primo moon shine you can’t buy at any store. Back in a bit.”
While Mack sipped Scotty’s concoction, he heard a familiar voice calling his name at the end of the bar. He turned to see Wes waving him over. Just as he rose from his seat, Mack did a double-take. Scotty handed a beer to the man in Picker’s clothes, who removed a plastic bag concealed under his shirt in an apparent exchange.
I think Scotty just made a drug deal, Mack surmised. As he made his way to Wes, he locked eyes with the man in Picker’s clothes. By the time Mack reached the end of the bar, the object of Wes’ affection had held her hand out.
“Hi, Mack, I’m Casey. Wes just told me all about you,” greeted the cheerful young woman.
Mack seemed surprised. “He did?” That’s weird. Just met the guy this morning, Mack thought, locking hands with Casey for an unusually long time. “Wes tells me you want to run your own boat?”
Casey nodded. “So I just graduated from Appalachian State and didn’t have a job lined up, so I figured, what the heck? I love the outdoors and being in nature; why not become a river guide.”
“Seems like a logical choice,” Mack offered with an eye roll toward Wes. “I saw you come in with another girl. What’s her story?”
“She’s single, but I think she has a crush on Scotty.”
Wes realized Mack had a cherry bomb in his hand. “Careful with those drinks, man. You can barely taste the alcohol. Next thing you know, its light’s out, and you’re sleeping on the lawn.”
Mack smiled, motioning to the man in Picker’s clothes. “You know that guy down there in the Yankees hat?”
Wes glanced that way. “Yeah. They call him El Gordo. Pretty sure it means fat, man. He’s a coyote.”
Casey seemed perplexed. “What do you mean? A coyote’s an animal.” 
“Casey,” Mack explained, “it’s a figure of speech. A coyote brings people into the country to work. Most are illegals without papers. They smuggle them across the Mexican border to work farms.”
Wes looked at Mack. “He probably has a hundred pickers working for him. They’re holed up in a compound on the other side of town. He comes here twice a week, usually with an entourage.”
Mack leaned closer. “I ran into them yesterday. Four or five men a few miles upriver from here. I’ve seen pickers before, but these guys covered their tracks, so I followed their trail up the Unakas into briars so thick you couldn’t see a foot in front of you.”
“Is that how your arms got cut up?” Casey asked, sliding a finger across the dried blood on Mack’s scratches.
Mack nodded. “I had a long-sleeved shirt on too. On the other side of the thorns, I found the holy grail.” He glanced at Wes. “Weed. Could’ve been ten acres of plants.” 
“Oh man, how cool is that?” Wes blurted. Casey gave him a look. “I mean, I knew there was pot up there, but that’s crazy big. We heard a guy had his foot blown off in one of those fields. It was booby-trapped with explosives.”
Mack took a big sip of his drink. “A man I’ve known all my life says the cartels started working with the locals around 20 years ago. It looks like they’ve moved from private land into the national forests now. It pisses me off. I should have burnt the whole damn field to the ground.”
“I agree!” Casey blurted out.
Mack went on. “Strangest thing was the flowers, though. The field was covered in them.”
“Like wildflowers?” Casey asked.
Mack sipped his drink. “Yes and no. Some definitely, but most were cultivated and grew side by side with the weed. They had this red and yellow bulb like a tulip except twice as long.”
Mack could tell something bothered Wes.
Wes looked at Casey then to Mack. “I think I know what they are,” the river guide said. “Last summer, our guides started missing work. I’m not talking about coming in late. We couldn’t even get them out of bed. One morning me and Scotty raided the barracks and found bags of seeds. The guys were grinding them up in weed bowls and smoking it.”
“And you think the seeds came from those flowers?” Mack asked. 
“Guaranteed,” Wes replied. Mack considered the impact of Wes’s revelation when the river guide continued. “How’d you find our hostel from up there?”
Mack chose to omit his discovery of the black tentacle tree and stones. “I saw the town from a rock outcrop the day before and followed a game trail down this morning. Ran right into it.”
Wes seemed uneasy. “You slept up there in the mountains?”
Mack wondered where Wes was going. “Sure, why not?”
The river guide seemed uneasy. “That’s a bear sanctuary up there, man. They take the problem bears from Asheville and the Smokies and let them loose right where you slept.” 
Mack cringed, remembering the standoff on the rock outcrop and the Claw marks dug into the moss next to his head.






  
  Chapter 50 

Stolen Product


Six hours ahead of the hostel bar, at the Bodega de Los Reyes  tavern in downtown Madrid, Diego Alcazar had just settled in with the second bottle of a heavy tannin Rioja wine when the ringtone on his Huwi Trek V4 phone sounded off. For the past twelve hours, his anonymous burner device had been frozen due to the transfer of the University of Miami Professor’s emails, several thousand of which had included hundred-page PDF attachments.
That went pretty smooth, Diego thought, relieved the private detective firm calling themselves ‘Friends of Spain’ had come through. Diego knew little about the shadowy group he’d hired. His friend in the government’s foreign affairs division stated that ‘Friends’ had worked interrogations after September 11th on behalf of the Americans, and results, although expensive, were usually guaranteed. Since the American James MacNaughton couldn’t be located as per the original agreement, Diego had agreed to the group’s suggested new tactic of hacking the American professor Gustavo Martinez’s computer. “Fifteen thousand for Friends group, fifteen thousand for the hacker, a reasonable fee given the matter’s sensitivity,” Diego recalled during their first update conversation. However, the palace caretaker of antiquities wasn’t sure if the man from the ‘Friends’ group wasn’t pocketing everything. This is not a matter of concern. I will wire the funds from my personal account and seek palace reimbursement later.
Diego smirked. It wouldn’t be necessary to rush the fraudulent palace transaction. His bank account overflowed with funds. Funds made possible by private showings in the Royal Palace’s underground rooms. Transactions that were nothing more than a simple librarian’s kickbacks.
Excited about what secrets lay in the American professor’s emails, just as Diego pressed the inbox on his burner phone, his memory jarred loose, recalling the slightly peculiar way his contact from ‘Friends of Spain’ had pronounced his words. Over the last twenty years, Diego had become a self-taught expert in the dissection of language, and ever since their first call, he’d thought about his contact’s voice, which was curiously devoid of any regional accent. Diego lived amongst millions of people, each with a sound betraying their geographic roots, but he couldn’t quite place it until now. That’s it. He’s from the northwest but not from a city. Diego smiled. Several years back, he’d concluded that the perfectly pure, accent-free manner of speaking had died in the mountains of northwest Asturias. It was pretty simple. The ‘Friends of Spain’ man spoke ‘Castellano’ from where it was born—the most accurate form of his country’s first unified language. As the palace historian living a double life opened the first stolen email, he finally had a name for his ‘Friends of Spain’ contact who had purposely not provided his. I will call him the Castilian.






  
  Chapter 51 

Mystery Woman


Mack was about to share his rock outcrop bear encounter when the hostel owner approached.  
“Who’s ready for a refill, guys?” Scotty asked. 
Casey set her glass on the bar. “I am,” she said.
Mack had a strange buzz from the moonshine. “Not me,” he said. “This is going down like gasoline.”
Scotty smirked. “Yeah, I know. Already had two on the house,” he remarked before leaning in closer. “There’s another benefit to being the owner. Look behind me. They’ve been here about ten minutes.”
Wes caught sight of the women at the end of the bar. “Those are the cougars I took out today! Err…I mean, the ladies from Jacksonville. Gonna go chat. Casey and Mack, why don’t you two get to know each other.”
When Wes trotted away, Casey scooted closer. “So Mack,” Casey said. “Wes told me you’re not hiking the trail like most everybody else. What brings you to a little ole hick town in Tennessee?” the recent college grad asked.
Mack knew he couldn’t tell Casey the whole truth but did his best to keep it real. “I’m trying to find someone.”
Casey perked up. “A woman, perhaps?”
Mack smiled. “Yep. I ran across her a month ago, but she disappeared, and now I’m on this crazy quest to track her down.”
Casey thought about it. “You said disappeared. Is she like a missing person, or are you the stalker type?” she asked, smiling.
“Ha, ha, good one,” Mack replied.
Casey put her hand on Mack’s knee. “Tell me more.”
Mack took a big sip of the cherry bomb, surprised at Casey’s forwardness. “It’s a long story, but first, I have a question for you.”
Casey batted her eyes. “Sure, ask away.”
Mack leaned in. “Do you believe in guardian angels?”
Casey seemed surprised. “You don’t mean the type with wings and magic wands, do you?” 
Mack shook his head. 
“Whew! You almost freaked me out, Mack,” Casey said, pausing. “Then I’d say yes, I believe certain people are here to watch after us. Did you ask me because you believe this disappeared woman is your guardian angel?”
Mack’s eyes darted away. Casey’s hand moved to his arm. The warmth of her touch put him at ease. “Yes, to answer your question, but it’s complicated.” A few seconds passed as Mack debated his following words.
Casey tried to put Mack at ease. “Try starting from the beginning.”
Mack gulped. “Okay, here it goes. Three times in my life, I’ve had near-death experiences. The first one happened when I was a boy in a river not too far from here.”
Casey interjected. “Mack,” she said, “I grew up in Roan Mountain, which isn’t too far. Was it the Toe River?”
Mack nodded incredulously. Outside the campground and town, he’d never met anyone who’d heard of the river. “I snuck away from my Mom when I was seven to go tubing. Next thing you know, I’m thrown off the raft and pinned underwater beneath a huge black rock. I damn near drowned, but Mr. Ballow yanked me out by my hair.”
“Oh my God, Mack! This man saved your life.”
Mack nodded, acknowledging how close he’d come. The next part didn’t come easy. He hesitated.
“What is it, Mack?” Casey asked, finishing the last of her drink. 
“Hum…that day at the river. Something happened to me down there. It’s hard to…”
Casey sensed Mack’s uneasiness and moved her chair immediately next to his. Caught in the chemistry with Casey and the unfamiliar moonshine buzz, Mack worried about what to say next.
“Go on, Mack, you can tell me.”
Mack nodded. “It was all sort of a blur underwater. I couldn’t think. The current sounded like a freight train running over my head. Just as I started to pray,” Mack paused, looking at Casey, nervous, “I saw something.”
“What was it, Mack?”
“It was her. The woman I’m searching for. It was only a vision, but she told me how to get my arm loose from the rock, so I did and kicked free to the surface—my Mom and Mr. Ballow are the only ones who’ve ever believed me. And right now, you probably think I’m crazy, so I’ll stop talking.”
Casey shook her head. “Mack, listen to me. You’re not crazy. I believe you.”
“You do?” Mack asked hopefully. Casey signaled yes. “I stopped telling the story a long ago because most people…” 
Casey interjected. “Mack, what happened to you in that river was magical. Who’s to say your experience wasn’t real if they weren’t there.”
Mack felt a huge weight lift off his shoulder. “Lately, I’m starting to believe there’s a force in this world, call it magic, divine intervention, guardian angels, or something else that helps us in our lives. Just like Mr. Ballow would always say: ‘This ain’t written in any textbook, boy.’”
Casey licked her finger. “You’re close to him, aren’t you?”
Mack signaled yes. “He was like a father to me. I feel bad, though. For a lot of years, I wasn’t around. I recently came back to see a different man. He’s older now. I never let him in on a big chunk of my life. And now…”
“Mack,” Casey said, leaning in with lowered inhibitions from alcohol. “About the other times you almost died, she came in visions, didn’t she?”
“Yes. The second time came after a head-on collision riding my dirt bike. I was lying in a coma in the hospital when I saw her. The next happened overseas in a friendly fire incident during the war.”
Casey ran the math. “That’s three times, Mack. It would appear you have a genuine guardian angel watching over you.”
Mack agreed. “I was 21 when I last saw her. Until recently, that is.” 
Casey perked up. “What do you mean, recently?” Her eyes widened as Mack told her everything about his roadside encounter a few weeks prior.
“Hang on, Mack. You say she wore something around her neck?”
“Yes. A leather satchel shaped like a heart.”
Mack nearly jumped from his stool as Casey’s fingernails dug into his skin. “This is the most amazing story I’ve ever heard!” Casey blurted. “You know what I think?” She paused, and the excitement built. “That day she rode in on the horse. She’s not just a vision. She’s a real person, Mack.”
Mack wasn’t so sure. “I admit seeing her that day was life-changing, but how could she be alive? The owner of a horse stable swears she went missing in 1978, and …”
Casey cut him off. “Mack, I have a sense for these things. You haven’t had a vision since you were 21, and suddenly, your guardian angel appears. Don’t you see it? She’s come back. She’s come back to find you.”
Come back? Mack questioned. From where? Find me for what? Stop pretending, Mack. You know you have cancer, and she’s always appeared right before… No, stop this! Who is this, Casey? She’s just intuited what’s happening and without all the details.
Casey’s following words nearly knocked Mack off his stool. “Search deep within your soul, Mack. She’s been waiting her whole life for you. You know it to be true.”
A whirlwind of emotion overtook Mack. He wanted desperately to believe, but having no control over the supernatural forces shaping his life was beginning to piss him off. “And you know all this, Casey, because…let me guess…you’re a woman, and all women are born with great intuitive powers?”
Casey shrugged off Mack’s half-hearted attempt at an attack. “Mack,” she said. “There’s something else you need to know. Your guardian angel’s an Indian.”
Mack’s breathing accelerated. A lump welled up in his throat. The feeling in his soul told him she was right. “Casey. Umm…how do you know all this? We only…” 
Casey cut Mack off. “You have to be Indian to understand these things, Mack.”
Mack raised a brow. “You’re Native American? But your eyes are blue and your hair…”
“I’m half Cherokee,” Casey announced. 
Mack felt as if a wall had just closed in on him. He locked eyes with Casey, shaking his head. “I’m sorry…I need to…please excuse me.”
Mack nearly ran to the hostel lawn as the whirlwind of troubling thoughts he’d been suppressing reared their ugly head. Every time she’s ever appeared, I should’ve died. Haven’t seen her in twenty-plus years, and now she’s back. And I have cancer. Wait! But this time’s different. She’s real. This wasn’t a vision. That was her on the horse! Oh my God, what’s happening? Am I going to die?
Beads of sweat poured from Mack’s forehead. In a flash, it was 1984 again. An ambulance had just arrived at the hospital carrying a fourteen-year-old boy with a concussion and two collapsed lungs. What had been a fun outing with friends turned tragic when Mack crashed his dirt bike into another motorcycle at high speed. Although nobody in the trauma center could see it, Mack had been hovering above the operating room table, watching his mother embrace his dying body, when his guardian angel appeared and spoke to him.
“No, Mack, stay away from the light. Listen to me. Wake up. Fight the pain. You must stay alive for your Mom. It’s not our time yet… Te llamo, my love…always…”
And just like that, she’d gone from the hospital. Mack had seen his guardian angel’s face only briefly. She was the same beautiful woman he’d seen underwater that fateful day in the river just seven years before. But how many times would she pull him away from death?
Mack’s thoughts came back to the present. He wondered about Casey. Her face seems familiar. Yes, she has the same high cheekbones. About the same age too. But her hair’s not right. My guardian angel has jet-black hair, and Casey is dirty blond. Hang on; her roots are black, though. Wait a minute. On the day of the accident, she said, ‘It’s not our time yet.’ Mack, wake up. Are you blind? You have cancer, and out of the blue, this Casey shows up. Not only do we have an instant connection, but she believes me. She even pieced my story together so that I could see it too. This can’t be a coincidence. Can it?
In the middle of Mack’s thoughts, he heard it. Somewhere beyond the hostel lawn in the woods, the low pitch of a frog-like croak grabbed his attention, but only for a second. Inside his brain, the battle that had surfaced days ago again raged between his ears. What kind of crazy stuff did you get me into, Mr. Ballow? ‘Mack, be careful out there; strange things happen around these parts.’ You think? Is this all part of your secret plan, Mr. Ballow? Bull$%@! A month ago, my life was pretty average. Now there are dead members of a foreign royal family buried where they shouldn’t be, men showing up at my Mom’s house, lost treasures in a cabin, and I’ve damn near been killed twice by wild animals. Oh, not to mention that I might secretly be in love with a freaking ghost! Mack dumped the last of his moonshine drink on the lawn. As quickly as it had started, the battle had ended.






  
  Chapter 52 

Doubles


Wes had rejoined Casey by the time Mack returned to the bar. “Where’d you disappear to?” asked the red-haired river guide. 
Mack glanced at Casey, embarrassed by his intimate conversation ten minutes prior. He was about to speak when Scotty approached.
“Another cherry bomb?” the hostel owner asked Mack.
“No way,” Mack shot back. “I need something to cut through that moonshine, Scotty.” Mack did a quick head count. “Eight shots of the ‘surfer on acid’ chilled.”
Scotty seemed impressed. “Great call,” he said. “Where are they going?”
Mack signaled. “One for each of us, you included, and the rest for Wes’ rafting ladies over there.”
Scotty smirked. “And so it begins.”
When Scotty moved on, Mack caught one of the Jacksonville group stealing glances at him. “Wes and Casey,” Mack announced, “grab your stuff; we’re gonna go shoot some pool.”
“Sounds like fun!” Casey shouted. “Meet you at the table, boys. I’m going to the ladies’ room.”
With Casey gone, Mack waved Wes to the stick rack. 
“What’s up?” Wes asked, curious.
“Thought you’d like to hear this. Three nights ago, I slept in the high-country above the river you take people rafting on. Had a big fire going, and my gut tells me something’s wrong.”
Wes interjected. “Was it a bear?”
Mack shook his head. “No. Fire usually keeps them away. All I can see is this set of eyes staring back at me.”
Wes nearly panicked. “What was it, man?”
Mack’s tone turned serious. “It was a wolf.”
A questioning look splashed over Wes’ face. “But wolves aren’t supposed to be…”
Mack jumped in. “I know, but they’re here. It was a big black one too. He charged at me, but I fired a warning shot, and he ran off.”
Wes’ eyes darted back and forth like he’d seen a ghost. “Damn. So it’s true then.”
“What do you mean true?” Mack shot back. “You knew there were wolves up there?”
The part-time hostel employee explained. “Someone told me they tried reintroducing them in the Smokies, which aren’t too far away. But they had to nix the program and relocate the pack to Idaho or somewhere up north. Looks like they missed one.”
“Or maybe a pup grew up and decided pack life wasn’t for him,” Mack said, offering a different outcome. 
Wes took a peek toward the bathroom. “Don’t tell Casey this, but every once in a while, we hear this hellish sound over the rushing water.” Mack listened intently as Wes continued. “Imagine a dog barking off in the distance. Except this is more like crying. Not from pain but excitement. Just like a German Shepherd on one of those police shows. Now imagine that cry echoing off the rocks in the river gorge. We tell our groups it’s a Sasquatch. Scares the crap of out them.”
Mack imagined the scene. “Let me guess. You riverboat captains make sure every tourist on the bus ride to the boat ramp hears this bigfoot story.”
Wes’ guilty smile confirmed it as Casey came back from the bathroom. There was an odd silence for a few seconds when Mack acknowledged Casey. “You ever play pool before?”
Casey shook her head. “No, but I’m a quick learner,” said the wanna-be guide.
Mack handed Casey a stick. “Good then, let Wes teach you how to aim and shoot first. My turn to make a head call. Back in a minute.”
Mack’s route took him past El Gordo, the man with a hand in local crop-picking operations, which likely included drugs. Two others had joined the picker in green coveralls. As Mack assessed the new arrivals’ threat potential, one of Wes’ Jacksonville raft tourists called him over.
Mack smiled as he approached. “Hey, ladies, you enjoy those shots?”
“We loved it. What’s it called?” asked the woman who appeared to be the ringleader of the group.
“Can’t tell ya,” Mack replied, teasing. “It’s all part of my master plan.” 
“Oh, so you have a plan for us?” asked the ring leader, feigning suspicion.
Mack nodded, eyes darting to the woman who’d checked him out earlier. “First, I’m gonna get you drunk,” he said. 
“Woo! Sounds good so far, handsome,” said the ringleader whose friends gleamed back their approval.
Mack pointed toward Wes and Casey. “Then I’m gonna take you to that table and have my way with you,” he said, inching closer to the visitor with short brown hair who’d shown interest. “Could I have your name, please?” 
“Nikki,” said the Jacksonville woman. 
“I’m Mack. You see, Nikki,” Mack went on to say, “The object of that game over there is to shoot your ball into the pocket,” Mack said with a devilish grin. “But to do that, you’re gonna need to use the right stick,” he said playfully. Nikki’s warm smile gave him the cue he needed. “Now, if you’ll come with me, please,” Mack said, grasping Nikki’s hand, pulling her gently away from the surprised looks of her friends, “let me show you how to find the right stick.” Nikki followed Mack, nervous but thrilled about the possibilities with this charming new man.






  
  Chapter 53 

Signals


“Wes and Casey, say hello to Nikki, my new doubles partner,” Mack called out as he and Nikki approached the billiards table. 
“We’ve met,” Wes said, grinning. “You’ve played before, Nikki?” 
Nikki snickered, “A couple of times here and there,” she responded, waving the A-Okay to her girlfriends watching from the bar.
“Hey Nikki, I’m Casey,” said the rafting office employee. “Why don’t we chat while the gentlemen here order us a drink.”
“What’s your poison?” Mack asked Nikki.
“Cosmopolitan,” Nikki shot back, smiling. Mack raised an eyebrow. Nikki caught his expression. “By the way, I’m dressed; you thought I might order a beer, didn’t you, handsome?”
Mack knew he was busted. How’d she know what I was thinking? “Hum…A sophisticated drink for a sophisticated woman?” he replied.
“Oh yes,” Nikki replied sarcastically. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m very sophisticated here in my three-inch heels and daisy dukes,” she said with a grin.
Mack had definitely noticed, but he tried to play coy. Nikki’s choice of a tank top and jean shorts showcased her well-disciplined mid-thirties figure. “Let me guess,” he complimented Nikki. “Lots of yoga, spin classes, and salads for dinner. And all that just to make room for the nightly bottle of wine!”
Nikki blinked. “Hey, how’d you know that I…?”
“Time to get that drink now,” Mack said, smiling as he escaped.
Scotty noticed Mack headed his way and met him at the bar. “Damn, you work fast. What did you say to get her away from her friends?”
“Tell you on our ride tomorrow, Scotty,” Mack replied. 
“Fair enough,” said the hostel owner. “What can I get ya?”
“Cosmo for her. Johnny-black for me,” Mack replied, waving to Nikki’s friends.
As Scotty worked the drinks, Mack glanced at Casey; the conversation they shared was fresh on his mind. I only told her about my visions. How could she have concluded that my guardian angel was an Indian?
Mack refocused on the task at hand. At some point tomorrow, he’d be in Cherokee meeting with Bill Walkingstick. As excited as he was, he was nervous. John Ballow’s words earlier in the day had spooked him: Find the Indian and get back to the land behind the cabin. Hold on for dear life, son. 
Thinking of Ballow’s words, Mack remembered the strange force pulling him deeper into the hidden valley. He recalled the heart-shaped satchel around his guardian angel’s neck and the red and white stones set into the bark of the black tree above the drug field. Those stones had formed a heart, and somebody had sketched a heart on both sides of the Spanish map, including a tiny heart next to the cabin symbol. 
While he waited on Scotty, a wave of uncertainty took hold as Mack connected the dots. In the back of his mind, it seemed others were controlling his fate. He glanced at Nikki, who anxiously awaited his return. Mack felt attracted to her, but that’s where it ended. Tonight was a one-night reprieve. Play pool, flirt a little bit, and say goodbye. Can’t wait to sleep in a real bed!
Scotty returned with the drinks. “Here you are. One Cosmopolitan. One Johnnie B.”
“Thanks, Scotty.” Mack pointed to El Gordo and his two companions. “You know anything about those guys?”
Scotty skipped the Spanish picker, mentioning his companions only. “The guy with a big gut and long beard has been here a few times. That scrawny-looking dude comes here all the time. Local hillbilly. Why do you ask?”
Mack remembered Scotty’s transaction earlier. “No reason, just trying to figure out who’s who out here on the frontier.”
Mack had lied. His internal radar had been sending off danger signals, but he kept it quiet, acutely aware of the drug deal Scotty made with El Gordo. Although Scotty seemed likable and trustworthy, Mack wasn’t sure these weren’t his boys, and he had to be cautious. The hostel’s location on the frontier of a virtually uninhabited chain of mountains meant that law enforcement authority could be a long distance away. As Mack studied the three men, he was sure of one thing—out on the frontier, it’s every man for himself.
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Nikki tapped her glass to Mack’s when he returned with their libations. “Thank you, handsome,” she said. 
“Slainte,” Mack replied. “It’s Gaelic for good health.”
“Love it,” said the woman from Jacksonville. “I like your friends Wes and Casey too. How long have you guys known each other?”
Mack nearly burst out laughing while Wes motioned him to the table. “We all just met today. It seems like that’s the way it is around here.” He turned to Nikki. “It’s our turn to shoot, and you’re up first.” Mack pointed to the orange ball. “The five looks like an easy shot to me.”
To Mack’s surprise, Nikki positioned herself behind the five for a look, then shifted her stance to the right, targeting the seven instead. Before Mack could inquire, Nikki drained the seven in the side pocket, drawing the cue ball back to its original position for a shot on the five which she made in the corner.
Wes called out in surprise, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
Casey ran over, slapping Nikki’s hand held high in the air. “You go, girl!” she yelled out.
Mack couldn’t believe it. “Where did you learn to shoot like that?”
Nikki blushed. “It’s a secret, handsome.”
Mack knew how to play this game. “If you tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine.” Just not all of them.
Nikki’s cheeks turned red. “Deal, handsome. But if I make this shot, you go first.”
Just as Nikki aimed, the scrawny local man who’d joined El Gordo came into view, stopping a few feet from the table. Mack honed in like an attack dog, ignoring Nikki’s missed shot. Dressed in Picker’s clothes and wearing a grease-stained train conductor’s hat, his eyes bothered Mack more than the skinny man’s clumpy brown beard. They were the unpredictable cross-eyed pupils of a man one sandwich short of a picnic.
“Can I help you, man?” Wes called out to the hillbilly. 
“Daaang…dem ladies shir kane shoot, kain’t they?” the scurvy man blurted. 
Mack suspected the intruder wasn’t referring to Nikki or Casey’s billiard skills. “Now that you mention it, I guess they are pretty good,” Mack called out, turning to his river guide friend. “Your shot, Wes,” he said, watching from the corner of his eye. Go back to the bar, boy.
Wes got the hint and aimed while Mack glanced at the intruder’s friends. El Gordo hadn’t turned around, but the long-bearded, four-hundred-pound man in blue jean overalls stared intently.
That guy is a true mountain man if I’ve ever seen one, Mack thought, just as Nikki grabbed his upper arm, turning him towards her. 
“Want to know my secret?” Nikki bit her lip. “I’m single. Ha!”
Mack was concerned his back was to the skinny man. “Kind of figured that, silly. Me too. Well, been divorced for a while now.”
Nikki’s fingers lifted the fabric on Mack’s sleeve. “Sorry, handsome, but I have to see your bicep.” 
Mack blushed, then Nikki said, “I like a man with strong hands too.”
Mack gently guided the short-hair tourist from Jacksonville closer. “Promise we’ll come back to this, okay?” Nikki nodded. “Look behind me,” Mack continued. “Is that guy still standing there?”
Nikki nodded. “He’s right next to the table now.” 
Wes shouted. “You’re up, Mack. We sunk two more while you love birds were messing around over there.”
Mack debated his next move when the scurvy man spoke with a barely intelligible backwoods drawl. “Gettin’ dis heah game, y’all?” 
Mack turned from Nikki, but Wes answered first, annoyed. “We’re playing doubles, man,” he barked. “Why don’t you take the table behind us?”
The hillbilly ignored Wes, setting four quarters down in a challenge. Wes’ face turned as red as his beard. “Are you serious?”
The scrawny challenger opened a round tin of snuff, dipping a good-sized pinch of tobacco between his cheek and gum. “House rule,” said the local. “Y’all gots ta play me next, fo dis heah table. Me and my boy rite up d’are be waitin’.”
Mack seethed. Waitin’ for a butt-whoopin’, boy. Relax Mack. This is their place. They want to show us up in front of the women. It’s the oldest trick in the book. He signaled for Wes and Casey. “Sorry, ladies, we’ll pick up our game later. Wes and I are gonna play these guys now, and I do believe this dumbass thinks you girls are the prize if they win.” Mack looked at Casey, then Nikki. “Ready for a life with an outhouse for a bath and cleaning up in a creek?” Nikki and Casey flashed their disapproval. “Thought so,” Mack continued. “Here’s my plan. In a half-hour, send Scotty over with a cherry bomb for each guy on their team. Put it on my tab, but make sure Scotty tells them the drinks came from you.”
“Really? For those creeps?” Casey objected.
“Don’t worry,” Mack said to Casey. “Wes and I got your back. They’ll probably come over to thank you. If they do, tease them a little. Tell them you’d love to hang out, but only with the winners.”
“Hey! I see what’s going on here,” Nikki shot back, flashing a half-grin of approval as she trotted Casey back to her friends. “Mr. Handsome here is using us for bait.”
Mack turned to his red-haired river guide-playing partner. “Come on, Wes, you and I are gonna have a little fun with these fellas.”






  
  Chapter 54 

Bodega De Los Reyes


At the King’s Tavern in downtown Madrid, Diego Alcazar had already scrolled through hundreds of the University of Miami Professor’s stolen emails, looking for anything from the American James MacNaughton or Alex Padilla, the Miami Professor’s contact at the School of Salamanca in Spain.  
After reading a few back-and-forth messages between the Miami Professor and a North Carolina funeral home in an attempt to verify the age of the quarry stone used on Prince Felipe’s grave marker, Diego leaned back in his chair, rocking his half-full glass of a 2008 Crianza in a circular motion. Icicle-like red shapes formed around the glass perimeter before melting into the velvety liquid below. As Diego studied the legs, the 14 percent fermented alcohol did its job. In a flash, his connoisseur mind jumped from the drudgery of another man’s emails to the grapes and atmospheric differences, making the 2009 bottle he’d just finished vastly superior to this broken-legged 2008.
What if MacNaughton refuses to disclose Prince Felipe’s final resting location? The ‘Friends of Spain’ man said his investigator might use crude methods during the questioning. Not so civilized is what he meant to say. This means they will inflict physical pain to extract the desired information.
While Diego stared at the remnants of the Crianza’s broken legs, his mind drifted to another place. An uncivilized place outside the modern Madrid metropolis where Kings and Knights defended their ancestral land against the invading Muslim horde. In the streets of Seville. In the mountains of Cordoba. What happened to my countrymen? How did we become so civilized?
Emptying the 2008 down his throat and refilling another glass, Diego rose from his stool, wondering. Where are you, James MacNaughton? We have Castilian surprise and crude methods waiting for you.
Pausing in the hall outside the washroom, Diego pulled up a northern city of Oviedo contact he’d saved to his phone earlier. It was late, but the stakes were too high, and the phone call couldn’t wait. Only one man in the world had the heart-shaped ruby’s exact dimensions. As the dial tones connected, a man passed Diego in the hall, but the Royal Palace employee didn’t notice. The Catholic Priest on the receiving end of Diego’s call said he’d be more than happy to welcome a man of the palace on such short notice. 
After the appointment with the Priest was set, Diego booked a flight to the northern city, unaware the same man who’d passed him in the hall had kept his ear tight to the bathroom door, listening.
As Diego strolled back to the full glass of Crianza holding his empty seat, he felt relieved, confident in his contingency plan. For the second time in his life, he was making big moves alone. But the wine masked something else. Deep down, the palace employee was terrified.






  
  Chapter 55 

Unfinished Business


At the Tennessee frontier hostel, the billiard match between Mack and Wes and the locals remained tied. In the hubris gloat of the hillbilly’s second-game victory, Mack had changed the stakes. To his surprise, they took the bait, and what started as a one-hundred-dollar game had quickly grown to a three-hundred-dollar, winner-takes-all, third-game pot. 
Mid-way through game three, Mack and Wes paused as their opponents flirted with Casey, Nikki, and the rest of Nikki’s river rafting posse at the end of the bar. 
“Nothing like a drink and female companionship to sidetrack your game,” Wes commented to Mack as the locals sipped cherry bombs they wrongly assumed the Jacksonville ladies had purchased for them. “I do believe you’re a pool shark, Mack. First, the drinks, and I could swear that you missed a couple of shots on purpose. Seriously, how long you been hustling guys for money?”
Mack smiled, surveying the table. “Let’s just say I’ve played a few games in college and leave it at that. Sink this ball and end it here, Wes, so we can get back up there with them.” Mack glanced at the bar. Their new lady friends seemed to be having fun distracting the local opponents. Those girls probably have a better game than I do, he thought.
“One ball, corner pocket,” Wes called out to El Gordo, the only opposition member watching. 
“Yo, fellas,” Mack shouted to the guys they were playing. “When you’re done gossipn’ up there, come on down and check out the action on this here pool table.”
The scrawny man turned around. “Shoot,” he said, eying the balls on the table. “We gettin’ whooped, boy, let’s go,” he hollered at his four-hundred-pound mountain man playing partner.
Mack waved Nikki over to the jukebox. He was about to speak when the short-haired woman kissed his cheek. “What’s that for?” Mack asked, surprised. 
“For good luck,” Nikki answered, beaming.
“Thanks. We’re gonna need it. Wes just scratched, and that skinny dude shoots pretty good. So what did he say to y’all?”
Nikki rolled her eyes. “He acted like he was some big businessman in town. He said he’d just picked up his friend from prison and was gone for a few days.” Mack shook his head. “Just what every woman wants to hear, right?”
Mack realized he might have gone too far with things. “I’m sorry for putting you out there like that.”
Nikki managed a smile. “It’s okay. We girls know how to handle ourselves.”
Mack grinned. “I can tell.” He glanced at the table. The skinny man drained a second shot. “I gotta go. Be back soon.”
Nikki’s eyes remained on Mack. “Can’t wait, handsome,” she whispered as he left. Where’s this guy been all my life?
With the game in progress, Mack focused on Nikki’s words. The scrawny local had bragged about picking up a friend from prison. Earlier in the day, Mack had spoken with John Ballow, whose nephew Stitch had just caused some kind of trouble that may be drug-related. Mack thought about his surroundings. Illicit drugs were everywhere, including the hostel grounds where he’d witnessed a drug deal involving the skinny man’s entourage. And Mack knew from his summers spent with John Ballow that Stitch Ballow had been in and out of prison his entire life and had grown up near the hostel. Mack glared at the skinny man. There were too many coincidences to rule it out. Mack was confident Stitch and the skinny local were friends. Mack’s thoughts drifted to that summer day at the campground swimming hole. Mack had been in his share of fights as a teenager, but this was the first time an opponent hadn’t fought fair. Mack would never forget the sunlight shining off the steel of Stitch’s butcher knife. Where are you, Stitch? Mack said silently. What did your uncle mean about never seeing you again? I know you’re out there. Will you be coming here tonight? His rage continued to build. Next time, I won’t run away.






  
  Chapter 56 

Poison Pill


Stitch Ballow wouldn’t be coming to the hostel that night, but he wasn’t dead. In an abandoned Forest Service cabin nine miles east of Mack’s position, the rattlesnake anti-venom administered by Sheriff Elswick had done its job. 
“Good thing this ain’t your first bite, Stitch. Poison from a snake that big woulda killed ya,” the crooked police officer called out as he discussed the current status of drug operations with his boss.
Stitch could hardly believe his luck. Less than forty-eight hours had passed since his Uncle John Ballow had tortured him for molesting a child during his debt collection duties for the family business. The local troublemaker had just come off a five-month prison stint for nearly killing a man in a bar fight when his uncle went after him. When Stitch tried to turn the table on John Ballow, it backfired, and he nearly got killed. On orders from his uncle, if Stitch survived the snake torture, he would be removed from the county and brought to an outlaw branch of the Ballow family near the Tennessee border.
Stitch adjusted the bandages on his privates, shifting positions on the sofa. His strength returned slowly. Unbeknownst to his uncle, he’d been busy before returning to prison. Stupid ole man, Stitch thought. Collectin’ dat money wadn’t the only thing I been workin’ on. Growin’ weed much mo’ profitable. Uncle John refuse get involve wit it so I done turn ta Jessup and my cousins. He don’t know dem Unaka boys report ta ole Stich now? The ole man losin’ it. I was right ta move on’em. But while Stitch wanted to take over the family business, he knew John Ballow remained a formidable and dangerous man. My time be comin’ ole man. Yours be runnin’ out soon.
“Everythin’ been goin’ smooth since you hired that Mexican, Stitch. His pickers been haulin’ sacks full a product every dang day,” said Sheriff Elswick, who, along with several other deputies, were involved.
Stitch rose gingerly with a mason jar full of rust-tinged moonshine and headed toward a topographic map stapled to the cabin wall. “Stole the Mexican from Uncle Butch’s nursery. I pay them boys three time what they make haulin’ dat floral leaf up the mountain.” He studied the drug field locations on the map and then turned to the dishonest police officer. “What about them DEA spotter planes?” 
“We know who’s flyin’ and when. Pilots been gettin’ two envelopes monthly,” replied Sheriff Elswick. “One full’a greenback. The otha full of the best green bud.” The sheriff paused. “Heck, most they see up there is flowers growin’ anyway. Great idea you had, Stitch. Bringin’ them colored China plants over here hides our crops and puts money in our pocket. But we got us a lil problem.”
“And what dat be?” Stitch asked, holding an AK-47 he’d picked up from a table full of weapons.
Elswick explained. “Havin’ trouble keepin’ the yield up on them flowers. Seeds is potent like the China man promise, but most of them dry up in direct sun, making them worthless. Seed man says ya kaint do much but cover ’em or change locations, and that ain’t gonna work ’cause we got dozens of fields. Anyway, we been tryin’ some things that seem ta be workin’, but it takes full-time manpower, and there ain’t many bodies wanna do that kind of work. You livin’ out in the bush full-time.”
“Get Jug ta do it. Dumbass’ll do anythin’ I tells him to. If it’s too much, get sum pickers, just figure it out.” Stitch set the machine gun down. “You got me an address on dat guy I get in a fight with? Do me five months in prison ’cause he press charges.”
“Here,” said the sheriff, handing Stitch a piece of paper. “The guy lives just outside’a Boone.”
Stitch snatched the note. “Boone, huh? Got me some kin folk ova theah. Reckon might be time fer ole Stitch ta pay dem a visit too.” He smirked, bringing the mason jar to his lips. “Whew-wee! That sum fine apple pie moonshine! Stitch’s favorite!”
Elswick seemed worried. “There’s somethin’ else,” he said, handing Stitch an eight by eleven black-and-white photograph. “This came in today from da Mexican. One’a his pickers find boot prints and broken branches in dat blackberry patch hidin’ big field number nine. They check da game camera on that tree we had set up.”
Stitch held the photograph of Mack in his hands. “Where da hell he come from? Ain’t no local.”
The Sheriff agreed. “He walked past that camera yesterday ’round noon. He’s armed but ain’t no fed. Could be a hiker. Appalachian Trail runs perty close, but hippies never pack heat like dat.”
The outlaw nephew to John Ballow pulled the photo close, eyeballing the weapon attached to Mack’s cartridge belt. “Looks like a forty-four or a long-barrel .357 ta me,” he said, guessing at the caliber of Mack’s pistol.
Elswick wasn’t done. “Stitch, I need ta tell ya ’bout somethin’ else. A few nights back, the boys and I got a big fire goin’ right outside the cabin here, and out of nowhere—boom! Someone fire off a big round.”
“How far away?” Stitch asked, trying to place the shirtless man in the photo.
Elswick did his best to recall. “Mile plus, we reckon.”
Stitch’s mind moved as fast as the shine and snake medicine would let it. “What’f this same guy seen our cabin?”
“Doubtful he’d get this close. You remember what we got out dere patrollin’ them fields, don’t ya? Trained that wolf to attack since it was a pup.”
Stitch considered things. A mile seemed too close. “Round up da boy’s sheriff. Dat guy seen our fields, maybe mo. Kain’t risk it. Bring them hounds. We goin’ta track him.”
“On it, boss. Sent Jug and two men down to that trail hostel already. Chances good somebody saw him. Heck, he might even stay there.”
The hostel had been one of Stitch’s stomping grounds. “How that Yankee-boy Scotty doin’ down there?”
“He still buyin’ a hundred ounces a week. Just green bud though. He don’t want our product dusted with them flower seeds.”
“Dat a fact?” Stitch asked. “Any of my cousins go with Jug?”
“Just Tommy and that Mexican.”
Stitch managed a crooked smile, thinking of his four-hundred-pound cousin Tom. Big mistake; pay him no mind. Son-a-gun, a dang wolf.
Sheriff Elswick spoke deliberately. “We close, Stitch. Anotha growin’ season, we’ll bring the potency on dem flowers high enough for the lab. Once we get dem seeds in a pill and folks feel that euphoria, it’s light out. The whole town be hooked on dat flower overnight.”
Stitch liked the sound of that. A metallic flash shot from his crooked smile, revealing a shiny gold tooth inscribed with the letter ‘B.’ John Ballow’s nephew stared at the 8 x 11 black and white, guzzling more shine. Somethin’ ’bout him look famileah, he vaguely remembered.






  
  Chapter 57 

Hostel-ity


At the Scotty Rocks, the tension in the final game was building up. After Wes’ scratch, the scrawny man had sunk two striped balls when Mack stepped forward and pulled his opponent’s shot out of the pocket. “That doesn’t count,” Mack called out, setting the local man’s last shot in the middle of the table. 
“Whatcha mean, boy?”
Mack knew his opponent had purposely broken the rules. “Like we told you from the start, you gotta call the pocket before you shoot it. You didn’t, so the ball comes back out. It’s our turn.”
The scurvy local stepped toward Mack. “Put it back,” he demanded.
Mack glanced behind the hillbilly to his overweight playing partner. “Don’t play us for fools, man. You aimed for the side pocket and missed. We’ve overlooked some other shots you haven’t called, but not that one.” Mack paused for effect, knowing his following words would offend. “That’s a garbage pickup.”
The skinny man turned to El Gordo, who managed a faint smile. “Yer shot, huh boy?” the hillbilly shouted, taking the cue ball in hand. “Go ahead, den. Take it!” the local man screamed, smashing the white ball into the deck and stomping back to the bar.
Wes retrieved the cue ball, handing it to Mack. “Finish it, Mack,” he said.
Mack surveyed the table. Their final game was tied at one ball left apiece, but the eight blocked Mack’s shot on the five. “Eight, five combination shot, five in the corner pocket,” Mack called out to the skinny man who feigned interest. 
“Nice shot, Mack,” Wes called out as the five dropped in the hole, and the eight rolled to a stop near the center table in what appeared to be an easy shot for the win.
“This one’s dangerous, Wes,” Mack explained. “Gotta hit the eight hard enough that it goes in, but the cue ball usually bounces off and heads straight to the corner for a scratch. And game over for us.”
Wes was about to comment when they were interrupted. “Don’t ferget ta call dat dere shot boy,” the skinny man hollered from the bar.
Ignoring the local man’s attempted distraction, Mack aimed. “Eight ball, side pocket,” he shouted, drawing his arm back. A second later, powdery blue dust flew high in the air as the felt tip of Mack’s stick crashed the cue ball into the eight, but as the winning shot dropped in, all eyes turned to the white ball as it hurled down the table. Too fast.
“Dat’s a scratch!” shouted the skinny man.
But it wasn’t. As the cue ball came to rest one inch from the corner pocket, the hostel bar erupted in cheers as Mack grabbed the money and waved both arms while he shuffled his feet, smiling from ear to ear. It was a victory dance. A touchdown celebration of sorts. And by the time fist pumps, high fives, and winnings had been shared with Wes, Nikki and Casey had re-joined to congratulate.
“That’s what they get for trying to take our table,” Wes shouted, gloating.
“Speaking of tables,” Mack said excitedly. “You wanna let those guys know it’s open or should I?”
Wes jumped at the chance. “Hey, fellas!” he shouted to their opponents with their backs turned. The scurvy man swung around. “Y’all can have this here table now. We’re done!”
Mack couldn’t resist. “Almost forgot,” he announced to the locals. “We get to keep these here women too.”
The skinny man muttered something under his breath. 
“Don’t think he likes you, Mack,” Wes said.
Mack giggled. “Come on, let’s take our lady friends for a stroll on the lawn.”






  
  Chapter 58 

Loyalty


At the King’s Tavern, Diego Alcazar had been scrolling through the University of Miami’s Professor’s stolen emails, wondering what could have happened.  
After finding Miami Professor Martinez’s initial correspondence related to the discovery of Prince Felipe’s grave in North Carolina, Martinez hadn’t sent or received any emails from Alex Padilla at Salamanca or the American James MacNaughton. Even worse, according to the Friends group, MacNaughton appeared to have vanished. It’s been over a week now. Did my call to Martinez’s superiors have something to do with this? Or was it the Friends group? The Castilian man sent their investigator to MacNaughton’s mother’s house.
As Diego pondered the future, his nerves flared up. Not only could he be held responsible for crimes related to the computer hack, but there existed the genuine possibility that James MacNaughton could get physically hurt if he didn’t cooperate when ‘Friends of Spain’ caught up to him.
Staring at the velvety liquid in his wine glass, Diego thought about the grapes in the 2008 Crianza. Perhaps the weather had altered the grape’s composition enough to sour the taste years later. For a brief second, Diego wondered if the fruit might be his heart. The very heart that signaled he was doing something wrong. Exposing another human being to harm was a sin. Diego knew a lot about sins. Baptized Catholic, as a youth, his overbearing parents forced him to weekly confession whether he sinned or not. Shortly after confirmation, Diego forever disavowed the practice of placing a Priest between himself and God. In secondary school, he realized the elaborate shrines to the Mother of Jesus meant that Spanish Roman Catholics were committing an abomination by worshipping Mary as a Godly deity herself. By the time Diego entered college, his attendance at Mass had become non-existent, and though his medical records identified him as Catholic, his Christian religious fervor had long since died on the vine. 
But lately something else was affecting Diego’s life. Twenty years of mandatory palace functions, official Royal parties, and weekend conferences with their own set of social engagements had opened his eyes. Diego’s official capacity as caretaker of the palace’s subterranean secrets allowed him to get close to the Royal family and friends he now despised. It was more than their decadent lifestyles. Women tempted him with sinful indulgence when their husbands left for the lavatory. Homosexual men posing as husbands whispered in his ear. The staunch Catholic Royals posing pretty for the camera cared more for pets than their people. In many ways, Diego stole from them to get back at them. And just when the worthy cause in his life allowed him to shut them out completely, the most important religious man west of Rome, a Catholic like all the rest, handpicked Diego to head the new government and become King. And all the common man had to do was produce a stone to share power with the church.
It’s brilliant, Diego thought, recalling his meeting at the Cathedral of Compostela. Although the Cardinal provided little detail besides the new government and church structure, his words were clear. The Compostela Catholic Church already had a plan in place should the stolen Holy Treasure resurface. Publicly introducing the Royal blood oath and the stone would be easy. Setting up His Majesty for the fall could be a bit more complicated, the Cardinal had explained to a stunned Diego. Inside the confessional booth, the Cardinal had echoed Diego’s fears of a civil war if the King were unwilling to relinquish power.
With each sip of the second bottle’s red liquid, Diego wondered what kind of support the Cardinal had behind him, and he marveled at the simplicity of the Cardinal’s arrangement. It was a throwback plan. A new Catholic Church separate from Rome would be ushered in by the Cardinal’s ultra-conservative Jesuits. Diego and the Catholic Church would rule as one body. The old ways would return, completely dismantling the modern secular decadent society Diego had come to despise. And he loved it.
But therein lay Alcazar’s dilemma. The Cardinal demanded that Diego be indoctrinated as a Compostela Soldier of Christ to rule over the Catholics. And whether the precursors to the Jesuit ways suited Diego or not, it didn’t matter. These were the same Catholics who’d abandoned Diego’s people 500 years ago. 1000 years ago. Yesterday and today.
Diego had championed his abandoned people’s cause for the last year and a half. A cause that swore allegiance to a different God. The Moriscos adored Diego because he was one of them. The man whose surname stood on the Royal Castle overlooking the barrio had returned to help. Diego’s financial contributions and name brought more recognition as time went on. Word spread quickly around the network. Then it went viral. The one-eyed lamb with the famous last name had five thousand Twitter followers just after the Chechnyan signed him up. Ninety days later, he had half a million. Diego was becoming somebody. The network would give him anything—a wife, a harem of girls, physical protection. Computer systems picked up the traffic. People took notice, except for the people in the palace, which is precisely how Diego wanted it. Like other open-minded members of the Morisco network, Diego didn’t believe a man could be awarded seventy-two virgins for martyrdom, but he sure as hell didn’t believe in a Pope. Especially a Pope whose God turned a blind eye to such decadence.
Inhaling a mouthful of Crianza, Diego thought about his faith. The future looked bright on both ends. No matter which God he claimed to follow, their names were the same in the end. And God was most certainly great.






  
  Chapter 59 

Night Vision


On the hostel lawn, darkness had fallen as the newly crowned billiard champions rested their backs around a blazing fire, content to spend the rest of the evening sipping on drinks in the comfort of tall Adirondacks, surrounded by beautiful ladies. 
Mack glanced at a big-screen television by the stairs. Notre Dame and USC were tied in a rare early-season college football game. The Chive channel played to several fixed eyes on another screen. Mack felt at ease, the worry of his cancerous condition pushed aside.
“This is a great place,” Mack said to his newfound friends. “Where else can you get lit up and crawl back twenty feet to your room?” Wes grinned, but Nikki flashed a look. “And where else could a couple of guys like us meet two of the most beautiful and mysterious women in the world?”
Casey smiled with her seal of approval.
Nikki leaned closer to Mack, whispering. “You think I’m mysterious?”
Just when Mack opened his lips, a noise from the surrounding woods shattered his sense of peace. He perked up, leaning forward in the chair toward Wes. “Did you hear that?”
“Huh? No, man, I didn’t hear anything.”
Mack looked beyond the lawn. “It sounded like a huge frog out there in the forest. Or maybe a bird. It’s weird, but I heard it earlier too.”
“Handsome,” Nikki whispered, “I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but birds and frogs do live in the forest.”
Mack smiled, embarrassed. “You’re right.” Ten seconds later, he jumped out of his seat. 
“There it is again!” He looked at his friends. “Please tell me y’all heard that.”
“Not me,” Wes announced.
Mack clarified. “It’s a croaking sound. Like a bullfrog, but different somehow.”
“I heard it.” Mack turned to see Casey’s startled face in the firelight. 
“Be right back,” Mack said, headed toward the woods. Thirty feet into his walk, he stopped as light from the fire pit gave way to a smoke-filled forest. Another croak over there. Can’t be too far away. Wish I had a damn flashlight.
With partial night vision restored from closing his eyes, Mack began his trek forward as rays from the hostel’s dull parking lot lights beamed through the smoke-filled fog. 
A branch broke. Then another. Mack reached for his knife. It was back in the room! Something’s coming! Mack jumped from the darkness, ready to pounce, but stopped mid-air, nearly tripping into her.
“What are you doing out here?” Mack whispered nervously. 
It was Casey.
“I told them I went to the bathroom,” she said with a lowered voice. “Have you heard that sound again?”
Mack relaxed. “Yep. It’s close, whatever it is.”
Casey motioned for Mack to move. “Lead the way,” she said softly.
Mack hesitated. “Okay, but no talking and walk carefully. I don’t want to spook it.”






  
  Chapter 60 

Birdman


A hundred miles south of the Tennessee hostel, on North Carolina’s Cherokee territory, Bill Walkingstick had been happily engaged in his daily evening routine, sipping on a homemade concoction of tea and staring at the gold-framed photo on his desk, when a sudden feeling of dread overtook him. The Indian man John Ballow sent Mack to find moved to the cabin window.  What is that? My God, look at the trees. Something is happening. Rushing outside to the deck, Walkingstick was surrounded by a violet-colored sky as fierce winds descended from every direction. This is no thunderstorm.
Over the last three days, spirits that had lain dormant since the war in Vietnam came alive as Walkingstick’s Cherokee spirit linked with an un-seeable, external force that now spoke to him. John Ballow’s man, James MacNaughton, was in trouble.
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In downtown Madrid, a few minutes after two am on a Sunday, Diego Alcazar began to tire. He’d just taken another sip of Crianza but didn’t swallow, resting his chin on elbow-supported hands. Wait a minute, he thought. I checked the University of Miami Professor’s inbox and sent mail but forgot to check his trash folder. Diego sat tall, phone in front of his face, and opened the electronic folder, oblivious to the world and the man watching several tables away.
Okay, I was right, Diego said to himself. Two deleted messages with no subject header. Diego opened the first. This came in today. It’s from the American James MacNaughton! But there are no words. Wait, there’s a jpeg at the bottom…
“PAAH!” The wine in Diego’s mouth flew out the second Mack’s cabin photo of a jewel-encrusted solid gold crucifix came up on his burner phone. “My God,” muttered the palace man, “the American has our crown jewels.”
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Three hundred miles north of King’s Tavern, a Spanish woman whose ancestors had harnessed the same external force as the American Cherokee Bill Walkingstick stood on her second-floor balcony, surprised at the emotion that had overtaken her. Using the stars as her crystal ball, she searched for answers. The celestial response came almost immediately. Caph, the western star of the constellation Cassiopeia, had disappeared. One of the primary means of telling time had simply vanished, and there weren’t any clouds. Worried, the woman turned to her second means of gauging the clock at night and ran the math. The North Star’s alignment with the Big Dipper relayed a position corresponding to 2:15 a.m. After stepping from the balcony into the air-conditioned space, she confirmed the reading with a clock on her bedroom wall. It was a quarter after 2:00 A.M. at her palatial estate in Spain.






  
  Chapter 61 

Shock and Awe


South of the star-gazing woman, Diego Alcazar sat in shock over the photo of a King’s Cross with Prince Felipe’s name inscribed into the gold. The palace man ignored the time and dialed a number that rang to a small back office located in one of the University of Salamanca’s lesser-known storage facilities. It was a warehouse building with a recently installed fire sprinkler system. 
After the fifth ring, a man working ten feet in the air on a ladder came down. No one should be calling at this time on a Sunday morning, he thought, irritated. “Who is this?” barked the Royal Palace spy assigned to keep tabs on Salamanca’s Jesuit Scholars.
Diego Alcazar spoke through the dwindling late-night bar noise. “The American has recovered Prince Felipe’s belongings.”
“Señor Alcazar. Please explain. I am sorry for my rudeness, sir.”
Diego gazed intently at the jpeg Mack had sent to Professor Martinez.
“I am right now staring at a photo of a jewel-encrusted King’s Crucifix with the prince’s name on it.”
The Salamanca spy seemed shocked. “What? How did you get it? I’ve been monitoring Alex Padilla’s computer and have seen nothing. Are you sure it’s not a fake?”
Diego spoke deliberately, careful not to disclose the hacked emails or the real purpose of Prince Felipe’s journey to the New World. “Where the photo comes from does not matter. The jewels are arranged in the proper sequence.”
“I see, sir. What should we do now, Señor Alcazar?”
Diego paused, thinking. Alex Padilla and the University of Miami Professor are friends, so they must be talking. Especially now since the MacNaughton has found the prince’s crown jewels. “Start a wire-tap on Alex Padilla’s office and cell phone. Your security clearance from His Majesty should be enough to obtain carrier permission. I’ll work on the Miami Professor’s phones. We must create urgency to get this MacNaughton man to give up the cemetery location.” And now our crown jewels, Diego thought as the buzz from eight glasses of wine settled in.
“I’ll get on this right away, sir,” the spy responded. “How do you suppose we create this urgency, sir?”
But Diego didn’t answer, his nearly drunk brain scrambling for a solution. MacNaughton and this Miami Professor have proof of the prince’s existence, and now they have our crown jewel. Alex Padilla probably knows everything too. That’s three. How long before the world finds out? Think, Diego, think. Got it…I will handle Alex, but what if the ‘Friends of Spain’ group can’t guarantee silence from the Americans? Claro que si! But of course. I will make a deal with them—an exchange. Americans love Hollywood. We will give them a story! The life of Prince Felipe, minus a few details, in return for our crown jewels. Perhaps several thousand dollars and a trip to the Royal Palace to sweeten the deal. Yes, I will have ‘Friends’ make the arrangements. Perfecto! You have outdone yourself, Diego.
Just then, Alcazar panicked, fighting through the alcohol for clarity. If the American found the prince’s crucifix, what else has he found? What if Felipe kept records of his journey? Perhaps he mentions the stone! No matter. It will make no sense to them. A bead of sweat formed on his brow when the realization hit him. My God, what if this MacNaughton has already recovered the stone?
The palace asset chimed in. “Señor Alcazar. Are you still there? How should we create this urgency, sir?”
But once again, Diego didn’t answer, his frozen gaze fixed to the phone as the second of the Miami Professor’s deleted emails opened up. The jpeg attachments James MacNaughton had sent appeared to be photos of handwritten letters. Diego fell backward from his chair when he zeroed in on Prince Felipe’s signature. 






  
  Chapter 62 

Blackbird


In the smoke-filled forest behind the Tennessee hostel lawn, Casey and Mack were closing in on the source of a frog-like croaking sound that had captured their attention while sitting around the fire pit. 
This has to be it, Mack thought, stepping into a circular cluster of oddly aligned trees devoid of vegetation in its center. While Mack scanned the charred trunks, Casey tugged his shirt, pointing to a large black bird perched on a branch in the shadows. The bird tilted its head downward and to the side, its dime-size eye studying Mack with intelligence before cocking its head, evaluating Casey. And then, as if the winged creature understood something, it returned its gaze to Mack, opened its beak, and let out a deep croak before flapping its wings and disappearing into the night sky.
“I’ve never seen a black bird that big before,” Mack said to Casey. “Weird how it just watched us.”
Mack turned toward Casey, who hadn’t responded. In the dim light, he caught Casey’s nervous eyes darting back and forth between the forest and himself. “Casey,” Mack asked, “are you okay?”
The shaken raft employee spoke firmly. “That wasn’t a blackbird, Mack. It was a raven.”
“Okay…and there’s a difference?”
Casey nodded. “Remember I told you my Cherokee background? The raven is sacred to our people. This bird being here tonight is sending a message.”
Interesting, Mack thought. Okay, I’ll play along. He was about to inquire when the bite of Casey’s stare and the bluntness of her following words stunned him.
“What’s really going on in your life, Mack?”
Mack shrugged. “Huh? What do you mean? We talked about that earlier.”
Casey slipped behind Mack in the darkness, grasped his shirt, and pulled him toward her. “You’re hiding something from me,” she blurted. Mack’s skin bristled. “Don’t worry,” Casey said, slipping her hand under Mack’s shirt, fingers on his back. “I’ll find it.” 
Mack tried to pull away. “Find what? Casey, what the hell are you doing?” 
Casey’s tongue plunged into Mack’s ear, delivering a rush of hormones, vanquishing his urge to escape.
“You came here to find me, didn’t you?” Casey whispered. “But I found you first!” she shouted, violently pulling Mack’s shirt up over his shoulders, yanking it down over the front of his body, immobilizing his torso and arms.
While Mack struggled to break free, Casey stripped off her clothes, locked her arms around him, and pressed the flesh of her breasts against his back. Realizing he was trapped, Mack plotted his escape while Casey held tight, swaying back and forth and muttering under her breath. With each lean forward, Casey’s red bulbs pricked harder. With each sway backward, mumbling utterances morphed into strange and foreign songs, hypnotizing Mack to the glide of his captor’s hand now resting on the bulge of his manhood.
“You’re ready for me now, aren’t you?” Casey whispered, using her breast as a tool to search Mack’s back. “Perhaps you’d rather start with my legs first? I saw you looking at them earlier.” Casey stopped as if she had found something. “I want you to breathe for me, okay? Deep breaths…in and out…”
Mack complied, so spellbound from the séance that he didn’t notice Casey’s voice had changed. It sounded deeper, older now. “Good,” Casey said, “take a deep breath and hold it. Keep holding. Now, when I tell you, release…but do it slowly…very, very slowly.” Casey’s following words were fierce. “Do you hear me?” Mack shuddered. “Now, release…”
Mack’s lungs deflated.
There was a tingle in the witch’s breast.






  
  Chapter 63

 Blackbird Potion


Bill Walkingstick ran to the kitchen pantry, jerking open the bottom drawer of a homemade spice cabinet, exposing a vial of liquid he’d never vowed to touch again. With trembling hands, the man Mack was supposed to meet unscrewed the top, dispensing one precisely measured half-teaspoon of the deadly black concoction into his tea, downing it without hesitation. 
Muttering in his native Tsalagi tongue, the American Indian and Vietnam vet held his breath, nervous.






  
  Chapter 64 

Problema


North of Diego Alcazar, the stargazing woman alarmed by the disappearance of the Caph star remerged onto her balcony fifteen minutes later and couldn’t believe her eyes. The Western star of the Cassiopeia constellation had reappeared, giving her an accurate reading of 2:30 a.m. Stumped about the star’s disappearance fifteen minutes earlier, the estate owner opened the sliding glass door to go back inside when the feeling returned. The emotion felt more robust this time. 
On a hunch, the stargazing woman glanced at the Big Dipper, but the North Star’s position told her something was wrong. After drawing a straight line and rerunning the time math, she shook her head. “Impossible,” she muttered. There cannot be such a difference in the methods. Fifteen minutes ago, I couldn’t use the first method, and now the second way to tell time has gone off the charts. What’s happening?
Staring at the heavens above, the woman shuffled her feet, analyzing every direction in the Milky Way until the emotion revealed itself in the West. It was a yearning. She immediately thought of him, darting inside to make the call.






  
  Chapter 65 

Death Witch
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Amidst a charred cluster of trees behind, what five minutes earlier had been posing as an attractive human female named Casey had shed its disguise, assaulting Mack with its body parts while Mack stood immobilized by the witch’s spell and grip around his shirt.
“And what do we have here?” asked the witch, pressing its fingers into the golf-ball-sized tumor in Mack’s back. Mack screamed as the cancerous pain penetrated his soul.
“I knew we would find it!” the witch shouted, kicking Mack’s legs out, sending him face-first into the dirt. Powerless under the demon’s spell, the witch jerked Mack to his knees, slicing open his shirt, which fell loose to the ground, freeing his arms.
“We’ve got to get you cleaned up now,” said the witch. “Are you going to be a good boy?”
Caught in the séance, Mack hadn’t noticed Casey’s transformation. Her youthful face and dirty blond locks changed to a withered old lady with sharp talons for fingers and black bird feathers for hair.
“My, oh my, would you look at that chest? So plump and round,” the witch said, moving its limb over Mack’s heart. “It’s beating so fast. This is going to be perfect!” The beast took hold of Mack’s chin. “You’re strong too. Such a pity. But a strong man like you doesn’t come around too often.”
High above the circular tree line, an Eagle made its second pass over the hostel, struggling to locate its target in the smoke-filled forest.
“Lie down for me,” the witch demanded, shoving Mack to the ground.
The Eagle caught the movement and swooped toward Mack, talons at the ready. Just as the white-headed bird crashed through the trees, the witch cocked its head upward, belching a frog-like croak. The Eagle pulled back, recognizing the creature’s call, its six-foot wingspread landing violently on a thick branch ten feet above the beast’s head.
One hundred miles away, Bill Walkingstick fell to the ground, gasping for air, panicking as he crawled toward the cabin door, nearly incapacitated by the poison’s power. “No! It can’t be!” he screamed. Not him. Not this man. With James MacNaughton’s life on the line, Walkingstick had stepped headlong into the dangerous supernatural world of his tribe’s Shaman, knowing full well he might die. I am the keeper. The secret must be told!
In the hostel forest, the Eagle knew it was no match for what stood below. 
Something that had ten minutes before still resembled a human had morphed into a black creature with saucer-sized eyes bulging on either side of what was no longer a nose and mouth but the unmistakable dagger of a three-foot-long beak. Claws that replaced fingers had positioned Mack’s hands on its feathery breastplate as it straddled him.
The RAVEN MOCKER opened its yellow mouth, its glassy black eyes locked to the Eagle. “You’re too late, medicine man. The privilege of first arrival is mine. It has been this way since the seven days of creation.”
The Eagle opened its beak, speaking with a human voice controlled by its Bird Clan master writhing in pain a hundred miles away. “You have no privilege over his life. This man is not on his deathbed. You, the most wretched of witches, have tricked the spirits who command you now…release him from your spell!”
“In his back, there is death and protracted agony. I only wish to relieve him of it.”
“His demise is not certain,” the Eagle shot back.
“His desire to possess me has brought this upon him. Oh, and a little story he told me about a woman riding a horse. You know of this tale and the heart-shaped stone, don’t you, medicine man?” The Eagle kept silent. It knew the death witch’s evil intentions. “What better way to prolong my life than to open his chest and eat his still-beating heart? Wouldn’t you agree?”
The beast dragged its Claw across Mack’s chest, opening his top layer of skin. Mack screamed; his body contorted violently. 
The eagle dove from its perch, wrapping its razor-sharp talons across the creature’s face. Enraged, the beast slammed the white-headed bird into the forest floor, letting out a blood-curdling cry as its eye detached from its socket.






  
  Chapter 66 

Alarm


At the hostel fire pit, Wes jumped from his seat. “What the hell was that?” the part-time hostel employee shouted, startled at the cries from the shadows in the forest beyond. 
“It sounded awful,” Nikki replied, peering into the darkness.
Wes stood up and headed to the stairs leading to the bar. “I’ll track down Casey and meet up with you. You go find Mack.”
Me, go out there? Nikki thought fearfully, inching her way to the forest edge, calling Mack’s name. But Mack didn’t answer. All she heard was a strange fluttering in the wind.






  
  Chapter 67 

Creatures of the Light


Just beyond Nikki’s call, the fighting remained frantic. The one-eyed witch beast dove toward the Eagle, attempting to spear it, but the white-headed bird shimmied right, flapped its wings, and escaped. In seconds it cleared the tree line, hovering above the hostel forest, receiving new instruction from Bill Walkingstick. 
Off in the distance, the unmistakable faint red glow emerging from the nighttime forest harkened the Eagle toward it. Although few in the world had heard of the glow, and none alive could witness it, the light emanating from the rock crevice had a singular purpose—to light the tunnels. Tunnels created by an ancient human-like creature long ago driven underground—the Moon People.
With the Eagle gone, the Raven Mocker removed Mack’s shorts, whispering in his ear. “You fell for the wrong woman. We have been here since the dawn of time. I’ll take your strong heart and live another 100 years. But first, I will give you what you came after.” The beast shuffled its hips closer to Mack’s nakedness. Just as it dropped for the insertion, the Eagle crashed in, enveloping the beast in a cloud of red dust, agitating the demon, causing it to thrash about, twisting and cocking its head in the dust.
“You have failed in your mission, death witch,” the Eagle called out from its perch on a branch. “He will soon come out of your spell.”
“I’ll rip out his heart before he wakes, but you have interfered for the last time!”
Just as the beast leaped toward the Eagle, a dozen tiny spikes punctured one of its bony legs. When the demon tried to swat the nuisance away, something sharp and hard clamped on its claw, sending the beast crashing to the ground, blood spurting as its free appendage swung wildly in search of the offender.
As the beast held its injured limb, the pupil of its remaining eye picked up movement in the shadows. Mack rolled over, muttering something unintelligible when the Eagle swooped in, mangling the beast’s remaining eye.
One by one, the offenders with the spikes appeared. Two feet tall with piranha teeth and covered in hair from head to toe, the creatures resembled humans and stunk like vermin.
“It is done!” the Eagle screamed, releasing its prey. “The spirits have arrived to carry out the punishment.”
As the spell over Mack lifted, his ears picked up the horror of Casey, the witch, being eaten one bite at a time by the ancient Moon People.






  
  Chapter 68

 The Price


At the Cherokee territory, a stunned Bill Walkingstick sat upright on his cabin floor, face twitching from the effects of the syrupy black poison. When the shaking stopped, his right cheek drooped; his once stiff jaw sagged to a frown. In the stress of the supernatural, his eye nearly doubled in size, freezing in anguish so he couldn’t blink. 
The Eagle had succeeded. But the reclusive Indian knew his time on earth was marked. The man who’d saved Mack from death ran his fingers over the damage, vowing never to look at his paralyzed face.






  
  Chapter 69 

Astrophysics


In northwest Spain, more than twenty-four hours had passed since the Cardinal of Compostela’s  meeting with Diego Alcazar. After the meeting, the most influential Catholic religious man west of Rome began the next day moving his ten-year-old conceptual plan for the takeover of the Spanish government to the pre-operational stage. By noon, all tasks, durations, dependencies, and projected costs from an existing template had been updated and uploaded to a secure FTP site. Confident in his six-month schedule, the meticulous planning Cardinal turned to his funding shortage.
Existing Compostela cash on hand would cover the initial deposits. Still, to expel the Royal Family and conduct an operation of this magnitude, the Cardinal needed a large-scale, steady source of revenue that would not only guarantee continuing payment to his overseas backers but would help fund the current cash shortage in the treasury’s coffers, ensuring continuity of government.
After multiple conference calls with oil and gas executives, the Cardinal felt confident his income source would keep the military and hordes of government workers happy, reducing the probability of civil unrest.
But the Cardinal worried about something else. His plan to use Diego Alcazar to lure His Majesty King Felix into the trap seemed easy enough. However, elevating the palace commoner to become co-ruler of Spain with his Compostela Church had its own risks. The Cardinal had always been a big believer in fate, and the sudden appearance of a charismatic man coupled with the reemergence of the stone with its supernatural powers could change the dynamic.
Just as the Cardinal rose for a stretch, his office phone rang. The incoming call from a woman at her palatial estate could wait. After a sixteen-hour day, his checklist was nearly complete, and tiredness began to set in. Staring at the blinking office line, the clock on the Cardinal’s wall read 2:35 a.m. when he unlocked the bottom left drawer of his desk to retrieve, amongst other things, a laptop-resembling device that would run the special access programs required to assemble a complete Alcazar dossier. Now that Alex Padilla, his Jesuit Scholar at Salamanca, had verified Diego Alcazar’s family roots in Seville, a full vetting of the palace man would be required.
Deciding the woman caller wouldn’t go away, the Cardinal picked up, ready to scold her for calling at such a late hour when he recalled her stature. The sister of the King must be answered, regardless of her misguided feelings toward me, he said to himself.
“Something is happening, Antonius,” announced the Duchess of Coruña, using the Etruscan version of the Cardinal’s Romanesque first name.
“Infanta, at this late hour, I hope this is not another call to report one of your felines has disappeared again?” the Cardinal shot back with a smirk, aware the King’s sister’s penchant for black cats had morphed into a disease.
“The stars have broken alignment, Antonius. Just tonight, the North Star of Polaris…”
The Cardinal interrupted, “Star worship is of no interest to the church, my dear Infanta. It was banned around the time of your ancestor’s conversions.”
“Antonius, listen to me. A strange feeling came over me at midnight. When I searched the stars for meaning, Cassiopeia drew me in. The western Caph star of her constellation had disappeared.”
“Perhaps it was hidden behind a cloud,” the Cardinal said, glancing at his watch. “But please tell me what I can do to ease your celestial concerns, my lady.” So I can put an end to this sixteen-hour day.
“It wasn’t hidden, Antonius. The night has been clear.” 
The Cardinal scoffed. “And I am to believe this a major cause for alarm?”
“Stars don’t disappear, Antonius. Especially that star. We wouldn’t be able to tell time without it.”
The dial on my Swiss watch would disagree, the Cardinal said to himself. “And what of the movement of your Polaris North Star and the constellation Big Dipper?” the Cardinal asked, proudly recalling the second proven method of tracking time using the stars. “Were they missing as well?”
“No, they were properly aligned, showing a reading of 2:15 in the morning. When I went inside and returned fifteen minutes later, the western Caph star had reappeared. The straight line I drew from Caph through Polaris showed the time as 2:30.”
Which would be correct if the North Star of Polaris and the Big Dipper showed 2:15 just fifteen minutes earlier, the Cardinal thought, annoyed. “And this distresses you in some way, Infanta?”
The King’s sister seemed annoyed. “You do not understand me, Antonius. When I returned fifteen minutes later and lined up the North Star of Polaris with the Big Dipper, it did not read 2:30 as it should have. It wasn’t even close.”
The Cardinal had just about enough and was ready to hang up. “Infanta, if we’re talking about intervals of minutes, perhaps clouds or the haze of the milky-way…”
The Duchess cut the high-ranking religious leader off. “Not minutes, Antonius. Hours. Six hours, to be precise. The Big Dipper and North Star aligned to 8:30 p.m. of the previous day.”
The Cardinal fell silent. He loved to pull Infanta’s astrology chain, but he knew the truth when it came to celestial facts about time and navigation. God’s genius design gave man two nighttime constellations so he could use the other if one fell out of sight. The Cardinal knew a six-hour variance between the two constellations could not be astronomically possible, yet he knew Infanta well. Whatever her sins were, the King’s spinster sibling would never lie to him. As he struggled with Infanta’s shocking revelation, the woman who’d long since declared her love for him spoke.
“Antonius, you understand what I am telling you, don’t you? It would appear that time as we know it has somehow shifted. As hard as it is to believe, right here and now, it’s 8:30 in the evening of the day prior, but this is also the current time in another country that is not ours.”
The religious man calculated the distance and land mass zones in his head. Several countries stood out as possibilities, but he knew the answer before Infanta said it.
“That’s the time on the east coast of the United States.”






  
  Chapter 70 

Wound Care


At 8:31 p.m. in the United States, Mack sat dazed on the forest floor when a beam of light caught his eye. 
“Jesus, man! Are you alright?” Wes shouted, startled at the pool of blood and bird feathers.
Mack came out of it. “I must have passed out, Wes. I remember seeing this giant black bird, and I could have sworn that an Eagle flew away.”
Nikki crouched next to Mack. “We heard you scream. Let me see these scratches.” Wes handed the light to Nikki. “This one could use a few stitches, but if you have any skin glue, that might work. The rest just need a good cleaning out.”
Wes offered his hand. “Come on, man, let’s get you up. I’ll get the first aid kit from the office. A hot shower and a little TLC, and you’ll be back in action soon.”
“Wait,” Mack exclaimed, “let me see that flashlight.”
Wes offered his opinion of events. “My money says that eagle was feasting on supper when you walked up on it,” he said. Looking at Mack, he asked, “What are you looking for down there?”
Mack handed Wes the mini-mag and rose to his feet, startled by a pile of woman’s clothes under the bushes several feet away. “Nothing,” he said. “Thought I might see a carcass. Come on, let’s go.”
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When the trio reached Mack’s room, Wes offered to grab the emergency kit. “It’s in the office,” he said nervously. “I’ll bring it to you while you shower,” he said to Mack. “But then I gotta find Casey.” Mack raised a brow, and Wes took off so Nikki filled him in.
“Mack, Casey went to the bathroom right after you chased after that sound, and we haven’t seen her since.” While Mack processed Nikki’s words, she grabbed his hand. “Can I come in and help you clean up, handsome?”
Mack wavered. Neither his physical condition nor the prospect of being cared for by a beautiful woman could distract him from the terrifying vision of the shorts, panties, and bra lying on the forest floor. “Sorry, Nikki. I need some time to myself. Can you meet me at the bar in half an hour? I could use a drink after this. And your company, of course.”
Nikki agreed, gave Mack a hug, and went on her way. 
While the scalding shower water cleaned Mack’s wounds, Nikki’s words triggered Mack’s memory. She said Casey’s missing. Wait a minute…Casey didn’t go to the bathroom—she snuck up on me out there. We found that black bird, and she made a move on me. Damn. That’s all I can remember. Before that I drank rum, that moon-shine concoction, and a few whiskies. Played a few games of pool. I wasn’t drunk—just buzzed. Mack panicked. Oh, God. Those had to be Casey’s clothes out there in the forest. He collapsed to the tile floor, overcome with fear. Something terrible has happened! In the back of Mack’s mind, he remembered seeing television documentaries about murderers who’d blacked out.
Curled in a ball, head resting on the shower drain, Mack’s tormented conscience thought about his scratches. He imagined Casey defending herself. “I couldn’t have killed her. I’m a good person. I would never!” Mack screamed, heaving stomach bile across the shower wall.
Wes had just returned with the kit and ran to the bathroom. “Hey, Man, are you sure you don’t need to go to the hospital?”
Mack got to his knees. “I’ll be fine. Meet you at the bar in fifteen minutes.”
We set the medical supplies on the counter. “Okay, but I’m coming to get you if you’re not out. Feel better.”
Mack’s nerves settled as logic took over. After toweling off and a generous topping of skin glue, he dressed and headed back to the forest armed with his pistol and a headlamp, careful to avoid people and stay in the shadows.
With each step, Mack searched for answers. In his heart, he knew that he could never be a murderer, and just the thought of it had made him puke. Retracing his path through the smoke-filled forest, Mack contemplated what would happen if Casey didn’t turn up: a search would be launched, and suspicion would quickly fall on him. He needed the clothes. What in the hell happened to me? Where did Casey go?
Reaching the charred circle of trees, Mack squatted beside the pile of blood and feathers. The clothes were gone. A small animal scurried off. Mack listened. The animal noise grew louder. He rose, spotting a dim red hue off in the distance. Where’s that light coming from? It’s higher than the tree line on the next mountain over. Nobody should be camping over there. As Mack contemplated the mysterious mountain glow, the entire forest erupted in activity. Scurrying under the bushes and between Mack’s feet, Mack couldn’t believe his eyes as dozens of human-like creatures covered in hair and frozen in the headlamp stood upright on the branches like birds.
To the Moon People, this was a special day. It had been five hundred years since their lunar-worshipping ancestors had been called upon. And a thousand years before that. Ever since the great flood drove them underground, the Moon People could be counted on for help, but the price to save a life had been so high most Indians dared not risk it. But when the natives went away, the creatures from the Old World hid in the tunnels—waiting. 
Mack wasn’t quite sure what the animals were or what really happened, but he knew one thing—the pile of what had probably been Casey’s clothes was gone. As the last of the Moon People faded into obscurity, all Mack wanted to do was take the creature’s secret and his straight to his room for an end to the night. But as he made his way out of the forest across the lawn and up the steps into a crowded hostel bar, he knew that he couldn’t. He’d made a promise. And James MacNaughton always kept his word.






  
  Chapter 71 

Deep Cover


Cardinal Antonius concentrated on every word of Infanta’s alarming Royal phone call.  If the King of Spain’s sister is correct and time has shifted, the hand of God is most certainly at work. After entering Cassiopeia into the Google search engine and learning the Queen’s constellation had been named by his Greco-Roman ancestors, the Cardinal wondered about his fate. Thirty days had passed since his dream of the stone draped across a woman’s chest. God is speaking to me, the Cardinal said to himself. The stone has resurfaced, and a woman is involved.
The hardworking Catholic glanced at this watch. Any second, the sun would rise. He’d spent the last few hours plotting the risk probabilities of overthrowing a western head of state in between preparation of the Alcazar dossier. As a well-trained insider, the Cardinal knew the risks well. When he’d finished coding a message into his hybrid electronic device, he sat back, proud of his work. His handlers had been correct to place him in the Catholic Church. Cardinal Antonius knew he was the right man for the job. Alex Padilla at the School of Salamanca had just been sent an encrypted link.






  
  Chapter 72

 Recognition


At the Scotty-Rocks, Mack spotted Nikki talking at the bar with her friends. Not in the mood to socialize, he sat behind the beer taps and waved to the short-haired woman from Jacksonville as Scotty approached. 
“I see your girl over there without you. Everything alright?” the hostel owner asked. Mack gave him a look. “Gotcha, man. What are you having?”
“Johnny black neat. Make it a double.”
Nikki took a seat just as Scotty left. “My, my handsome…you clean up nice. How does your chest feel?” 
“It stings pretty well, but the glue seems to work.”
The nurse in Nikki wanted to make sure. “You don’t mind if I have a look at that wound, do you?” Mack nodded, and she lifted his shirt.
Nikki approved of Mack’s dressing, and Mack managed a half-smile. One drink and back to the room by myself. 
Scotty came over with Mack’s drink. “Here you go, man.” He glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “Hey, just to let you know. The skinny guy you played pool with started asking questions about you.”
Mack perked up. “Like what?” he asked, peering through the beer taps. The coyote they called El Gordo shot a glance his way while the skinny man and the mountain man stared intently at an object on the bar.
Scotty leaned closer. “He asked if I knew you and if you were staying, how long. I lied and told him you’d be here through tomorrow night, taking the trail north the morning after.”
“Thanks for the cover, Scotty.”
Nikki wasn’t having any of it. “You beat those guys fair and square. Why can’t they just let it go?”
Mack tried to answer when Wes approached, face full of worry. “I’m searched everywhere for Casey. Where the hell is she?” Mack remained silent.
“Have you seen her friend?” Nikki asked. “The one with a crush on Scotty.”
Wes shook his head. “No, I checked the parking lot, and her car’s gone.” Just then, Wes realized it. “Why would she leave and not tell me? We were having such a blast.”
As Nikki gently laid out her top five reasons for a woman ditching a guy, Mack’s thoughts drifted to his predicament. Surrounded by unfamiliar faces in the boondocks of another state, strange things were happening. I can never tell anyone what happened here tonight. And what is that exactly? Where is Casey? Something happened between us. Then those creatures. Those had to be her clothes! Dear Lord, please watch after me; please protect me from evil. I want to get out of this place. I want to go home. And just where is that?
Mack felt torn. Tomorrow, he could take a plane from Asheville to Florida. His mother was there, and he’d spend his last few months peacefully. Yet, with each passing day, Mack had begun to realize where home really was. The gentle breeze blowing through the mountains and meadows calmed him. Waking at dawn’s early light to a forest of singing birds gave him hope. And, of course, there was the water. He’d spent his life in the creeks and rivers—drank from them, swam and bathed in them, and nearly died in them. The rush of cool mountain water brought peace to his soul.
Anyone looking Mack’s way would see a man lost in thought, staring at a whisky glass. But inside his mind, the circuits were firing on all cylinders, shaken loose by supernatural trauma. Mack peered through the beer tabs. The three locals glanced at the object on the bar and back to him. His subconscious drifted to John Ballow. He’s always had the answer for everything, and now he tells me nothing. Yet the old man just so happened to be walking down the trail that day I should’ve drowned at Devil’s Claw. He was at the exact spot too. Something isn’t right.
Nikki rested a hand on Mack’s knee, distracting him. The warmth of her touch seemed mildly erotic. Mack had needs, and much time had passed since he’d been intimate with a woman. Downing his Johnny-black, he imagined the nightcap in his room as two strangers passionately crossed the boundaries of each other’s bodies until the wee hours of the morning. And when they awoke, exhausted, both would say yes to one last tango under the sheets before departing their separate ways, never to forget that one special night under the pink-champagne light of the Scotty-Rocks.
Mack looked at Nikki. “Be right back. Gotta run to the bathroom.”
As Mack cruised down the length of the bar, the three local men glared at him. He knew the aggressive looks well, shifting his pistol from the small of his back to his waist as he stood in front of the urinal, waiting for the attack.
None came.
Staring at himself in the mirror, Mack knew it was time to leave. I like Nikki, but she’s not why I’m here. Pay the tab and say good night.
Wes had gone by the time Mack reached Nikki. 
“Well, handsome, we’re alone now, right?” said the woman from Jacksonville. 
Nikki’s smile tore Mack apart. “Sorry, Nikki, it’s been a long stressful day, and I have an early ride to catch, so the night’s over for me.”
Mack’s comments caught Nikki off guard, but she’d been here before and wouldn’t let him off the hook so quickly. “Sounds like every day for me. I have an idea; let’s get outta here, okay?”
Mack shook his head. “I’m cashing out and heading back to my room. Alone.”
A rush of emotion welled up inside the Jacksonville woman. She couldn’t have been wrong about Mack. “Don’t you like me?”
“Of course I do. It’s just that…” Mack paused, searching for the words. Dammit, Mack, don’t BS her. “Well, I’m not sure you would understand.” Not sure I even do. “Some strange and fascinating things have recently come into my life, and I want to see how they play out. Sorry if I misled you.”
Nikki’s still hopeful eyes locked onto Mack’s. “You met someone?”
Err…How the heck do I answer this one? Mack thought. Here’s the out, Mack, take it. “Yes.”
Nicki’s eyes darted back and forth, hiding the pain. “Of course you did. It always happens to me. Every great guy my age is married or spoken for. I work twelve-hour shifts at the hospital and get chased for online dates by guys twenty years older than me.”
Mack put his arms around Nikki. As much as he wanted to stay, he knew he had to leave. Whatever force had entered his life demanded it. Dammit. Life isn’t fair. This woman deserves a good man.
As Mack held Nikki tight, saying goodbye without a word, questioning what fate had for him next, he peeked through the beer taps. All three locals were staring. Nikki remained frozen in his arms. Mack’s mind tuned out the outside world. His sixth sense came alive as the pores on his skin bristled. Danger, Mack. He glanced back. The mountain man was gone! Mack’s entire body erupted in chills. “Oh my God!” Mack screamed, pulling away from Nikki, raising his arms, and wheeling around just as the pool stick came crashing down, breaking in half on his massive forearms.
Mack clenched his fist, pulled his right arm down and back, and drove a tremendous uppercut into the mountain man’s belly, keeling him over. With lightning speed, the former Marine locked his attacker’s wrist backward, lifted his limp arm in the air, and straightened it. Before the long-bearded man in overalls could react, Mack broke his elbow in two, sending the local face-first into the deck, screaming in agony.
In the chaos of the fight, Mack lost track of the other locals. When he wheeled around, he stared down the barrel of a large caliber handgun. As he considered a desperate move, the unmistakable double click of a pump-action shotgun pierced the night air.
“Not in my bar,” shouted Scotty, aiming the long black barrel at the skinny man’s head. “You and your men get the hell off my property.”
With a quick nod to Scotty, Mack left the bar for a look at the parking lot. When his attackers had driven off, he circled back to his room, carefully avoiding being followed.






  
  Chapter 73 

For the Love of a Woman


Diego Alcazar had risen unharmed at the King’s Tavern after falling out of his bar seat. For the better portion of an hour, he’d been lost in thought, incredulous at the events unfolding. Not only had James MacNaughton found the crown jewels, but he’d also recovered several pages of personal correspondence from Prince Felipe to his brother King Ferdinand with a shocking admission. 
Diego finished his second Crianza bottle as the bartender signaled the last call. Ordering a final glass, the palace man scanned the highlights of the prince’s letters again. His anger grew each time he read it. Who would do such a thing?
“…found ‘Corazón Del Rey’ in Joara, a native settlement near Morganton in the English North Carolina Colony. The ruby is the property of the beloved woman of the Cherokee Native Tribe. Her name is Chota…”
“…we are caught in a struggle between the French, English, and natives, and the size of our presence has garnered unwanted attention. Every day we fight attacks from renegade natives led by warrior Dragging Canoe…”
“In the hope of pacification, I have released all men from His Majesty’s service and have fled to a trapper’s cabin with Chota. I have fallen madly in love with her and do not wish to return… My brother, if you can find it in your heart to understand me…”
Diego simmered in the wee hours of the morning as he considered what could have been. Prince Felipe had supernatural power at his fingertips. He would’ve been King. He could have had it all. Our country could have risen from the ashes of England. Pero no! He gave it all up for the love of a woman!
Diego exploded, screaming at the near-empty bar. “How could the prince have been so stupid!”
Besides the bartender, only one patron heard the drunk palace man scream at his phone. It was the same man who’d been watching and listening all night.






  
  Chapter 74 

Pink Neon Lights


Mack locked the door to his hostel room, wondering if his attackers would return.  
Lying on the bed staring at the ceiling, Mack’s chest moved up and down as adrenaline pumped through his body. Knowing the men could return at any moment, he wanted to leave right then but felt trapped with no ride. As the tug of war between risking a night in civilization and going back to the woods played out, the stark reality set in. What the hell just happened out there? That stick could’ve killed me. Over a game? Come on, Mack, admit it; you’ve been itching for a fight since that hillbilly challenged your table.
Deciding to leave, Mack packed his gear and shed his clothes for a quick wash down, stopping to look at his wounds in the bathroom mirror. How could I be sick, dammit? I’ve never felt so alive in my life!
Just then, a sound at the door drew Mack’s attention. Donning a towel, he grabbed his pistol, tip-toeing toward the room entrance.
“Tap, tap…tap, tap.”
With no peep site or window, Mack kept silent—certain no one knew which room was his.
“It’s me, handsome. Are you in there?”
Mack loosened the chain, popping the door open. Nikki stood by herself. Tucking his sidearm in the towel, he released the lock, letting her through. Nikki shut the door in the darkness, secured the chain, and eased the Smith & Wesson from Mack’s waistband. 
Nikki’s gaze fixed on Mack’s with anticipation. As the Jacksonville woman set Mack’s gun aside with one hand, she loosened the crease on his towel with the other, whispering…
“I have needs too, Mack.”






  
  Chapter 75 

The Ride


At 5:45 in the morning, a knock on Mack’s door stirred him from a three-hour slumber. It was the hostel owner, Scotty. 
“Hey, man. Time to wake up. Ride leaves in ten minutes.”
Mack opened the door. “Damn, I didn’t expect to see you this early.”
Scotty agreed. “Been up all night entertaining those ladies from Jacksonville. They didn’t want to leave their friend here by herself. But I’m sure you would know more about that,” Scotty grinned.
Mack glanced behind him. Nikki was gone. 
“They left a few minutes ago,” Scotty confirmed.
“Okay, I’ll be out in a minute,” Mack answered, tired but relieved to be out of danger.
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Fifteen minutes later, Scotty’s four-wheel-drive Blazer turned south on I-26 towards Asheville. “Got a thermos of coffee on the back seat if you want to pour it out,” the hostel owner offered to Mack.
Mack reached for the container. “Thanks for saving my tail last night, Scotty. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you didn’t have that shotgun. I owe you big time.”
Scotty’s tone turned serious. “Unfortunately, I may have to take you up on your offer. Those guys won’t take kindly to me pulling a gun on them. No matter how much…” Scotty stopped mid-sentence, realizing he may have gone too far.
Mack looked Scotty directly in the eye. “No matter how much drugs you buy from them.”
Scotty grimaced. Damn. How’d he know?
 “I saw that El Gordo guy hand you a bag. Figured it wasn’t a photo album. Look, I don’t have a problem with weed on a small level, but assholes like those guys last night are taking over our national forests. They’re also lacing the buds with the dust from those wildflower seeds, and God knows what else.”
Scotty seemed surprised. “You know about that?”
Mack poured two cups of coffee. “I saw the flowers growing in the fields. Wes told me his guys got hooked on it. Something’s got to be done about this.”
“Mack, just so you know, I refuse to sell that stuff. Every fifth person who comes to my place wants a little dope to take with them on the trail. If they don’t buy it from me, they’ll get it another way. The side income helps me pay the employees. We barely turn a profit at our rates.”
As Scotty’s Blazer crept closer to the Tennessee, North Carolina border, he turned to Mack. “You mind if I ask you a question?”
“Shoot.”
“Most everyone that needs a ride either goes into town or back to their car or ahead to the next drop point. Occasionally, we go to the airport, but I’m taking you to Indian Territory. You got me wondering why.”
Mack sipped the hot brew. “Scotty, trust me on this. You’d never believe me if I told you. Hopefully, I’ll be back down your way and let you know how things turn out. What’s our ETA to Cherokee?”
Scotty tried to digest Mack’s cryptic statement. “Two hours.”
Mack leaned the seat back. “Wake me up when we get close. I need to catch some shut-eye.”






  
  Chapter 76 

Tricks of the Trade


After nearly twenty-four hours of work ended in the wee hours of the morning, the Cardinal rested for his customary four, returning to his office before noon. 
“Good morning, Your Eminence,” greeted the religious man’s civilian aide as the six-foot-seven Roman Catholic emerged from a passage not accessible to the public. “Father Sanchez is waiting in the lobby. Black coffee and Vatican Gazette on your desk. Please let me know if you need anything else, sir,” said the private secretary, closing a steel office door behind him.
Dropping a precise teaspoon of sugar in his coffee, Cardinal Antonius opened the weekly tabloid news and glanced at his phone’s blinking light. Father Sanchez’s update on Diego Alcazar’s movements could wait for now. Scanning the headlines of the Catholic Church’s gossip newspaper, he stopped to review the details of a particularly scandalous event. An Arch-Bishop dressed in civilian clothes had been photographed at a restaurant sitting too close to another man. The Cardinal smiled. Just enough photos for outrage. A classic takedown of a perceived threat orchestrated by Rome’s senior clergy.
After his early morning call with the Duchess of Coruña, the Cardinal had spent the next two hours planning the King’s demise, which would follow a similar pattern. A public and very formal Compostela Church invitation regarding the discovery of the Corazón Del Rey would be followed by less-than-public conversations in a friendlier environment surrounded by ladies of the evening. Ladies paid to slip a concoction into His Majesty’s favorite alcoholic beverage, nearly guaranteeing his Royal attendance in a private setting.
As the meticulous planning Catholic thumbed through the Gazette, his finger pressed his office line’s blinking light. Ten seconds later, Father Sanchez passed through the buzz of the Cardinal’s electronically wired steel door. As the young Priest in training approached his boss’ oversized cherry wood desk, a wave from the Cardinal’s finger directed the nervous Priest into a gigantic leather chair. Sixty seconds later, the Cardinal’s head rose from his reading material, booming his first command of the day.
“Proceed, Father Sanchez.”
“Good morning, Your Eminence. After our meeting, Mr. Alcazar spent the night at an airport hotel until his flight to Madrid yesterday. Upon landing, our man on the ground, Deacon Lopez, reports the palace man went straight to the bodega, where he made three phone calls. He bought a plane ticket to Oviedo, then called St. Michael’s Church where he plans to visit later today, sir. The third call went undocumented. On this call, Mr. Alcazar spoke few words and mostly listened. Deacon Lopez says he seemed very preoccupied with his phone, but an attempt to read the contents of his screen was unsuccessful. Eventually, he became drunk and screamed ‘stupid’ before leaving the bodega for his home. There is nothing further to report, sir.”
The Cardinal replayed Father Sanchez’s update in his head. He was sure the palace man had something up his sleeve, but it continued to elude him. Alcazar does not possess the stone, yet he arranges a visit to St. Michael’s Church? Few in the world know the secret behind their glass enclosure. Think Antonius. Other than the Victory Cross, why would he make a trip there? Has he tricked us and already recovered the stone?
The Cardinal tried to hide his alarm. “Father Sanchez. We must have someone on the ground in Oviedo. Alcazar might recognize Deacon Lopez, so arrange for another man to go. We need a full report on the palace man’s visit. Get on the horn to St. Michael’s, but use discretion. They must not know our purpose.”
“I will concoct a story for the Priest at St. Michael’s Church and make the arrangements, sir.”
“Good, my young protegido,” the Cardinal said, leaning back in his chair, arms crossed. “Now it is time for our next discussion. And your next test. If you remember my meeting with Diego Alcazar, I promised him that if he recovered our church’s stolen Holy Treasure, we would back his rise to the thrown on one condition.”
The young Priest blurted the answer. “He must become indoctrinated as Compostela Soldier of Christ, Your Eminence,“ he said proudly.
The Cardinal wasn’t impressed. “Tell me this. Wouldn’t a prudent man inquire into the nature of our ‘Soldiers’ training before agreeing to be indoctrinated?” Father Sanchez’s brain scrambled for the answer when the elder statesman continued. “And yet Mr. Alcazar not only agrees to reprogram his body and spirit, he further swears an oath of loyalty to me and our new church.”
“I believe I follow, Your Eminence. First, by not inquiring into the nature of our training, you believe the demands of indoctrination will overwhelm him, and second, since he did not question the responsibilities of his new role as co-equal leader of our country along with the church…”
“No, Sanchez,” the Cardinal interrupted. “This is not my concern.” My young Priest’s intuition is weak. After all these years, he sees nothing but words on paper. How much more time do I give him?  “Given the prospect of becoming King, the palace man will likely overcome the physical training and schooling. It is Diego’s heart that I question.” Amongst other things. “Alcazar agrees blindly to things he knows nothing about.”
“Please forgive me, Your Eminence, but if you suspect Mr. Alcazar to be this wolf in sheep’s clothing which cannot be trusted, why did you tell him about the stone’s powers?”
“I have my reasons. You should know that Diego Alcazar is an essential part of our plans, but until I feel he can be trusted completely, I cannot tell him what I tell you now.” If Sanchez is the source of my leaks, no one will believe what I tell him and then I’ll know.
The Cardinal’s monotone voice grew deep. His Greco-Roman accent disappeared on command. “The stone’s paranormal powers are real, my son. Our Heavenly Treasure frees its possessor from earthly boundaries. Let me give you an example. A monastery near Dumio shelters the details of a sinful encounter between a sixth-century clergyman and a temptress named Sheba.”
Father Sanchez sat up, confused. “Do you mean the Queen of Sheba, Your Eminence?” The Cardinal smiled back. “But sir, Queen Sheba had a relationship with King Solomon 1000 years before our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Yet you just stated a clergyman from the 500s had met her. The difference in time would be 1,500 years, maybe more; how could this…”
Cardinal Antonius looked his protégé directly in the eye. “Father Sanchez. Escucha si tienes oídos. Whoever possesses the stone can move through time.”
The young Priest’s face turned pale white. His next words were barely audible. “Your Eminence. Did I…You just said…travel through time?”
“I did,” answered the high-ranking Catholic. “The stone’s possessor can communicate with those in the years ahead and those in the past. This can come in visions, telepathy, or physical transportation of the human body.” 
Father Sanchez nearly fell ill. 
The Cardinal offered encouragement. “I know this is hard to grasp, my son. Perhaps one can more easily understand visions, but to move through time physically is a supernatural force that even I haven’t fully come to grips with. Yet, it exists. Our church possesses countless documents detailing the adventures of those who, by sheer separation of time, could never have physically been together had it not been for the power of the stone.” Father Sanchez slumped in his chair as his boss continued. “We think of our lives as black and white, and to know such a force exists can overwhelm us. What I have shared with you must never be disclosed. Even our current monarchy stands unaware of the stone’s true gifts. This is why we must do everything in our power to recover the stone for the glory of God.”
Father Sanchez perked up. “The secret is safe with me, Your Eminence. I am your humble servant, indebted to you for your trust.”
“Good,” the Cardinal replied, arms folded behind his head. I’ve given Sanchez the ultimate secret. Let’s see how he responds to pressure. “And now, my young protégé here is the task before you. I shall require a full report on Diego Alcazar’s family, including the details of his visit to St. Michael’s, on my desk within an hour of the conclusion of his meeting in our northern city. Are we clear?”
Father Sanchez took a deep breath. He’d always managed projects run by others. Now he’d been given direct responsibility by a man most people overlooked as a simple servant of the Catholic Church. But the young Priest knew different. In reality, Cardinal Antonius wasn’t just in charge of the world’s greatest concentration of Catholic Dioceses. The senior man of God also ran the entire city of Compostela’s business affairs, most of which could never be disclosed to the public. On the ground, citizens affectionately called the Cardinal by another name—El Jefe. And one thing Father Sanchez knew for sure—the boss of Compostela didn’t take kindly to those who failed him.
“Yes, we are clear, Your Eminence. And thank you for your faith in me. I won’t let you down.”
When Father Sanchez exited the steel office door for the lobby, the Cardinal hit send on his top-secret hybrid device. Salamanca’s Alex Padilla had just received another order.






  
  Chapter 77 

The Storm


Mack continued to sleep in the passenger seat of Scotty’s Blazer when a freight train of rushing water and sharp pain in his upper back woke him from his slumber.  Jesus, he thought. The cancer just reminded me of what’s coming.
Mack’s eyes focused on the highway. The surreal events at the hostel the night before were just a blur in his mind as Scotty’s four-wheel drive zoomed through the humidity-soaked foothills of Maggie Valley, North Carolina, just a short distance from Cherokee Territory.
As one day moved to the next, Mack’s dreams grew more vivid. Five minutes earlier, he’d been on guard duty in the Desert of Kuwait twenty-five years ago. His third encounter with death came when the black of the night turned white in the errant arc light of a B-52 strike. Seconds before the 500-pound bomb exploded, Mack’s guardian angel appeared, instructing him. And just like seven years before, in 1984, on the day of the motorcycle accident, and seven years before that, in the summer of 1978, under the water in the river, Mack had been saved again.
When the SUV hit a bump in the road, it finally occurred to Mack that she’d come to him in visions throughout his entire life, but until his roadside encounter thirty days before, he never really gave too much thought to her appearance. And one thing was sure—she hadn’t aged a bit.
She rode bareback on a spotted gray horse, which turned toward the road as Mack’s truck approached. Distracted by the bosom length jet black braids draped across her youthful body, Mack slowed, leaning toward the passenger window for a wave when she caught him glancing at her chest. Embarrassed, Mack tried to look away but couldn’t—her peaceful gaze and pouty red lips invited him to look again. It could’ve been thirty seconds or an eternity, but there, on the side of a little country road, her penetrating blue eyes took Mack to more places than the deepest ocean current.
“About ten minutes until we get there,” Scotty announced, seeing Mack’s movement.
Mack glanced at his watch. 8:25 a.m. The museum doors don’t open for another hour and a half.
“Now that looks like a cool place,” Scotty called out as the Blazer approached a colorful roadside billboard, complete with a swimming pool and golf course:
“Hawks Golf Resort and Casino.”
“Yeah, it does,” Mack replied, becoming more alert. He pulled up the resort’s website. It’s just off the territory down the street from the museum. Open twenty-four hours. “Tell you what, Scotty. Drop me off there. I’ll catch a taxi to the museum.”
Scotty smirked. “Sure you will, pal.”
Mack thumbed through his wallet. “Here, take this for the ride and everything. It’s four hundred. Let me know if I owe more.”
Scotty glanced at the wad. “That’s too much, man.”
Mack tucked the cash in the hostel owner’s center console. “When you add this ride to my stay and the rounds I bought, I’m good with it.”
“Okay,” Scotty said, “but drinks are on me next time you come to the hostel. Here’s my card. Shoot me a text with your number.”
Mack pocketed Scotty’s contact information. “Will do. I’ll be back your way at some point,” Mack said, pausing. “Just don’t know when.”
As the Chevy pulled off the highway, Scotty said, “I can tell you’re a man on a mission. Whatever it is, I hope it works out. I want stories when you come back through.”
“Scout’s honor,” Mack said.
Scotty chuckled. “The Boy Scouts don’t teach what you did last night,” he said. When the vehicle stopped under the resort’s porte-cochère, he turned to his passenger. “I want to thank you, Mack.”
Mack raised an eyebrow as the valet opened his door. “For what?” Mack asked, extending his hand.
“The stories,” Scotty replied with a firm grip. “We’ll be talking about the game, the fight, and the prize for the next twenty years,” Mack’s new friend said with a grin.
As Scotty’s ride pulled away, Mack threw his pack over his shoulder, thinking of the hostel owner’s words while measuring his life. On several occasions, he should’ve ended up dead, but he’d always lived to tell. From the days of his youth to the theaters of combat and after, wherever James MacNaughton went, tales of risky adventure usually followed.
Mack desperately wanted to tell Scotty why he was there but couldn’t. For the same reason, Mack couldn’t tell Scotty about his other dream on the ride over. He’d seen the two Indian girls again. At a store in Florida, the piercing stare of the Native American twins had caught him off guard. Mack was captured. It was the same look he’d received from the young mother on the train at the Atlanta airport. Their gaze was peaceful, like they knew something about Mack. On the train, Mack saw a mother’s love for her children and husband. In the twin’s eyes, Mack felt their desire to be loved. It was a love that transcended time.
As Mack passed through the resort’s double-glass doors, he’d already cut last night’s scene from his memory. There had been a purpose for it in the universe. But as he approached the check-in counter, what terrified the dying man wasn’t that somebody had already written the last chapter of his life; no, this he was pretty sure of; what frightened Mack the most was that the script didn’t include Her.






  
  Chapter 78 

Backup Plan


Diego Alcazar woke up in his Madrid townhome with a hangover and two direct messages in his Twitter inbox. Halfway through his inebriated cab ride home, it’d hit him. If MacNaughton had recovered the stone, the news would likely go public, and the Cardinal’s offer to back him as King would no longer stand. The contingency plan he’d devised on the flight home yesterday needed to be expedited. As luck would have it, several vendors had already responded to his four in-the-morning social media posts with nearly identical material and handling instructions. 
Diego checked the time. His flight to the northern city of Oviedo was a few hours away. The Priest at St. Michael’s Church will require proof of the oath. There’s plenty of time to buy the necessary supplies at the hardware store, make a copy of the oath book, and get to the airport. But what if the Priest refuses to open the chamber of the Victory Cross? This is the only way to prove the oath and take the necessary measurements.
For a second, Diego thought about checking in his whale-boned dagger. No, I will not threaten a Priest. He must remove the glass enclosure and open the crucifix’s hidden chamber. How can I convince him? Hang on…Yes, I have it!
After packing a suitcase full of bedding, clothes, and miscellaneous supplies, the palace man called the ‘Friends of Spain’ group with a high-priority request. The Castilian man with the perfectly pure dialect answered right away. The fee to pull out all the stops and immediately locate the American James MacNaughton using their United States government ally was steep.
But as Diego locked the front door on his way to the bank, he knew 100,000 Euros would be worth it. The contingency plan he was about to launch would guarantee his investment.






  
  Chapter 79 

Surprise


At Hawk’s resort and casino, Mack had already checked in and finished a breakfast sandwich in the café when he spotted several early risers gliding nervously down the corridor past the business center toward the muffled noises of the twenty-four-hour casino floor. Just before exiting, Mack studied the fresh bodies’ intent to strike it rich before refocusing on the task.  The second I return from the museum, I jump on that computer in the business center. I need to know what the inscription on the black tentacle tree means. I’ve never seen words like that. Also, what does this Corazón Del Rey on the Spanish Map stand for? It translates to ‘Heart of the King,’ but I know it has another meaning. Maybe the Indian knows? Hey Mack, stop saying Indian as Mr. Ballow does. His name is Bill Walkingstick.
The cab ride to the museum was a depressing scene filled with many abandoned hotels, restaurants, and other defunct businesses from a bygone tourist era. Just beyond a section of road littered with several rickety storefront signs advertising ‘Authentic Cherokee Merchandise,’ the taxi made a left then slowed to a stop at a sign in front of a nondescript, single-story, firebrick building: ‘Cherokee Museum of Natural History (Eastern).’
“Lots of fun things to see in there,” exclaimed the driver with a smirk.
Mack knew the man was pulling his leg. “I’m sure it’ll be a hoot! Here’s a twenty. Can you wait here for me?”
The driver pocketed the cash. “Anything more than five minutes, and I’ll have to charge extra.”
Mack exited the vehicle. “Understood. I should be right back out.” 
The cab driver seemed curious. “You mind if I ask what’s going on?”
Mack cast aside the driver’s small-town forwardness. “I’m here to meet somebody. His name is Bill Walkingstick.”
The taxi man’s eyes widened. He looked Mack up and down. “You’re here to see Bill Walkingstick?”
Mack took a step back toward the cab. “You know him?”
The taxi driver made a face. “I know of him. Good luck.” With that, the driver put the cab in reverse and sped off.
Mack stood in shock, before half-heartedly shouting, “Guess I’ll just hoof it back to the casino then. Jerk.”
But Mack now felt even more unsettled as he pushed into the museum.
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“Good morning, sir,” greeted a chipper young lady as Mack walked through the firebrick building’s doors. “Welcome to the Cherokee Natural History Museum. We offer guided tours every two hours starting at 11:00 a.m. and a general admission ticket for those who want to look around. Which one might you be interested in?”
Mack approached the welcome counter. “Actually, miss, I’m not here for a tour. I’m looking for a man named Bill Walkingstick.”
The greeter seemed confused. “Oh, I see, sir. We don’t have anyone here by that name.” 
“What?” Mack shouted. “What do you mean?” he questioned. “I was told to meet him here.”
The receptionist pushed her chair back and stood, alarmed by Mack’s tone. “Be right back,” she said, disappearing behind a door.
Seconds later, the greeter returned, followed by a woman twice her age. Mack sensed the senior woman’s displeasure at having been summoned.
“I’m Nancy Cornsilk, Director of the museum. How can I be of assistance?” 
Mack put on his best charm. “Good morning, Ms. Cornsilk. My name is James MacNaughton, and I’m looking for a man by the name of Bill Walkingstick. A good friend of mine said I could find him here.” 
The Director glanced at her greeter. “I believe Beverly already informed you, sir. No one by that name works here.”
Annoyed at the curator’s snooty attitude, Mack fired back. “Look, Ms. Cornsilk. I’ve traveled a long way to get this museum.” He paused for effect. “Now, how many people have ever said that?”
The director cast a suspicious eye like she was hiding something. Mack picked up on it and said, “A man by the name of John Ballow sent me here. I believe he and Bill Walkingstick might have been friends.” A flash of recognition shot across Nancy Cornsilk’s face, and Mack went in for the close. “It’s a matter of life or death, I’m afraid,” Mack said, regretting his tempting fate.
“Sir,” Cornsilk explained. “I’m unsure what this is about, but Bill Walkingstick doesn’t work here. He’s one of our Tribal Elders.”
Now we’re getting somewhere, Mack thought. “Can you tell me how to reach him?”
The director hesitated. “Not really,” she said, pointing to a map of the area, “he lives up there in those mountains.”
Mack studied the geography. There were no street names. “Let me guess, no address, huh?”
“I’m afraid not,” the director responded with a hint of regret. 
Mack softened his approach. “Understood, Ms. Cornsilk. Thanks for being honest with me.” He quickly devised a plan. “I’m staying at the Resort. Perhaps someone could get a message to him for me?” Mack asked hopefully.
“Perhaps,” replied the curator, eyeing Mack up and down. Why would a white man show up at our door demanding to see Bill? ”And what would that message say, Mr. MacNaughton?”
Mack nearly panicked. Damn. Never thought of this scenario. Okay, what to say…found cabin…found prince’s grave…sent by John Ballow…yes, yes, these all work. Wait a minute. Mack eyed Nancy Cornsilk and smiled. “Ask him to meet me at the resort. 342 is my room number. Tell him it’s about a woman.”
The gray-haired Cherokee director with braids below her waist and a frumpy dress moved closer to the counter, nervous. “A woman?”
“Why yes, Ms. Cornsilk,” Mack responded deliberately. He knew the message would find its way to Bill Walkingstick before lunch. “Let me tell you a little story about a woman on a horse. You see, thirty days ago, I had just driven towards town on a beautiful summer day when…”
Nancy Cornsilk listened intensely as Mack described the chance encounter that changed his life. When he’d finished, the reserved and proper museum curator excused herself. A minute later, she reappeared from the back office clutching a handkerchief, visibly shaken.
“Mr. MacNaughton,” the Cherokee woman said, “Someone will deliver this message to Mr. Walkingstick.” 
Mack let out a warm smile. “Thank you, and good day, Ms. Cornsilk.” 
When Mack left the museum, he had no idea of the carnage he’d left behind as waves of emotion bottled up over decades of loneliness poured from the director’s soul. When Cornsilk fell to the floor, her assistant tried to console her, but to no avail, for it was Mack’s description of the woman on the horse, in such detail and perfectly describing a youthful Nancy, which now consumed her. Someone from the outside world had finally found out the secret. It had been a story she’d longed her whole life to tell. But her tribe had forbidden it. And it was a secret Ms. Nancy Cornsilk, museum director, former wife of Bill Walkingstick, and unofficial keeper of the Cherokee Tribe’s greatest mystery, had sworn to go to her grave with.






  
  Chapter 80 

Resort


Back at the resort, Mack turned right past the lobby toward the casino corridor and the business center, anxious to research his photos of the black tentacle tree. After finding a heart-shaped cluster of red stones set into the bark along with a group of white stones forming an inscription, Mack felt the tree stones and the heart shape leather satchel worn by his guardian angel could be connected to the outline of a human heart, which had been penciled in on the Spanish map next to the cabin along with the words Corazón Del Rey, which translated in English as ‘Heart of the King.’ 
Just as the business center computer came to life, Mack’s ears picked up on a distant sound traveling down the hall. Faint at first, then rising and falling as doors opened quickly and closed. It was the electronic noise of the ever-churning machines.
For a second, Mack recalled his trip to Las Vegas. He knew the stench of stale cigarettes and spilled liquor drifting down the mid-morning casino corridor only hinted at the suffering that could lie on the other side of the doors.
After two search engine attempts using Corazón Del Rey produced little results, Mack entered the English translation: ‘Heart of the King.’ Okay, here we go. Looks like it’s a Bible verse. There are several listed, and they all seem related. Let’s see what happens when I click this one…
“Proverbs, chapter 21, verse 1: The King’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, as the rivers of water: he turneth it whithersoever he will.”
Interesting. God controls the king’s heart? I guess it could mean a few different things. Mack clicked another verse.
It sounds like the other one, but the words are slightly different.
Mack clicked several other links, but all came back to bible verses. Am I missing something? The Professor may help shed some light.
Scrolling through his camera roll, Mack zoomed in on the white stones forming an inscription of odd-looking words above the red rocks. He punched the first group of white letters into the search engine: 
“D-O-C-H-A-S”
Only a few results. Looks like it’s an Irish word. He read the word’s description. ‘An Irish organization which helps defeat poverty.’ That can’t be it. Maybe it’s Spanish?
Mack entered the letters in Google Translate:
“D-O-C-H-A-S”
It’s Gaelic of Scottish or Irish origin. Yes, but it still means nothing. Google Translate… “‘Dochas’ in Gaelic to English.” Bingo! It means ‘Hope.’
Now, translate the following letters: ‘A-N-N.’
Look at that. Now we have something. It means ‘there.’ Okay, so far, the words on the tree spell out ‘Hope there.’ Now translate: ‘A-N.’
The translation came back the same. Okay, it looks like ‘AN’ stands for ‘AN.’ Great, that’s three words down… ‘Hope there an…’
Translate the last letters… ‘D-I-A.’
Yep, I knew it. ‘DIA’ means ‘God.’
Hope there an God? Does it mean ‘Hope there is God?’ Let me try translating these together… ‘ANN AN.’ Yes! It worked! It means ‘In.’
Mack stared at the words next to their English meaning. “Dòchas ann an Dia… Hope in God.”
Why are religious Gaelic words carved into a tree in the middle of nowhere? How does ‘Hope in God’ tie into ‘Heart of the King?’ Are they even related? Man, I’m dead tired. Can’t think straight any longer.
Just as Mack shut the computer down, his cell phone buzzed. He knew he had to take it. 
“Hi, mama! How are you?”
Mack’s Mom was ecstatic. “I’m fine, son. I left you a message a few days ago but didn’t hear back, so I called John Ballow. Is everything okay? He said you went backpacking. I thought you were staying with him?”
That’s weird. Mom didn’t get my text from the diner? “Everything’s okay, Mom, and I am staying with him.” Mack hesitated. “Well, sort of.” He tried to find the right words. “Mom, I don’t want to alarm you, but I might be away for a bit.”
“What do you mean? You were just up there a month ago.”
You have to tell her you’re sick, Mack. No! I’m not doing this over the phone. “Last time I was here, Mr. Ballow brought me to his family cemetery. It’s a long story, but as it turns out, somebody significant is buried there. Right now, I’m helping him piece the story together. It’s fascinating stuff. Might even make the news or change history one day.” There, that’s good enough. Did she buy it?
“What about your job? How can you pay your bills if you’re not working?” 
I’m in trouble now. Hello! You’re a grown man. Tell her the truth. ”I’ve got plenty of savings, Mom. Besides, I need a break from the concrete jungle. That’s how important this is.” She’s not saying anything.
Mack’s Mom suspected something else. “Two men came here looking for you. Does this have anything to do with it?”
Mack swallowed hard. “I don’t know.” 
“Are you in danger, Jimmy?”
She knows I’m lying. “No, I promise. Mom, don’t worry about me. I’ll be floating around Tennessee and North Carolina for a bit. Will check back in a few days, okay?”
“Fine, but you’d tell me if anything else was wrong, wouldn’t you?”
Mack nearly lost it. “Of course,” he said, pausing to clear the frog out of his throat. “Mom, think back. Can you tell me exactly what those guys said and what they looked like?” Mack’s Mom had a memory similar to his. “The older one was a real square—clean-shaven, thick-rimmed glasses and parted brown hair. But he just listened. The young guy did the talking. He told me he was Chad Ramos from your homeroom class, senior year, and they were organizing a reunion with the grads still in the area.”
Mack took it in. “Did this Chad have a Spanish accent?”
Mack’s Mom shook her head. “Not that I could tell. When I asked for his number, he declined and said he would get with you later.” There was a pause as she recalled more details. “Something about him seemed off.”
Mack listened intently. “What do you mean?”
“He talked a lot with his hands which were huge. I’d say he hadn’t cut his hair in a year. It was black and curly like a fro when it grows out. Same with his beard and eyebrows. Yes, that’s it, I’ll never forget. Both his hands and fingers were covered in thick black hair. It was disgusting.”
Mack burned the man’s physical characteristics into his memory. “How was his physical conditioning? Was he muscular?”
“No,” Mack’s Mom replied. “He looked like you when you were competing in those triathlon races. About your same height too.” 
Interesting, Mack thought as he made his way down the casino corridor. “Mom, I gotta get going now. Promise I’ll be in touch soon, okay? If those guys come back, will you call me, please?”
“Of course I will.” There was a noticeable pause as the worry built in her heart. Mack’s mom knew her son was hurting before he picked up the call. It was the kind of maternal instinct that wasn’t written in any book. “Just promise me one thing, Jimmy-Mack. Promise me that whatever you’ve gotten yourself into, please be careful, son.”
“Promise. I love you, Mom.”
When the call ended, Mack breezed through the lobby into the awaiting elevator and up to his floor, his physical assessment of the unkempt man who’d visited his mom’s house was complete. High School friend, no way. These guys were sent by that government official in Spain—Diego Alcazar. I’ll need to warn the Professor about them.
Traveling down the hall toward his room, Mack nearly burst out laughing—his photographic brain had been up to its old memorization tricks again—a man stood outside his mom’s front door dressed in an ape costume. Mack smiled. Bushy black hair and beard. Hair on his hands and fingers like a gorilla. “The gorilla. Yes, that’s what I’ll call you,” he whispered as he opened the door and dove onto the hotel bed, closing his eyes.






  
  Chapter 81 

Origins


In Salamanca, Jesuit Scholar Alex Padilla had been turning over every minute of his visit to the church at Compostela  when his phone shook. What good timing, Alex thought.
“Hello, Father Sanchez,” Padilla answered. “Believe it or not, I was just drafting a formal invitation for your visit to our …”
The young Priest cut Padilla off. “Lo siento Alex. I am sorry, but this cannot wait. I need your help right away.”
“But of course,” the Salamanca scholar whispered. “Háblame Padre.”
The Cardinal of Compostela’s protégé spoke deliberately. “This conversation cannot leave us. I need your agreement.”
Padilla gave the Compostela Priest his full attention. “You have my word, Father. Backed by the promise and traditions of Salamanca secrecy.”
“Excelente señor,” Father Sanchez replied. “Again, I am truly sorry for not discussing the life details of our long-lost brother, Prince Felipe Louis. We in the church were quite surprised to be contacted by the Royal Palace before your visit. Naturally, when our diocese received government orders to cease communications concerning the life of Prince Felipe, who lived so long ago, our suspicions became aroused. This, of course, brings me to the reason for my call today. This Diego Alcazar of the Royal Palace, His Eminence, does not trust his intentions. He asked me to examine his family history and provide a full report.”
Alex Padilla understood. “To be honest, Father, I share the same feelings as the Cardinal. It is the instinct of my stomach. Please excuse my poor choice of words.”
Father Sanchez seemed troubled. Why do I not share these feelings? Is this the ‘cunning’ His Eminence speaks of? “So Alex, are you able to help me?”
“Of course, Father. Give me a week, and Diego Alcazar’s entire family history will be overnighted to your Parrish.”
Father Sanchez nearly panicked. “I’m afraid that is not going to work, Alex. His Eminence has requested a full report by this evening.”
“Less than one day!” Alex Padilla shouted into the phone, feigning outrage. The electronic message he’d received from the Cardinal in the wee hours of the morning was clear: the genealogy sent to Father Sanchez for use in his report should be nothing more than generic. Under no circumstances could it include anything related to the Alcazar dossier that Alex had been preparing in secret at the Cardinal’s direction using the encrypted communication link.
“Father, I cannot prepare the proper documentation within such time constraints,” the Jesuit Scholar said. “The School of Salamanca has a process for reporting on such official requests. There are back-checking and certification procedures, even meetings with superiors to verify…”
Father Sanchez interrupted. “Then consider this an unofficial request for information. Please,” the young Priest begged, “send me anything you have by early evening tonight. His Eminence will be pleased and will make it worth your while.”
Alex Padilla nearly laughed at Father Sanchez’s words. The Priest had no idea he was working directly for the Cardinal himself. “In the interests of shared cooperation with our Compostela allies, I will comply with your request, Father.”
Father Sanchez breathed a sigh of relief. One task down. Now, who can board a plane quickly to monitor Diego Alcazar’s activities at St. Michael’s Church in Oviedo?
Alex Padilla’s following words shook the young Priest out of his thoughts. “However, in exchange for your request, Father, perhaps you can enlighten me on a statement the Cardinal made the day of our meeting.” Padilla paused. “You weren’t there, but His Eminence mentioned a fascinating bible verse as we walked to my car. Proverbs 21, to be exact. I understand this Hebrew scripture refers to the Corazón Del Rey stolen from your church. What can you tell me about this ruby? Are you aware of a centuries-old blood oath taken by our Kings of Spain that could be related to it?”
Sanchez hesitated. He needed Alex’s help, but exposing tightly held church secrets would be grounds for immediate defrocking. Will His Eminence approve? Or will I wash the latrines every day for the rest of my life?
“Father Sanchez, are you still there?” Give him something, Alex; get the Priest talking. Father Sanchez signaled he was listening and Padilla went on. “Quid pro quo, Father. Perhaps this will make discussion of the ruby easier for you. In light of the current conversation regarding Diego Alcazar, I will share a tidbit of knowledge that has suddenly vaulted in importance.” Sanchez tuned in closely while the Jesuit Scholar continued. “How familiar are you with our magnificent southern city of Seville?”
“No mucho, Alex. I only know it as the capital of the Andalusia region and home too much fighting of the bulls. And, of course, our Royal Family maintains a residence there. An ancient palace standing since the dark ages, so I have heard.”
Padilla was impressed. “All is correct, Father. Would you know the name of His Majesty’s winter palace in Seville?”
In Compostela, Father Sanchez shook his head. “Regrettably, I do not.”
Padilla smiled. “That’s okay, Father. My work at Salamanca allows me to know such things. In fact, this particular Royal residence is quite relevant for our discussion, but before I disclose its name, allow me to provide some backdrop. As we’re all aware, people and places often share a name. The Palace in Seville had been built in the 1300s for King Peter of Castille, but as was typical of those days, new structures were built around older ones. It just so happens that an entire dark-age palace lies underneath this 1300s building, which is the same residence our Royal Family calls home today. Curiously enough, the palace doesn’t share Peter’s name, nor was it named by him or any of his successors.”
Father Sanchez did his best to keep up, but Alex’s history knowledge was beginning to overwhelm him. “I’m trying to follow Alex, but how is this related…”
“Bear with me, Father,” the Jesuit Scholar shot back. “I tell you of the original palace for a reason. To this day, His Majesty’s Royal Palace in Seville remains the finest example of ‘Mudejar’ Architecture in the world, even grander than the finest palaces of Mecca. But what’s truly remarkable is that the original palace name remains after countless centuries. We know it as the ‘The Alcazar of Seville.’”
Father Sanchez’s mouth dropped open. “Come again, Alex,” the young Priest managed.
“You heard it, correct Father. This palace is often referred to by its plural: Reales Alcázares de Sevilla.”
The Priest’s heart skipped a beat. “The Royal Alcazars of Seville,” he muttered. Alcazar. Seville. Diego Alcazar. My God. Diego comes from Royal blood. Is this destiny for him to recover the stone and become King? El Jefe has been incorrect in his feelings about the palace man. I will earn many cunning points with my discovery!
Like a child being read a bedtime story, Alex Padilla leaned back in his Salamanca office chair as the loose-lipped young priest showered him with tales of Prince Felipe’s life before his fateful journey to the New World. The Jesuit Scholar took it all in. It seemed the Catholic Church had every detail of Felipe’s life: from the moment an infant prince arrived at the Compostela monastery doorstep to Felipe’s secret affection for a Bourbanite Queen in the vineyards of France. And when Sanchez finished the story, the Cardinal of Compostela’s trainee congratulated himself. He had found cunning! Bamboozling the Jesuit man with the countless minutia of the prince’s life so that Alex completely forgot about Proverbs 21 and the Corazón Del Rey, and the words of a blood oath. Words destined to tear the kingdom apart.






  
  Chapter 82 

Fortune


Fast asleep on the Resort’s king-size bed, it was nearly one-thirty in the afternoon when the muffled giggling of children on the pool deck stirred Mack from a nightmare. Staring at the smooth finished ceiling, Mack started to panic. His dream, which began in the cloud forest, had returned a third time.  The water was carrying me; then everything went black. It’s as loud as a train. There’s a knot in my stomach. I’m falling! There’s a wall of water surrounding me. I can’t hear. The train’s gonna run over me! Jesus, what’s happening to me? Is it the cancer?
Mack rolled to his side, and a light on the nightstand grabbed his attention. He lifted the phone receiver, pressed a blinking number one on the dial pad, and a resort employee answered immediately.
“Front desk. How may I help you?” 
“Room 342. There’s a red light on the phone.”
“Yes, sir, we have a message for you,” the woman behind the check-in counter replied.
Mack sat up. “Go ahead with it.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” the clerk replied, “but casino correspondence is kept in a mail drop here in the lobby.”
Mack yawned. “Thanks, I’ll come down and get it.”
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Ten minutes later, Mack slid his driver’s license across the granite top of the check-in counter. “Message for 342, please,” he said politely. 
A college-age woman with white skin and blond hair reached under the raised countertop. “Here you are, sir,” she said with a courteous demeanor. “Will there be anything else?”
Mack grasped the tiny paper. “No, I’m all set, but thank you,” he said, laughing at the irony as he wandered away. Not only was the front desk employee unaware that she qualified as the Indian resort’s minority hire, but the size of the message resembled something from a Chinese fortune cookie.
“Bill Walkingstick to arrive on the casino floor, 2:00 p.m. …N. Cornsilk.”
Mack glanced at his watch, wondering if the Cherokee man was his fortune. Fifteen minutes from now. Good thing I woke up when I did. He was about to discard the message when he noticed writing on the backside: ‘Take me with you.’ Why would the museum director write that, he wondered.
While Mack traveled down the casino corridor past the business center, he thought about everyone he’d met over the years. In his entire life, he’d seen only a handful of Indians and only in passing. Were they different than he was? Although he didn’t know it yet, Mack had been right about his hunch in the cloud forest. The meeting with Bill Walkingstick would be the most important of his life. 
When the corridor ended, Mack opened a double set of doors, passing through a metal detector guarded by a heavy-set man wearing a bow tie. Traveling down a dimly lit hall toward the casino floor entrance, Mack had no idea just how far down the rabbit hole his fortune would take him. As the noise of the ever-churning machines grew loud, Mack pushed the crash bar, and the casino steel door flew open, but only for a second as pressurized cold air slammed it shut behind him.
Waving at a smiling woman behind the chip counter, Mack gravitated through a maze of bodies staring at the machines. They were zombies. Ash-colored people who should’ve left eight hours ago. And twenty-four hours before that. No one moved as Mack brushed against them. A zombie hit the jackpot when he neared the middle of the casino center and the bar. Mack watched as the machine with its lights and bells announced to all the sweet, unfortunate sound of an electronic winner.
Maneuvering around the high-top tables, Mack found a stool at the bar, nodding to a gray-haired gentleman a few seats away. “What can I get you, sir?” the bartender asked.
“A menu and a Coke, please,” Mack replied, surveying the game floor. The action around the roulette games appeared sparse, but the card tables were standing-room only. One look at a homely man with a bucket of tokens in one hand, beer in another, and a cigarette dangling from his mouth reminded Mack why he hated places like this.
“How do you like our casino?” asked the gray-haired gentleman, half-looking Mack’s direction.
Mack turned toward the man. “Pretty interesting place,” he replied, not wanting to offend the tan-skinned native wearing a hand-woven shirt.
“That’s a new one for me,” the man replied, shifting his body toward Mack. “Could you define interesting?”
For a second, Mack felt like walking away. The right side of the man’s face was severely disfigured. His lip bent downwards, and his eye teared, frozen, and unable to blink. Please, Lord, get me out of this conversation, he said to himself, hailing the bartender and addressing the Native. “Are you a Scotch drinker, sir?” The gray-haired man nodded, and Mack called out his order to the mixologist. “Laphroaig, please, bartender. The ten year for this gentleman and myself. Neat.”
While the barman went to work, the Native with a deformed face spoke up. “When I was younger, I drank a lot of Scotch, but now I make my own booze. It suits me better.”
Mack nearly laughed as an image of the Indian tending a backyard still on a creek popped into his head.
“Here we are, gentlemen. Two Laphroaigs. Extra tilt on the pour,” the bartender signaled. Mack watched as the native man swished a dram back and forth before swallowing. “This is a fine, peaty malt from the outer islands if I had to guess,” the gray-haired man announced, to Mack’s astonishment. “But given its smokiness, it might need a few drops of spring water to thin the brine and release some of the whisky’s more enchanting flavors.”
Mack smiled, raising his glass to the man’s whisky prowess. Copper moonshine pot, my behind. This old man just schooled me.
“If you don’t mind,” the native man continued, “earlier when I asked about our casino, you commented ‘pretty interesting.’ I’m curious as to what you meant.”
Mack eyed his drinking partner. “You come across as a straight shooter, so I won’t BS you,” he answered. “The truth is that I can’t stand this place. I could give a damn about rich guys who want to gamble on the weekend, but most everyone here seems to be locals who don’t have the money to lose in the first place.”
“No one’s forcing them through the door,” the gray-haired man replied, signaling the bartender. “Two more. And a bottle of water.”
“That’s true,” Mack responded, explaining what was really bothering him. “What do you think about the smell in here?” 
“You mean the cigarette smoke?” 
Mack nodded. “Nearly everyone is smoking; they all know it’ll kill them. Yet, they continue. As a former smoker, I’ll tell you what that smell is. It’s the sweet smell of early death. A death preceded by a lifetime of loneliness, where you never really get to know anyone, including yourself. This place attracts the lonely and depressed and sucks their remaining life out.”
When Mack had finished, the native man rose from his stool. For a second, Mack thought he might eat a straight right fist, but the Indian extended his hand in a gesture of friendliness. “Next time, tell me how you really think, Mr. MacNaughton,” he said, managing a crooked smile.
Mack shook his hand but drew back. “How’d you…” Just then, he put two and two together. The man was Bill Walkingstick.
“Haven’t been here in ten years,” said the Cherokee man. “They might have put a new face on the place, but it’s still the same rat hole. Got any objection to leaving?”
Mack shook his head. “None, sir.” 
Walkingstick took offense. “Just call me Bill, okay?”
Mack nodded. “I’m Mack. I can grab my things and be down in fifteen minutes.” 
“Shoot for ten, Mack.” the Indian suggested. “We have lots to discuss.” 
Mack was about to signal for the check when Walkingstick slid his new round toward him. “This tab’s on me,” said the gray-haired man. “Let’s down this whisky, and I’ll meet you outside.”







  
  Chapter 83 

Eye in the Sky


Nine minutes later, Mack left the air-conditioned space for the resort’s marble-covered porte-cochere surrounded by a herd of valet drivers trying to keep pace with a non-stop flow of vehicles arriving for dinner and a night of gambling. 
Just then, Bill Walkingstick’s mud-encased four-wheel-drive ATV zoomed in from the asphalt, skidding to a halt in front of a stunned crowd of fancily dressed onlookers.
“Hop on and hold on tight,” the native man barked as he revved the throttle. The second Mack took a seat, Walkingstick hit the accelerator, gunning the machine forward like a horse out of the gate, rocketing the two men away from the building onto the paved parking lot, which Mack felt hadn’t been checked for oncoming traffic.
Five hundred feet later, the Indian steered the machine left onto the main highway toward Cherokee Territory. As Mack held on, Walkingstick leaned forward, turned his wrist full throttle, and screamed at the top of his lungs, reaching 60 miles per hour in seconds. Five miles later, the gray-haired man pulled to a stop at a dirt road intersection.
“Almost forgot,” Walkingstick said, turning toward Mack. “Where’s your cell phone?”
The question surprised Mack. “In my pack. Why?”
The Cherokee man stepped off the machine. “We need to deactivate it before we get to my place. Big Brother tracks you even when your phone’s off.”
Mack handed over his device. With a Swiss Army knife and the skill of a surgeon, the Indian disassembled the iPhone’s protective covers and springs, handing the battery, glass enclosure, and loose parts to Mack, who memorized every step.
“Funny you should mention Big Brother,” Mack said, setting the parts in a plastic bag. “A friend of mine told me the same thing.”
“Your friend work for the government?” 
“No,” Mack said. “One of the tech giants.”
Walkingstick opened a storage container on the back of the ATV. “They are both the same. The oligarchs in our computer industry do the tracking for them,” he remarked, handing Mack a pair of goggles. “Put these on. It’s gonna get a lil dusty where we are going.”
Mack tightened the head strap. “Err…Bill. I don’t think these goggles work so well. Everything is black.”
Walkingstick planned it that way. Regardless of what John Ballow thought about Mack, the blond-haired stranger had to be vetted. “Exactly,” he responded to Mack. “Grab a seat and hold on tight. Things could get a little rough.”
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Ten minutes into the off-road climb, several barking dogs tagged along. When Mack finally shed his goggles for a look, the Indian’s machine slowed to a halt on flat ground next to a single-story log cabin.
As the men disembarked, a pack of howling hounds surrounded and circled Mack until Walkingstick barked a single command, easing the canines back, except for one, who inched forward. Mack stretched out his hand to a black, tan, and blue beauty who inhaled Mack’s scent, showering him with attention. 
The Cherokee man seemed surprised. “She’s taken to you alright.” 
Mack stroked the blue tick’s head and coat. “What’s her name?”
“Ama. She’s the best hunting dog in the world and she loves the water. She’ll smell your scent weeks after you’ve gone.”
Mack’s eyes wandered as he petted his new friend. There was no sign of utilities. “You live off the land up here, Bill?”
Walkingstick pocketed the machine’s key. “I do.”
“How do you get food?”
“Meat’s not a problem,” the Cherokee man explained. “There’s plenty of game around here. Plant crops in the spring and summer.”
Mack imagined the toil. “Sounds like a hard life.”
“Not really. I head to town a few times a year and trade for supplies. Our people have been doing it since the dawn of time.”
“I saw power lines on the ride in. Just figured everybody in the territory had electricity.” 
“They don’t run up here, and we don’t want it. We consider ourselves equal but separate from them folks in town.”
Mack wasn’t sure what Bill meant. “But you’re all Native American, correct?”
“Correct,” the gray-haired man clarified. “By ‘we,’ I’m talking about the men who live off the land. There are about a dozen of us left. We’re the last of the hold-outs, I’m afraid.” Walkingstick could see Mack needed some background. “When our people were betrayed by your President Jackson, many who left died on the ‘Trail of Tears.’ But some never left. They fled deep into the mountains. To this place right here. We would not be shipped to some new land. Here we stood, ready to fight the white man to death. Now, I’m afraid we have become nothing more than a resistance movement to our people.”
Mack wanted to understand. “What do you mean by resistance?”
The Native man clarified. “By living off the land, we connect with our past. Most of the younger Cherokee are Indian in blood only and live as the white men do. And so they forget where they come from.” Walkingstick paused. “They see us as crazy old Indians holding back progress.”
Mack understood, but the geography tripped him up. “So, if this is official Cherokee Tribal land in North Carolina, what about the Cherokee National Forest and the Unaka’s to the north in Tennessee? That’s how I came through.”
Walkingstick motioned for Mack to follow him. “Taken by your park service many moons ago. Some of us remain, but most Cherokee moved south to this territory.” He paused. “Are you getting hungry, Mack?”
Mack’s hunger pangs came alive. “Starved.”
“Come. Let’s get moving on an early supper,” said the Native host, heading toward his cabin door. “Ama!” he shouted. The dog’s ears perked up. “Anagisdi!” Mack watched the hound sprint toward the woods, obedient to her master’s command. “I’ll take your gear inside, Mack. Steaks are in the ice-box outside. Why don’t you grab about three while I get the frying pan going.”
After a minute of searching, Mack realized it was a ruse. No power, dummy, and you’re looking for a refrigerator.
Walkingstick emerged from inside with a grin, pointing to a raised structure twenty yards away. Mack did a double-take. Four wood columns and a ten-foot high step ladder led to a tin-roofed locker. 
“How do you preserve meat in this heat?”
Mack’s host explained. “Soak it in brine then rub it with salt. That box does the drying. Or you can smoke it. Be right back,” Walkingstick said, returning with a frying pan, two cups, and a jug of liquid. Off in the distance, one of the hounds barked a call. Another howled back, answering the first. “They’re playing,” Walkingstick pointed out, filling the cups with whatever liquid had been in the jug. “Chasing rabbits or squirrels. Here,” he said, handing Mack a cup while holding a handkerchief to his eye.
Mack wondered about the Cherokee man’s facial deformity but didn’t want to pry too deep. “Is it painful?”
Walkingstick signaled no. “It burns occasionally, but mostly just tears up because my eye won’t shut. Now, what should we toast to Mack?”
Mack took in the cup’s fragrance. “To your health Bill. That whatever affliction has caused you harm may free you from its grip and be gone.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Walkingstick touched cups with his guest. “I’ll get a fire going while you pick us out some fine venison steak.”






  
  Chapter 84 

Payment


About the same time Mack and Bill Walkingstick were getting acquainted, in Washington, D.C, Diego Alcazar’s private investigator working for the Castilian man’s ‘Friends of Spain’ group waited on a park bench outside the Smithsonian Museum. 
After a 48-hour stakeout of the American James MacNaughton’s residence proved fruitless, his Castilian employer, whose perfectly pure Spanish dialect had so impressed Diego Alcazar, had authorized a visit to MacNaughton’s mother’s house in an attempt to locate her son.
When MacNaughton’s mother couldn’t vouch for her son’s whereabouts, the shadowy thirty-nine-year-old investigator with a bushy black beard and hairy arms launched a phishing attack through MacNaughton’s email and the office computer of Gustavo Martinez, a University of Miami Professor and MacNaughton’s last known contact who’d received the photographs of Prince Felipe’s grave marker.
After a ten-minute wait, the quiet vibration of the private detective’s phone alerted him to a Facebook message: 
“Confirmed.”
Good news on short notice, the investigator thought, adjusting the leather strap of a vintage messenger bag over his shoulders. His contact had agreed to meet at the Jericho Lounge in fifteen minutes. 
During the short walk from the Smithsonian, the detective recalled the urgency in his employer’s text message yesterday before noon.
“New information has surfaced. The matter has become the highest priority. Locate and interrogate the American James MacNaughton wherever his current position may find him. Fifty thousand euros to be wired immediately, in addition to the usual expense arrangements. Our ‘Friends of Spain’ ally in Washington has been notified and awaits your instruction.”
“This is a strange one,” the detective muttered, banking a hard right off the crowded late afternoon sidewalk, past the doorman, into the lobby of 1101 Pennsylvania Ave. “MacNaughton has found something more than a headstone in a cemetery. What is it?”
Scanning the room, the investigator with a zero-percent failure rate noticed a man in a slate tweed jacket sitting alone at a round, two-chaired table. As he approached, the man remained seated, offering a greeting with no handshake.
“Good early evening to you, sir,” said the man sitting down.
The private detective couldn’t believe his eyes. His contact’s clothes were nearly identical to his, color and hat choice notwithstanding. For a second, the two men dressed as English country gentlemen eyeballed each other, with the investigator determining the trendy vest of his outfit had won the day.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet on such short notice,” the man with a bushy black beard replied as he took a seat. He knew these types of meetings took place without names.
The man in slate tweed nodded. “How are our ‘Friends in Spain’?”
“They are well,” responded the Castilian’s employee. “Thank you for asking, sir. Since we last spoke, representatives from our organization have discovered a pressing environmental concern that deserves the attention of an outside expert. I trust that your associates in the ‘company’ are still employed?”
“Gainfully,” the man in slate replied with a smirk.
In that one word, the Castilian’s employee who’d been trained in several languages picked up on the American man’s southwestern drawl. “Excellente, señor,” responded the ‘Friends of Spain’ investigator. “Then the topic of our next meeting should be the terms and conditions of our consulting agreement, including a scope of work, and your schedule of fees.”
The ‘Friends’ detective opened his portfolio, scribbling a few words on a yellow legal pad, which he turned toward his contact: ‘Leave in three minutes, use the north exit, cross the street, walk northwest.’
The man in slate nodded. Both men knew their proximity to the White House meant that listening devices recorded every word.
The Castilian’s private investigator chose his speech carefully. “Forgive me for discussing politics, but I must ask about your American presidential election in three months. Since we are sitting in the luxury of Donald Trump’s Transnational Hotel, what is your opinion on candidate Trump? This entertainer, he could win, no?”
The ‘Friends of Spain’ ally in Washington whispered, “The entire town is spooked.”
No pun intended, the ‘Friends’ detective thought as he considered his contact’s secretive Langley employer.
“It’s not even about party choice,” the spook continued. “People around here have had things good for a long time and don’t want it to change.”
“I see, amigo. But sometimes change can be good. Did not your last president promise hope and change?“ the detective offered with a hint of sarcasm. He’d studied the American political tactic of salesmanship long enough to know it was a con job.
“Change can be very bad,” the spy countered. “But we aren’t too worried. From what I hear, an insurance policy has been set in motion to mitigate said candidate’s professed draining of the swamp.”
The Castilian’s private investigator decided his contact’s remark made for a good ending. “I’m sure there will be fireworks. Until our next meeting, señor.”
To alleviate suspicion, the ‘Friends’ investigator wandered to the men’s room when the Langley man had gone. After a minute, he exited the lounge the same way he’d come in, banking a right on the sidewalk, spotting the man in slate a hundred yards down the street.
“Getting down to business,” whispered the spy as the ‘Friends of Spain’ man approached, “From what we learned earlier, this is a simple intercept and track. But it’s on domestic soil, which poses a problem.”
The private detective eased his leather bag to the sidewalk and backed away. “This should be simple with your satellites, no?” 
“Not anymore,” the agent from Langley explained, moving the bag over. 
“There’s FISA warrants now. We need court permission to monitor American citizens not on a terrorist watch list.”
“So what you’re telling me is no. Is that correct, Mr. O’Brien?” the ‘Friends of Spain’ detective blurted, annoyed enough to use the spook’s cover name.
O’Brien hesitated. There was a good deal of money at stake, but his loyalty, first and foremost, went to the company. After considering the stature of the private detective’s employer, he relented. “Okay, here’s what we can do. There’s no way we can bring this to a judge. Via cooperation from our cellular partners, we can record his GPS coordinates for forty-eight hours. After that, we have to terminate. I assume a man with your talents can track down the subject’s whereabouts within that time.”
Two days. Mierda, the investigator, cursed under his breath. “Very well, Mr. O’Brien. Here’s MacNaughton’s contact information.”
“That won’t be necessary,” O’Brien exclaimed with a devilish grin.
The ‘Friends’ man drew back. “What do you mean?”
Agent O’Brien paused; his following words were stated confidently. “We already have it.”
Stunned, the private eye tried to remain calm as a flurry of anger and disbelief raged within. But how can you know of James MacNaughton?
O’Brien whispered, “You’ll get a link to the GPS site within a day. The clock starts as soon as the signal gets picked up.”
The ‘Friends’ man understood. “Thank you, Mr. O’Brien,” said the deflated investigator as he walked away.
O’Brien smiled and picked up the bag. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with our ‘Friends in Spain,’” muttered the millennial Central Intelligence Agency employee. “Hot-diggity-dang,” the case officer from Dallas whispered under his breath, strapping the weight of the bag’s one thousand two hundred fifty, twenty-dollar bills tight to his shoulder. 
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The ‘Friends of Spain’ investigator opened a taxi door two blocks south of the transaction.
“Where to, sir?” the cab driver asked. 
“The Spanish Consulate,” said the Castilian’s employee. “Drop me off two city blocks prior. Do you copy?” the investigator barked, wanting only to assemble his gear for the MacNaughton hunt but keenly aware he needed to make an important call and a stop first.
“Yes, sir!” the cab driver responded, peering in the mirror, knowing from experience his passenger wasn’t the refined country gentleman he portrayed.
As the taxi weaved through the bustling U.S. Capitol streets, the private eye thought about the call he needed to make. Rarely did he involve his employer in any of his affairs, preferring to fly under the radar, even choosing an operating base outside the Spanish home country. But being tracked by the CIA provided an excellent reason to reconnect when he needed his Castilian boss to call in a favor.
Why does O’Brien tell me? How long have they been tracking me? “Tonto del culo!” the hairy-armed detective cursed out loud, pounding his fist on the seat. How could I be so naïve? The agency classifies me as a threat.
An hour later, the private investigator with gorilla like hands exited the Spanish Consulate armed with the latest in waterproof satellite technology—a portable cellular device designed to avoid the entanglements of a prying District of Columbia host.






  
  Chapter 85 

Victory Cross
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In the secret underground rooms of the Royal Palace in Madrid, Diego Alcazar stood at a copy machine in the conference room next to the Padrón Real Map. His flight to the Victory Cross at St. Michael’s Church in the northern city of Oviedo was less than two hours away. After his 100,000 Euro payoff for the immediate interrogation of James MacNaughton, the caretaker of antiquities had visited a hardware store on the outskirts of town before arriving at his palace office to pack the necessary tools required for the physical portion of his contingency plan. The St. Michael’s Priest must open the Victory Cross’ chamber for me. If he wants proof of the blood oath, I will give him photos of our oath room and the jewel-inlaid book with Alfonso’s original words.
In the year 908, King Alfonso of Asturias in northwest Spain commissioned the finest artisans in the world to transform the Cathedral of Compostela’s wooden cross, which had been discarded by the Vikings during the theft of the precious stone at its center, into a jewel-encrusted, three-foot-tall crucifix of near solid gold. The Crucifix became a national symbol, carried by every King into battle against the invading Muslim horde for hundreds of years until victory became assured and the country reunited. It was known as the Cruz de la Victoria or the Asturian Cross, later to be known as the Victory Cross, and apart from a handful of senior clergy, only Diego, his immediate superior, and His Majesty knew that at its center, the Victory Cross was, by design, hollow. Beneath the circular façade of jewels lay a secret compartment—a heart-shaped cavity fashioned to exacting measurements designed with one purpose: to once again hold the precious ruby that had violently been removed from its original wooden center by men of the devil. Diego knew the crucifix legend well. An original handwritten copy of King Alfonso’s blood oath was purported to lie inside the heart-shaped chamber.
Copies made, Diego spread his materials on the conference table. Since the clay molding cans, fabric tape, and other miscellaneous supplies he’d purchased at the hardware store might arouse suspicion in his carry-on bag, he stuffed them into his suitcase amongst his clothes just as the Chechnyan had taught.
Over the last year and a half, the Caucasian-half-Russian rebel fighter and his network taught Diego many things. Flying under the radar and leadership were just two of them. How to fight with a knife was another. Diego eyed the whale-bone dagger but decided against it. The natural-born leader with a famous last name and a secret network of followers had been lying low, steering clear of the public eye.
Diego left the conference room for the Padrón Real Map with his suitcase ready. Eyeing a dozen sticky notes tracking the resettlement of the Morisco populations, he felt proud of his research. Moriscos who lived the old way weren’t confined to the barrio within Seville or the Syrian ghetto; they were in the deserts of Africa, the metropolitan cities of Iraq and Palestine. Even pockets of first-world Europe contained remnants of a once-proud Spanish people banished for their religion.
Diego’s nerves flared up as the geographical scope of his downtrodden brothers stared him in the face. For nearly two years, he’d supported the Chechynan’s cause, but he’d always been one step away from the action until now. The Cardinal’s promise to back him as King of Spain had awoken his instincts. Something deep within Diego told him the best way to help his people was to become their leader. Even before today’s wire transfer, his gut told him not to leave things to chance. But things were happening fast. He was making his own moves, and in a few hours, he’d be standing in St. Michael’s Church staring at the glass enclosure protecting the Victory Cross. If all went well, he’d open the crucifix’s center compartment and pack it full of clay. Within two weeks, the second of his wires today, a 150,000 Euro deposit to a world-renowned jeweler on the Champs-Élysées would guarantee delivery of a state-of-the-art fist-sized synthetic heart-shaped corundum stone encased over a fluorite asterism arranged with a one-of-a-kind seven-point design.
Diego thought about what would happen next. He knew the Chechynan’s network of strong men would guarantee the stone’s authenticity, but he felt it best to leave them out for now. The Cardinal’s offer seemed too good to pass up, and what better way to help his people than by shoving it in the Catholic Pope’s face?
Staring at the Map, Diego ignored the transfer of power details, imagining his coronation live on national television. The oath reading ceremony followed by the placement of the Corazón Del Rey into the Victory Cross’s empty chamber, fulfilling King Alfonso’s 1000-year-old blood oath, would be a crowning achievement for all the country to see. Diego pictured himself on the cobblestone streets of Madrid, standing tall in the King’s chariot next to the Victory Cross as the horses galloped past millions of adoring fans.
As the chariot moved from street to street in his head, a strange feeling took hold of Diego. He had never felt it before. Diego was just an ordinary man but never had a common man had access to this kind of power.






  
  Chapter 86 

Revelations


Outside Bill Walkingstick’s cabin in the Cherokee territory of North Carolina, the Indian’s venison steaks had nearly finished sautéing on the fire when Mack’s host topped off both cups with homemade liquor. 
“This is first-class hooch, Bill,” Mack said. “I don’t know how you did it. It tastes like bourbon, finishes with clove, maybe even pumpkin.”
Mack’s host smiled. “Just a little recipe I got off the internet.”
Mack chuckled. “I don’t see any cable or phone lines out here.”
“Good,” Walkingstick responded. “That’s the way it should look to an outsider.”
What does he mean by that? Mack wondered.
The Cherokee man’s demeanor turned serious. “Mack, tell me how you know John Ballow.”
The question took Mack off guard. “Um…where do I even? He saved me from drowning when I was seven. We’d vacation at the campground every summer, but I spent half my time down the street at his store. As a teenager, my mom would let me camp for months, and he’d take me out to the abandoned mines, hike trails, trout fish; you name it, we did it.” Mack stood to stretch. “He never had a kid, so in many ways, he probably looked at me as the child he never had.”
Bill set his plate down, irritated. How convenient of John to leave out the demons in his life. 
After a sip, Mack went on. “Anyway, I didn’t see him much after I grew up. Went to the military and college, then became a working stiff. Stayed away a long time until recently. I’ve always deeply respected Mr. Ballow, but truthfully, I don’t know anything about him. He’s never let me in on his personal life. With all this craziness going on now, I feel like he’s been holding back from telling me things on purpose.” Mack’s anger at being kept in the dark blew up. “I get the feeling that John Ballow’s whole damn life is one big freaking secret!” Mack slammed the rest of the drink, looked up at the sky, and stepped away from the fire, surprised at how enraged he’d become.
Walkingstick let the moment pass before he spoke. “John was like that growing up. Same in Vietnam. One thing you can bet on is that John Ballow is a man with few words and lots to tell.”
Mack turned around. Walkingstick had already relayed John Ballow’s story about Mack finding the cabin. “I saw your initials carved next to his on that table in the cabin. You guys have been friends a long time now, huh?”
The Indian replied with a cold stare. “Who said we were friends?”
The Cherokee man’s retort surprised Mack. “Err…I just assumed you were. I mean, he didn’t say…”
Walkingstick chimed back in, realizing his terse statement required explaining. “We were best friends growing up, and our families have known each other for generations. Then we joined the Navy and shipped off to Vietnam together.”
Mack knew that much. “I knew Mr. Ballow was in the war, but he never talked about it. Would you mind telling me what happened between you?”
Mack’s host took pause. “Let’s just say that war changes a man, and sometimes it’s not for the better.” Mack was digesting the words when Walkingstick continued. “We’d been medically discharged and back in the States for a while when we went to the cabin for a guy’s weekend. But things were different this time. John had a lot of bitterness in him. He told me about fits of rage which came on him daily.”
Sounds like some of my friends, Mack thought. Even me sometimes.
“One day, we drank a lot, which carried on through the night. It was pretty clear the memories of two best friends had grown distant. Then it happened. I got in his face and called him out.” Walkingstick stopped, reflecting on the incident.
Mack worried about the answer to the obvious question. “For what?” 
Walkingstick’s cold gaze shook Mack. “For being a murderer.”
Mack’s jaw dropped. He glared at Walkingstick, angry. Who the hell is this guy calling Mr. Ballow a murderer?
“You look surprised,” Walkingstick rebuffed. “Don’t be. This happened in war, but I wouldn’t put it past him in civilian life either.” The Cherokee man knew he needed to provide the backstory. “That night at the cabin, John didn’t take too kindly to my words. He flew into a rage and came at me. I popped him pretty good, and he whacked me back. We fell to the ground, and that’s all I remember. Woke up in a pool of blood, and John had left. That night was the end of our friendship.”
The Cherokee man filled both cups with hooch. Mack’s emotions continued to spiral. There was no way Mr. Ballow was a murderer; he was sure of it. “Accusing a man of murder is a pretty strong accusation, Bill. I’d like to know what proof you have.”
Walkingstick didn’t immediately answer, stoking the fire instead. After a minute of quiet reflection, he mustered the courage. “Never told anyone this, Mack.” Mack braced for what was coming. “Being mountain boys, John and I figured traveling across the world’s oceans would be a much better gig than the Army, so we joined the Navy before we got drafted. Just before boot camp graduation, our platoon commander announces a visitor. This huge guy walked into the squad bay decked out in camouflage with a painted face. For fifteen minutes, he tells us what life will be like for the next four years as we sweat it out in a ship’s boiler room. Then he says the Navy needs volunteers for underwater demolition teams. All we had to do was pass a fitness test, and they’d ship us off to California to be trained as Frogmen.” 
Mack knew the history of the Navy well. “You mean SEALS?” 
Walkingstick nodded. “We were some of the first.”
“The men with green faces,” Mack pointed out, recalling a book he’d read on Naval operations in Vietnam.
“That was us,” Walkingstick said proudly before shifting in his seat. “One day, we surrounded a village and heard this terrible screaming coming from a hut, so we bust the door down, and the Vietcong is torturing the villagers with some kind of sadistic snake shit.” Mack’s host took a long pull from his drink and then refilled it. “On John’s orders, we lined them up and executed them right there.” The pain in Bill’s eyes grew more profound. “Then he orders us to shoot the villagers.” Walkingstick rubbed his hand over his face, stunned all over again. “When I objected, I thought John would kill me for insubordination, but instead, he shoots one of the villagers in the leg. Then another. Now we’re panicking. An argument broke out. Half the village had already been helping the Cong, and after that day, the other half would be so intimidated; they’d be helping our enemy by nightfall, so why not just waste them all right now.” The Native man slumped, shaking his head. He drained what remained of his drink and poured another without a word.
Mack felt he had to speak up. “I’m sorry, Bill. You don’t have to go on.”
Walkingstick pushed on. “No. It’s all right, Mack. This has been bottled up inside too long.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “A shot rang out in the middle of us arguing. Smitty put an end to one of the villagers John had shot. Then he handed me the pistol.” Bill winced. “We all had to shoot. There were two more villagers than we had men. John took care of them.”
Mack put himself in Bill’s position. “Jesus, Bill. I don’t know what to say.”
The Cherokee man looked at Mack with regret. “I still get flashbacks and cold sweats. I was young, but it’s no excuse. I’ve lived my entire life knowing I wasn’t strong enough to stop evil the day it came my way.” He rose, stoked the fire, lost in thought. A few seconds later, he turned to Mack. “And now I have to tell you something else.”
Mack’s mind raced. There’s more coming?
Walkingstick continued. “I get visions. Been getting them all my life. Mack, do you pay attention to the news? Like world events?”
Where’s he going with this? Mack wondered. “I follow some of it. But it’s hard to filter out the BS.”
Mack’s host agreed. “I pay very close attention. You’d never believe it, but I follow headlines from right here. I track other things, too, but we’ll get to that later.” He paused. “Lately, my visions have taken a darker turn. I can’t say exactly what it is, but I feel an unsettling force is taking shape in the universe. Something evil.”
And that would be the liquor talking now, Mack suspected, draining his cup for another, anticipating more of Bill’s revelations.
The Vietnam Vet’s eyes narrowed. “Mack, I knew you were headed this way before John Ballow called.” Mack raised a brow, suspect. “The wind told me you were coming. You won’t understand this now, but one day you will.” Mack wondered about the wind when Walkingstick continued. “I’ll bet you’re wondering why John Ballow sent you my way, correct?”
Mack leaned forward on his seat, excited. Finally.
“John and I share a secret that’s been passed down from our forefathers. By locating the cabin and finding me, you’ve proven yourself. John feels we can tell you now, but it’s mostly a Cherokee secret, so it’s my call.”
Mack could hardly wait for Bill’s following words. Here it comes!
The Indian wasn’t quite ready. “And you and I need to get better acquainted on a few things first.”
Dammit! Mack cussed to himself. I knew he was sizing me up.
Walkingstick tried to soften the blow. “Mack, since you’ve been to the cabin, I can only imagine how much of your world has been turned upside down.”
Mack nodded. “I don’t even know where to begin. I have so many questions for you, Bill.”
Mack’s host pointed to their surroundings. “Understood. Just know this. There are things out there in those mountains we don’t understand the half of. I’ll have some of the answers, but not all. Did John tell you anything about who built the cabin?”
“No, but I figured it out. It was an ancestor of his.”
Walkingstick realized something. John told me he’d take the secret to his grave. He said he buried the box that was hanging in his store and wants me to send Mack back to the land behind the cabin to get it. John wants me to approve of Mack.
The Cherokee man didn’t waste any time. “You are, of course, James MacNaughton from Florida?”
Mack perked up. “Yes.”
Walkingstick recalled the letter in the box. “Are you blind in your left eye?”
The question hit Mack like a punch in the gut. Only his Mom knew he’d cheated on every exam for his entire life. I don’t understand. How can this man know this? He’s a total stranger!
The Cherokee man smiled. “That’s a yes if I’ve ever seen one.” He handed Mack the container. “Here, have another drink before we turn in. We’ll get up early tomorrow and this old Indian gonna show you a few things.”
But Mack hadn’t heard a word; his mind was still offended by the man’s intimate knowledge of his limitations.
“Mack,” Walkingstick began. “Finding the cabin and getting here was a test. You know it now. But there’s something else John didn’t tell you about.”
Mack started to recover. “I already know about the prince from Spain,” he retorted. 
The Native man seemed impressed. “Ah, the Spaniard. A significant man, as you shall soon see. But tell me this, why would John Ballow send you on such an adventure without disclosing hardly anything to you?”
Mack shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure that out.”
The Indian had Mack right where he wanted him. “I’ll tell you why. His reasoning was pretty simple because the secret that John and I share, as crazy as this may sound…well, how do I say this…the secret is about you.”






  
  Chapter 87 

Exposed


In a warehouse facility at the University of Salamanca , Alex Padilla, friend to Miami Professor Gustavo Martinez and Jesuit Scholar working under Cardinal Antonius, had been digging into Diego Alcazar’s background, preparing his dossier when he excused himself to the bathroom. For the last five minutes, he’d been discussing the Cardinal’s offer to pay for the location of Prince Felipe’s remains with his co-worker and friend.
When Padilla closed the lavatory door, his co-worker casually scrolled through Padilla’s phone, taking note of an unknown phone number with a text message and link that had come through at an early morning hour.
By the time Padilla had returned, the Royal Palace spy assigned to keep an eye on the Salamanca Jesuits had forwarded Alex’s message to his own phone first and, from there, to Diego Alcazar’s Huwi Trek V4. 
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Six hours away, in Coral Gables, Florida, a pinhole camera hidden inside the fire sprinkler above Alex Padilla’s desk had been sending signals to the crew leader whose team of workmen had installed the sprinklers a few days prior. 
When the clean-shaven foreman with thick-rimmed glasses and parted brown hair played back the tape, he smiled. Keeping an eye on a boring Miami Professor in the United States had become drudgery. First thing in the morning, he’d fly back to the action in Spain. His young partner with the bushy-black beard had been having all the fun until now. Just before he went to sleep, the foreman sent a text to his boss:
‘Vio una rata. Proceder con el exterminio según la orden de trabajo pendiente. Spotted a rat. Proceeding with extermination as per outstanding work order.’






  
  Chapter 88 

Encryption


When Diego Alcazar’s flight landed in Oviedo, the caretaker of Royal antiquities felt proud of himself. It was the first flight he hadn’t gotten sick. But as the plane taxied down the runway, the jitters came back. His meeting at St. Michael’s Church for a private viewing of the Victory Cross stood only an hour away. While his phone powered up, Diego ran through the steps again.  Meet and greet. Show the Priest photographs of the oath book and King Alfonso’s words. Ask him to raise the protective glass cover surrounding the crucifix so I can verify the chamber’s authenticity. If necessary, offer 25,000 Euros to sweeten the deal. If he refuses, I will have no choice but to break the glass! What of the cameras? Diego grinned as he thought through the remaining details of his contingency plan. No one will ever know the stone is a fake. I have obtained the ruby’s complete description from Father Sanchez. What a fool he is! I will tell the St. Michael’s Priest the stone has been recovered, and a clay molding of the Victory Cross’ heart-shaped interior compartment must be created for comparison. But the camera must not watch…
When the plane came to a stop, Diego remained seated as the passengers departed, trying to make sense of a forwarded message he’d received from the palace spy at Salamanca:
“Communication link. Enter a ten-digit alpha-numeric password.”
That’s strange, Diego thought, staring at the early morning message sent to Alex Padilla from a nameless number. The network will be able to decode this. Alex, what are you up to?
As he made his way toward the cockpit and the exit, the palace employee with a storied last name forwarded the link to the Chechnyan, unaware of the damage already done.






  
  Chapter 89 

Malware


Just after Diego Alcazar stepped out of St. Michael’s Church into the awaiting car service, the day’s events began to sink in. After several minutes of arguing, only when he’d produced the hammer had the Parrish Priest relented, raising the Victory Cross’ protective enclosure. Both men stood in shock when the jeweled, inlaid circular center of the three-foot-tall legendary golden crucifix sprung open, revealing a perfectly contoured, hollow, heart-shaped chamber. Even more shocking had been the superb condition of King Alfonso’s oath folded up inside. Although Diego suspected the paper to be a replacement, that didn’t matter to the Priest, who compared it to the photograph of the Palace Oath room before falling to his knees and swearing loyalty to Diego. 
“I will tell no one, Mr. Alcazar,” the astonished Priest had said. “Take all the measurements required to confirm the stone’s authenticity. Your coronation ceremony with the Victory Cross and the Corazón Del Rey will be a national event for all to see. I declare myself your loyal servant when the hour has come, your Majesty.”
As the private transport headed from St. Michael’s to the airport, Diego smiled. He’d yearned to be called ‘Your Majesty’ his entire adult life. In the back of his mind, Diego always sensed that a higher purpose awaited him, but like generations of Alcazars before, the palace man bit his tongue and squashed his instincts, resounding to a quiet life of service. But after seeing the Victory Cross in person, Diego made his mind up. A 2000-year-old Catholic Church with millions of members and unlimited resources would support him as their King. Diego could finally be in a position to rescue his downtrodden Morisco people. Outside of the immediate fall-out caused by the overthrow of the King, he could live a comfortable, civilized life.
Unzipping his carry-on bag, Diego removed a tamperproof box holding a heart-shaped piece of clay wrapped in foam protection. With fabric tape purchased at the hardware store, he measured and photographed every dimension of the clay molding as per the jeweler’s instructions. Confident he could duplicate the molding should the package get lost, Diego removed a pre-paid shipping envelope with a French address, deposited the tamperproof box into the envelope, and called out to the driver. “Stop at the nearest express depository, please,” he requested, smiling proudly. So far, the moves he’d been making were a smashing success. If all went well, he’d soon own the greatest artificial ruby created by man. 
But as Diego set the package aside, he got excited about something else in his carry-on bag. Removing a black shirt, a pair of black pants, and a white collar, Diego transferred the clothes to his suitcase, surprised at how good he felt. Outside of financial fraud and money laundering, the Priest’s clothes were the first physical thing he’d ever stolen, and the outfit fit perfectly. 
While the palace man reveled in his accomplishments, an incoming call brought him back to reality. It was the Chechnyan.
“Don’t open that link on a computer,” ordered the leader of Diego’s Syrian network. “If you tried it on your phone, no harm’s likely been done, but we’re not sure yet.”
Since landing at the Oviedo airport, Diego had forgotten about the text message he’d forwarded to the Chechnyan. “What do you mean?” Diego asked. “Entering a password seems pretty ordinary to me.”
“That’s not it. The link itself is corrupted. Our people are working on decoding it, but this is some pretty serious stuff.”
“I don’t follow,” Diego said.
The Chechnyan explained. “The source code in the link is some type of malware. In this instance, once a user enters a password, they’ll get an encrypted connection, but this link goes further. It’s a virus designed to take over a computer’s Windows program. In other words, whoever sent that link intended to deceive the end-user.” Diego was just about to ask a question when the Chechnyan went on. “Have you tried calling the number that sent the text to Alex Padilla?”
Diego shook his head. “No.”
“Good,” the Chechnyan responded. “Don’t. At least not yet. The number may or may not be good, but we’ll break the password first, then set up your phone with a spoofing app that just came out. You’ll be able to call that unknown number from your phone, but it will show up on the receiving end as a call from Alex Padilla. If it’s a real number, whoever sent that text will be fooled into thinking the Jesuit Scholar is calling him.” Diego tried his best to digest everything when the Chechnyan who’d brought him to Seville almost two years ago changed his tone. “However, given the nature of the source code, I need to make you aware of something significant.”
“Go ahead,” Diego responded, phone held tight to his ear as the car service stopped at a Fed Ex facility. 
“This isn’t regular malware. It’s weaponized. Do you know what that means?”
“Not really,” Diego responded, dropping the clay molding package into the overnight box.
The Chechnyan continued. “Malware comes from hackers. There are two types: lone wolves and groups working as a team. A team can be two people or twenty. It can be local or scattered across the globe, but this code goes beyond both of them.” The Chechynan’s following words shocked Diego to his core. “This is state-sponsored stuff. There’s a country out there using the world’s most sophisticated technology to communicate with and spy on Alex Padilla at Salamanca University.”






  
  Chapter 90

El Gato


Twenty thousand feet above the Spanish landmass and two hours after he’d dropped off the Fed Ex package, Diego Alcazar’s phone, which was usually off, came to life. Again, it was the Chechnyan. 
“I just texted you the spoofing app site,” said the half-Russian. “What our tech guys found is pretty disturbing.” Diego was about to speak when the leader of his network continued. “As we suspected, the text to Alex Padilla was a reciprocal communication link. Padilla and an individual identified as AMD have been uploading files and commenting about another man’s private and public life. They had this other man’s credit reports, social media profiles, and government records, but here’s where it gets interesting. They’d created a complete genealogical record of this man’s ancestors going back generations and …”
Diego interrupted, “Can you end the suspense and tell me who they’re spying on?”
The Chechnyan ignored the request, his following words nearly combative. “No, you’re going to listen to everything I have to say. It seems Padilla and this AMD have amassed a treasure trove of knowledge regarding this other man’s activities. Let me name a few.” The Chechynan’s voice grew louder. “Embezzling his employer’s operating funds, international wire transfers, plane travel to Seville; even his heavy drinking tendencies and social media messages were captured.” The half-Russian paused. “I’d say you might even know this man. Staring me in the face, right here on my computer, it says his friends once called him the ‘cat.’” 
Diego nearly blacked out. He hadn’t heard his childhood nickname since primary school. There was a pause as the Chechnyan worked his phone. “I just sent AMD’s number. Call him right now.” 
Diego objected. “Can’t this wait until I’m on the ground?”
“No,” the Chechnyan barked. “You’re going to find out who this AMD is, and then you’re going to solve this. Put me on hold, download the software, make the call, and patch me in so I can listen.”
Diego gasped. What had been a perfect day turned disastrous. Not only had the espionage tables been turned on him, but there was a high probability that whatever nation-state was using Alex Padilla had also acquired complete knowledge of Diego and the Chechynan’s Syrian network.
With the app up and running, Diego pasted Alex Padilla’s cell number into the ‘call from’ field. Switching screens, he copied AMD’s number into the ‘call to’ section.
Taking a deep breath, the palace man hit enter. Immediately, a man answered.
“Alex,” said a stern voice on the other end of Diego’s call. “Is there a reason you’re not using the communication link I sent you?” 
Diego’s heart skipped a beat and he hung up. In a split second, his memory flashed to the second-floor confessional booth in Compostela. He spoke with an Italian accent except for one sentence. The one sentence that sounded like this!
On the receiving end of Diego’s call, the man who’d just been hung up on seemed confused.
“What’s wrong, sir?” asked the civilian aid.
“That was Padilla. I believe our Scholar hung up on me.” Just then, his device lit up. “Hang on. There’s another call coming in…”
“Buena, Señor Alcazar,” greeted the man whose call had just ended abruptly. “I have good news to report in the effort to locate the American James MacNaughton.”
Diego panicked. He bolted from his seat to the aircraft’s bathroom. 
The six-foot-seven man on the other line heard the commotion. “Are you still there, Diego?”
“Sigue,” Diego managed weakly before closing the lavatory door, ignoring the flight attendant signaling for him to hang up.
My God, Diego panicked. Cardinal Antonius is the same man as the Castilian. The Castilian is the Cardinal! He’s been using me to find the stone this entire time. How could he do this? Where did he get this encryption technology? The Cardinal knows everything about me! These are not the actions of a Priest. Then who is he?
The religious imposter continued. “Thanks to your wire transfer and our connections in the United States, we should have a good fix on MacNaughton any moment now. By the close of business tomorrow, it’s possible that my investigator…”
While the Castilian kept speaking, a 100-decibel piercing electronic noise screeched their conversation to a halt. As he waited for the palace man’s response, the last thing the Cardinal of Compostela heard was the jet-like swoosh of Diego Alcazar’s burner phone and stomach bile being sucked down the airliner’s toilet.






  
  Chapter 91 

Indian Secrets


It was pitch black outside when Mack heard Bill Walkingstick moving through the cabin. Mack had barely slept a wink, laser-focused on the Indian’s words the night before.  What secret? How could any of this be about me? I’m not even from here, Mack thought as he lay still in his bunk.
The gray-haired man with a paralyzed right face lit a kerosene lamp, bringing the cabin to life. Mack noticed a wire spool and cutting device in Walkingstick’s hand. 
“Morning, Mack,” the Cherokee man said. “Rabbits come out at dawn. We’ll set a few snares and do a little exploring. Ready to go?”
“Yep,” Mack responded, sitting up. “Just let me get my boots on.” It would be nice to take a pee first, he wanted to say.
Twenty minutes later, three traps had been set along a loop trail circumventing the cabin. Standing at the fourth location, Mack watched Walkingstick light a fire with an ember he’d removed from a twine-wrapped clamshell. 
“Toss a couple of sticks on that flame and watch how I set this one,” Mack’s host said. Mack complied, and Walkingstick went to work. “Secure this wire to a springy tree branch like this…” As the Indian spoke, he bent the limb backward, wrapping the loose wire around a stick wedged between another branch, creating a trigger. “Now for the easy part,” he demonstrated, “tie a slip-knot loop like this and drape it over a branch so it hangs above the ground along the rabbit’s path. Not that hard, right?”
Mack had memorized the steps. “Seems pretty simple.”
Walkingstick handed Mack the cutting tool. “Your turn. Take this wire and give it a shot.”
Mack made quick work of his first snare.
“Good job,” Walkingstick said, checking the trigger. “These rabbits are big, so you don’t want it too loose.” 
Mack stood as the Cherokee man broke off several branches. “One more step. The trail’s pretty open here and our chances of catching one are slim, so you take these sticks and set them along the path like this.” Mack watched as Walkingstick narrowed the width of the trail. “Funnel that rabbit right towards the snare.”
Mack was impressed. After setting two more traps, Walkingstick guided them to a clearing fifty feet below a rocky bald devoid of vegetation. The Indian had moved on to the summit bald while Mack paused to take in the early morning scene as the last of the evening stars clung to life.
“Come on up, Mack,” the Cherokee man called out. “It’s almost time.”
“Time for what?” Mack shouted back. It’s too early for sunrise.
When Mack reached the summit, Walkingstick had disappeared. What the heck? He’s gone. “Where are you?” Mack hollered, stumped.
The Indian’s voice came up from two large rocks a few steps below the summit. “There’s a hole in the mountain. Move those stones, and you’ll see a ledge for your feet.”
Mack shimmied through the hole while his host stood ten feet away in the darkness.
“What is this?” Mack asked.
“This is a secret cave, Mack. I know you can’t see, but walk toward my voice. Don’t worry; you won’t run into anything.”
No, I’ll just fall through a crack to my death, Mack thought with each step. “How do you know where you’re going, Bill?”
The Cherokee man answered confidently. “Spent a lot of time working down here. I could navigate this cave blindfolded. Even practiced it.”
Mack couldn’t resist. “Things must get pretty boring around here if you’re walking blindfolded in a cave.”
Stepped into that one, Walkingstick whispered under his breath, thrilled to have the wit of another human being around. “This is a special place, Mack. In 1963, my father stumbled upon the entrance while searching for building materials. After a few cautious inquiries regarding the cave’s findings, he was referred to a Tribal Elder who relayed a story given to him by his grandfather. At that time, the Elder claimed to be over a hundred years of age, and he’d first heard the story before the white man’s great war with themselves.”
That has to be the civil war, Mack thought.
Just as dawn peaked into the cavern hole, the Cherokee man relayed the Elder’s tale given to his father. “When the ice began to melt, a great war erupted amongst my people. Some were driven to colder lands where the white bear roamed; others stayed put. But the lucky ones, the Ani-Yvwiya, went south to the fertile game lands of the mountains filled with black and smoke.
“One morning, at the great village of Joara, members of the Deer Clan arrived with news. Hunters from the Long Hair Clan, sent south and west of Joara, had been killed. A war party was dispersed, but their bodies had disappeared upon arrival. Trackers turned up nothing except tiny human-like footprints disappearing into the rocks. That night, the search party was attacked with weapons of stone, and one of the attackers had been killed. Its height measured a quarter of a man’s. Its skin was pale white, with bulging eyes of blue. The creature’s face and body were covered in hair, and its clothes were animal skin.
“Year after year, our people fought the creatures as we migrated into the fertile valleys of the south. But the attackers never came out during the day, and even on a full moon, their eyes could not stand. Eventually, we fought them in their caves, driving them farther south and depleting their numbers. When our people continued to multiply and split into the upper, middle, and lower towns, the last significant population of these creatures were driven west and defeated.”
Mack stood in awe as daybreak brought the cave to life. 
“Behold, Mr. MacNaughton,” said Walkingstick. “Our little secret. The Moon People.” Mack couldn’t believe his eyes. Thousands of strange objects, animals, Indians, and miniature hairy people had been drawn on white cave walls from floor to ceiling. These creatures look like those in the forest behind the hostel! The same ones that took Casey’s clothes. At least, I think they did. I need to ask Bill about it right now. No! You just met him. What are you going to tell him? That you may have accidentally killed… Mack stopped before he panicked.
“Bill,” Mack inquired, pointing to a charcoal sketch near the floor. “These Moon People, as you called them, are chasing a lion with spears. We’ve never had African lions here in North America.”
Walkingstick agreed. “That’s just it. Moon people aren’t from here, Mack. Come take a look at this.”
Mack followed Walkingstick to another sketch. The light remained dim but enough to make out the shapes. Several boats resembling canoes filled with Moon People were surrounded by sea creatures of every type, including a giant octopus.
Mack dropped to his knees, fascinated at the outline of a dragon perched on the shore of a lake surrounded by mountains. “Oh my God, is that what I think it is, Bill?”
Walkingstick smiled. “Makes a strong case for the Loch Ness monster’s existence, I’d say. Check this one out.”
Mack’s jaw dropped. Standing about his height on the cave wall, several Indians and a much taller man with long hair and a full beard gathered around a heart-shaped circle of rocks.
“Vikings?” Mack surmised. 
The gray-haired man nodded. “More than likely. Columbus got the credit in 1492, but this explorer had visited our people hundreds of years before.”
“I’m stunned, Bill. It’s hard to believe more of these petroglyphs haven’t been discovered and recorded.”
Walkingstick was quick to respond. “There’s more than just drawings. Our Council of Elders long ago decided against releasing any pre-Columbian evidence. Come. Let’s leave this place. I have much more to show you.”
Mack watched as Walkingstick dropped to his knees, disappearing into a tunnel with ropes and pulleys fastened to the ceiling. “Give me a minute,” the Cherokee man hollered, “and I’ll send the bucket back to you.”
Sixty seconds later, an 18th-century miner’s cart slowed to a stop at the tunnel entrance and Mack climbed in. 
“Can you hear me?” Walkingstick shouted from somewhere in the tunnel.
“Loud and clear,” Mack chimed back. 
“Once you’re in the bucket, pull the bottom rope and it’ll bring you toward me.”
Mack climbed in, and a couple of hard tugs later, his cart sailed effortlessly along a grease-lined track before it slowed to stop below a sunlit hole on the mountain’s opposite side.
“Congratulations, you passed,” Walkingstick said as Mack exited the cart for a ledge and climbed through the hole. “
“Passed what?” Mack asked, eyes in shock from the stint in near-total darkness.
Mack’s host placed two stones over the hole. “A lot of men would’ve panicked in there. You obviously don’t get claustrophobic.” He waved for Mack to follow. “We’ll rest here for five minutes before we move out.” Pointing to the tree line ten yards away, he asked, “Do you know how to get food from the forest?”
Mack shook his head. “Besides hunting and those snares we just set, no.”
The Cherokee man studied Mack. “Lots to eat out there if you know where to look.” He switched gears. “Later on, I want to show you something back in the tunnel. You had no way of knowing, but there’s two more tunnels and a maze of interconnected caves in there.”
Mack considered the conditions. “You did all that by yourself?” 
Walkingstick clarified. “Not exactly. It took a year to get the track, rope, and pulleys set, but the tunnels were already dug.” Mack was about to ask by who when his host continued. “The Moon People must have done it.”
Mack looked back to the hole. “You got to be kidding?” 
The Cherokee man shook his head. “This was their home. They must have spent their entire lives hauling out rock.” Mack’s host stood. “It’s time we get a move on.” Mack got to his feet, thinking about the labor involved when Walkingstick smiled, “Consider this lesson number two on how to live off the land.”
Mack motioned toward the trees. “Lead the way, Mr. Walkingstick.”
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Over the next hour, Mack and Bill got to know each other better. Mack did most of the talking while his host pointed to all things edible, weaving in and out of the forest, stopping only to stuff his leather pack with sweet white carrots and Indian potatoes.
At one point in their conversation, Mack spoke of his four encounters with his guardian angel. The circumstances surrounding her appearance gave Walkingstick pause, and he studied his guest. “I see you have a Scottish surname,” the Indian observed. “Tell me about your family.” 
Mack obliged. “You’re right about my background. My ancestors came from Scotland to North Carolina. Eventually, they branched off to Georgia and Florida.”
Walkingstick took it in, stepped toward a tree, and sliced a piece of bark off with his knife. Handing it to Mack, he said, “Here, put that in your mouth.”
Mack bit down on the soft white inside, and quickly spit it out. “Disgusting!” he blurted as Walkingstick placed the remainder of the bark in his pack.
The Cherokee man laughed. “That’s natural aspirin. Grind that stuff up, and it’ll cure any headache.” He motioned for Mack to leave. “Let’s move on.” 
Walkingstick led Mack through a group of ferns, stopping at a rotted log perched a foot above the ground. Mack watched his host pull a handful of tiny mushrooms from the timber’s underside. “These are delicious,” the Cherokee man explained, motioning for Mack to deposit them into his leather bag, “but we’ll need a lot more to make a meal.” 
Mack pointed to a cluster of white mushrooms sprouting from an open patch of dirt. “What about those over there?”
Walkingstick turned serious. He sliced his finger across his throat. “Those will kill you.” Mack drew back. He was just about to speak when his host continued. “The general rule says if they grow on trees, you’re safe, but the ones that sprout from the ground are a little trickier, so we’ll save mushroom class for another day, okay?” Mack agreed, and Walkingstick tossed the water satchel his way. “What I’m looking for should be ahead of us where there’s more sun.”
Mack took a drink, observing Walkingstick as he moved away. Not a drop of sweat on the man, and he hasn’t touched the water. “What exactly are we trying to find?” Mack called out, in tow. 
Walkingstick turned. “Wild herbs. It’s a plant with a yellow flower. Grows in clusters close to the ground in sunny areas.”
As Walkingstick and Mack cruised through the quiet morning stillness of the ferns, Mack felt a kinship with this trained man of the forest. An Indian whose ancestors lived and died in the very place Mack wanted to call home. Yet, in the back of his mind, Walkingstick’s words had spooked him. How could he be a part of these people’s lives and involved in a secret? It seemed impossible. Mack’s home was in another state, and he’d just met Walkingstick.
With each step, Mack replayed Walkingstick’s words from the night before. You must be strong enough to face evil when it comes your way. Could this be related to what happened with Casey? The reclusive Cherokee man might be half crazy, but Mack’s sixth sense told him otherwise. Mack couldn’t deny it any longer. Outside events were impacting his life. Mr. Ballow was right. Strange things keep happening.
Minutes passed, and Walkingstick waved Mack to a white sapling, shaving off several pieces of bark as he spoke. “My wife grew weary of all this. After living the old way for a few seasons, she decided town living suited her better.” The Cherokee man paused, reflecting. “I had a good woman but lost her to my selfish ways.” Mack’s host held up the shavings. “We make a black tea with this rind, but I prefer my tea with this,” he said, crouching and coming up with a handful of tiny yellow flowers he’d just told Mack about. “K’ KWË ULASU’LA. Also known as Partridge Moccasin or the Yellow Lady’s Slipper, according to your textbooks,“ he said with a grin.” Securing the herbs with the food, he nodded toward Mack. “That’s it. I think we can…”
Just then, the penetrating call of a hound shattered the still morning air.
Both men froze as a second dog sounded off, followed by a third and a fourth as the excitement spread to the pack.
Walkingstick faced Mack. “They’ve locked on to something.” Just as Mack was about to speak, his host bolted toward the canines. “They’re headed straight toward the cabin! Let’s go!” he shouted, running through the ferns.
The baying of the canines and the thrill of the chase electrified Mack’s body and soul. Within seconds, he’d caught up with Walkingstick, both men glancing each other’s way. As they galloped side by side through the forest, Mack had never felt this alive in his entire life.
“They’ve treed it!” the Cherokee man shouted, spotting the canines in a frenzy at the base of a Hemlock. 
Walkingstick slowed to a trot and Mack followed. There was danger in the air, but the seven dogs on the scene had been trained their entire lives for this very moment, and in their crazed excitement, Mack couldn’t hear a word the Indian spoke as Walkingstick hovered over a dead rabbit coiled in wire. As he pushed the dogs away, Mack’s host waved him over. 
“Up there between those two branches,” Walkingstick shouted while pointing. Mack peered through the Hemlock. “You see him?”
“Son-of-a-gun!” Mack shouted, seeing the tan, white fur and ominous green eyes of a mountain lion staring directly at him as Walkingstick tugged his shirt, steering him away from the hounds. 
Clear of the frenzy, Mack’s host said, “Never had a cougar this close. I have a good mind to shoot it.” 
Mack reeled. He hadn’t taken Walkingstick for a man who’d kill without being attacked, but the Indian had a right to do what he wanted on his land.
The Cherokee man felt Mack’s uneasiness. “We have a pact with them, Mack. That cougar trespassed on my property and stole a rabbit from our snare, but more important than food, it means that the animal doesn’t fear man.” He stepped away. “Come on, let’s check the other traps and head back to the cabin. The dogs ain’t gonna let that cougar go anywhere.”


      [image: image-placeholder]
Nearly an hour later, Walkingstick had butchered two rabbits when he placed one of their feet in Mack’s hand. “Hang on to this. That mountain lion sure did,” the Cherokee man said. “We’ll dry it by the fire later. Rabbit’s pretty tasty, and you get a lot of vitamins from the liver, but there ain’t any fat on him. You’ll need that out here.”
What for? Mack questioned.






  
  Chapter 92 

Deception


Across the Atlantic Ocean, Cardinal Antonius’ thoughts drifted from the strange ending of his call with Diego Alcazar to the particulars of several recently acquired jpeg images now draped across his flat-screen monitor. Just then, Father Sanchez’s email pinged in his Outlook inbox. The young Priest had beaten his deadline for an update report on Diego Alcazar’s visit to St. Michael’s Church in the northern city of Oviedo, which was to include background information on the palace man’s genealogical roots, which the Cardinal suspected Diego had lied about. But the meticulously planning and sober sixteen hours a day working Cardinal had an ulterior motive for the background request. As he rightly suspected, Father Sanchez violated church rules by approaching Salamanca’s Jesuit Scholars for information only those with the rank of Bishop or higher were entitled to receive. But the high-ranking religious man set the rules infraction aside because his young Priest had not only shown cunning, he’d passed another test. Alex Padilla had queried Father Sanchez at the Cardinal’s direction about Proverbs 21 and its relation to the Corazón Del Rey  and the blood oath. To his pleasant surprise, Sanchez had deflected, keeping the church’s most closely guarded secret to himself: the man who recovers the stone has been selected by God to become King.
“The stone may be in James MacNaughton’s possession right now,” the shadowy religious Catholic whispered as he zoomed in on the words of a hand-written letter. But what if it isn’t? What if it’s lost forever?
The most powerful Catholic man west of Rome took a deep breath. He’d been trained for this type of operation, but his plan to overthrow the monarchy and elevate his Compostela Church as an equal branch of government with the new King had relied on the Corazón Del Rey as the driving force. I need the stone to execute my plan. The people will not accept the overthrow of their King without proper cause. What shall I do?
Opening Father Sanchez’s email, the Cardinal had just finished reading the cover page of the young Priest’s report when the specialized tablet device kept under lock and key in the bottom left drawer of his desk made a noise.
After removing and placing the encrypted device next to his desktop keyboard, Cardinal Antonius opened four re-configured Twitter messages and grinned. Our palace wolf loves his social media.






  
  Chapter 93 

Tea Leaves


At Bill Walkingstick’s cabin, the mountain lion that had stolen a snared rabbit had come down from the tree and disappeared. After securing the crazed hounds, Mack cleaned up in a stream as his Cherokee host prepared the vegetables they’d picked earlier. 
“They’ll howl for hours,” Walkingstick said as Mack entered the cabin. “Easier to stop a rising river than squash that instinct.”
Mack agreed. “What can I help with, Bill?”
Walkingstick pointed. “The pantry’s over there. Grab a half teaspoon and the black jar on the bottom shelf, if you don’t mind. There’s no label on it.”
While Mack headed towards the Kitchen closet, Walkingstick added the yellow flowers pulled from the fern forest to a pot of boiling liquid. “That’s the one,” he confirmed when Mack returned with the jar. “Gotta be careful what you pull out of there. Some of that stuff will kill you,” he said, carefully scooping the black jar’s powder into the pot.
Mack frowned at the smell. “What are you making?”
Walkingstick grinned mischievously. “Secret Cherokee elixir.”
Mack grumbled. “Looks like your entire pantry’s full of elixirs to me,” he shot back. 
Walkingstick smiled. “A man’s got to have something living out here in the bush,” he said, filling two bowls from a pot on the wood-burning stove. “Take this. It’s corn soup. Let’s eat and rest before we head back out.”
“Sounds good to me,” Mack replied. “I hardly slept a wink last night.”
The Cherokee man plied his mouth with a spoonful of soup and spoke, “I don’t blame you. Hell, I would’ve been up too.” He paused. “Mack, I hope you don’t mind, but when John Ballow told me you were coming, I researched you.”
And where exactly did this take place? Mack thought, partly annoyed at the intrusion. “And what’d you find out?”
Walkingstick set his bowl down. “Your family certainly has some history—I can tell you that.” He continued as Mack listened intently. “You’re a direct descendent of Major F.A. MacNaughton, U.S. Senator, confederate officer, and cattle baron who fought with the Seminoles against the Union Army. Your ancestors even adopted the Chief’s sons to keep them safe. Did you know any of this?”
Mack nodded. “I never knew of the adoption.”
Walkingstick seemed impressed. “Let me know if I miss anything.” Mack agreed. “So in 1776, F.A. MacNaughton’s great grandfather and his brothers came to North Carolina from Scotland and immediately enlisted in the continental army.”
Mack knew his ancestors came from Scotland, but he’d never heard their 18th-century story. He seemed unnerved. “How do you know all this, Bill? I’m not even…”
The Indian interrupted. “I’ll tell you in a minute, but 1776 is interesting and not just because of the Revolution. Do you know anything about Scottish history back then?” Mack shook his head. “I do. In fact, I read a lot of books up here to keep my mind sharp. Around that time, England forced a lot of Scots out of their ancestral lands in the mountains. They called it The Highland Clearances.”
Mack perked up. “I’ve heard about that. England took Scottish land just so their Dukes could raise sheep.”
Walkingstick chuckled. “Other official reasons were given, but you’re right—it was all a ruse to confiscate their land. It was subjugation. Arrogance, really.”
For a second, Mack felt the anger of his ancestors. “No wonder everyone hated the Brits back then.”
The Cherokee agreed and went on. “There’s more. Your ancestor’s brother, a Robert MacNaughton, fought at Yorktown with George Washington when England surrendered. I found every one of his unit records.” Mack never knew such detailed transcripts existed as Walkingstick’s tone grew excited. “Mack, you couldn’t write a better script. Your relatives got kicked out of their country, sailed here aboard a ship, and proceeded to kick those very same people out of our country.” The Indian paused. “For now, we’ll ignore what happened to my people when they arrived.”
Mack didn’t say a word. If Walkingstick was right, members of Mack’s own family had a hand in both creating the United States and possibly hurting Walkingstick’s forefathers, too. How does this guy know so much?  “Bill, I don’t mean to offend, but you seem to know about many things. How is that possible? I didn’t see any libraries around town, and you’re up here isolated, living without power and internet.”
The Cherokee man smirked. He nodded and motioned to Mack’s bowl. “Have you had enough to eat?” Mack nodded. “Then come with me.”






  
  Chapter 94 

Demotion


Cardinal Antonius had been nearing the end of Father Sanchez’s report when the buzzer on his steel office door sounded off. As he continued to read, the six-foot-seven shadowy religious man pressed a button under his desk, releasing the door’s magnetized catch, popping it ajar to reveal the face of a worried Priest. 
Father Sanchez slowly placed one foot in front of the other, careful not to disturb his boss, whose head remained down. As he drew close to the Cardinal’s oversized desk, the young Priest had just lowered his torso into a dark leather chair when his boss spoke.
“You’ve disappointed me, Sanchez.”
Father Sanchez panicked. ”But sir, as I state in my report, Señor Alcazar requested a private viewing of the Victory Cross, and the Priest at St. Michael’s refused to allow our representative into the chamber. They were alone for twenty minutes before Señor Alcazar left for the airport, and I can…”
“Silencio!” the Cardinal boomed. “I can assure you, Mr. Alcazar did not fly to our northern city only to stare at the glass enclosure surrounding our country’s famous crucifix. That premise was a shell game. And while we’re at it, this report on Alcazar’s family roots reads like an internet search. Heirs who lived short lives, deaths from the plague, blah, blah, blah. And the last page is little more than an architectural review of the castle that bears his name. This report tells me nothing!” The Cardinal leaned back in his chair, eyeing Father Sanchez closely. Let’s see if he tells the truth. ”You have violated church policy by contacting Salamanca without my permission. What did you tell Alex Padilla in return for this information?”
Oh my God. His Eminence will take my collar if I tell. But I cannot lie!  “El Jefe, Alex asked me about our stolen Holy Treasure. He also had questions about the Royal Blood oath and the Proverbs verse. I don’t know how he obtained this knowledge.”
The Cardinal signaled that he understood. “This is not surprising given his position at Salamanca. What else did Padilla tell you?”
Father Sanchez seemed eager. “As it states in my report, Alex says that Diego Alcazar’s family once occupied His Majesty’s winter palace in Seville, The Reales Alcázares. Sir, if this is correct, it means that Mr. Alcazar comes from the old Royal bloodlines. It cannot be a mere coincidence this man has appeared at the same time our Holy Treasure resurfaces. Is this not destiny?” What Father Sanchez said next sealed his fate. “Lo siento, sir, but it would appear your judgment of Mr. Alcazar has been misguided.”
The Cardinal let out a big smile. Inside, he was raging. He chose his next words carefully as Father Sanchez had been privy to some, but not all, of his plans. “Thirty days ago, the Lord spoke to me in a dream. When I awoke, our Father’s message was clear. He told me that my plan for the new church would succeed, but we must be prepared for the coming storm. That storm is Diego Alcazar.”
The young priest frowned. “But sir, I don’t understand. You say storm like it is bad. Why don’t you trust this man? He’s done nothing to prove otherwise.”
The Cardinal raised a brow. Nothing that you would know about. He crossed his arms. “That’s enough for today, Father Sanchez. Now, as you know, our guest will arrive at the train station in two hours. Message me when you’re on your way to the Cathedral and reconfirm the overnight accommodations. I reiterate that only five-star facilities will be acceptable for our guest. No excuses.”
Father Sanchez breathed a sigh of relief. “Will do, Your Eminence, and I promise that won’t let you down.”
Cardinal Antonius was stoic. “One last thing before you leave.”
“Yes, sir,” the young Priest said replied, standing. 
“Get with my secretary tomorrow morning. She will order you the necessary supplies.”
Father Sanchez seemed confused. “Supplies for what, sir?”
The Cardinal spoke robotically. “For cleaning duties, Sanchez. Our church is a large compound. There is always much need for cleaning.”






  
  Chapter 95 

Prophecy


With Sanchez gone, Cardinal Antonius rose from his chair, troubled by his young Priest’s statement regarding Diego Alcazar’s destiny but even more alarmed by the contents of the four Twitter messages forwarded to his top-secret device.  The great deceiver has arrived. How can we know our Lord’s destiny? The Cardinal wondered, opening his bible to the marked pages he’d read a thousand times.
“When many people have turned against God, a deceptive and cruel king will come upon the earth. This king will lie. He will hide until he becomes bold. He will become powerful, but his power will come from an object, not from within. Using lies and force, he will be successful in everything he does. Terrible destruction will follow in his wake. Powerful people, even God’s Holy leaders, will be destroyed. Once, he had been lowly, but he will become arrogant. Many will perish without warning.”
Staring at Daniel’s Hebrew prophesy written two hundred years before Christ, a shiver went up the Cardinal’s spine. The church has safeguarded the royal bloodlines for a thousand years, watching and waiting. Once again, they try to defeat us. This is a sign from God. My plan for the new church and a new government must move forward with or without our Holy Treasure. Now…What to do with the palace deceiver who seeks a jeweler to pursue the devil’s narrative…
As the ambidextrous Cardinal plotted his next step, his right hand flipped through an old-fashioned Rolodex, stopping at the letter ‘O’ while his left fingers scrolled through the data feed on his XiBOOK hybrid device. Noting a particularly dubious transaction, the Cardinal took pause. Alex Padilla at Salamanca had been doing a fine job using the encrypted link. So far, the Alcazar dossier had been producing some surprising results. Results that made the next step in his plan that much clearer. Diego Alcazar will release the oath to the public and facilitate His Majesty’s arrival to Compostela. It is here I will make my move. After this, the dark-skinned palace man will become useless. Just like the rest of his kind.
Reaching into the bottom left drawer of his desk, Cardinal Antonius removed an always-charged waterproof satellite phone explicitly kept for these occasions. Three business cards behind the letter ‘O’ in the Rolodex, he drew a stout blue card and stared at it.
“Allistar ‘Tex’ O’Brien
Shale Technologies, LLC. 
000-1-340-624-1752”
Cardinal Antonius hesitated. An unstoppable chain of events would be set in motion if he made the call. He’d trained for this moment, but the difference between planning and field execution was worlds apart. Deep down, he knew the call wasn’t necessary. He could go on living a comfortable life. But he wanted more, and his doubtful mind told him Compostela wasn’t big enough to overthrow the government without the stone. There is God, but we need other resources. After a minute of reflection, the Cardinal took a deep breath. This is God’s plan working through me. His fingers pressed the numbers:
“000+1+340+624+1752.”
Unbeknownst to the Cardinal, the Trinidadian phone number he’d called had transferred him to a third-party network in the United States within seconds of dialing. It was a top-secret network comprised of interconnected mainframe servers in dozens of seemingly harmless but curiously windowless, mid-rise Telephone & Telegraph buildings scattered across multiple U.S. cities. Following the prompts, Cardinal Antonius spoke loudly and distinctly.
“A, period. M, period. D, period…AMD,” the Cardinal uttered quickly as per the instructions.
“Thank you, sir, please stand by,” responded the automated recording, transferring the Cardinal’s inflection to and from various servers. Sixty seconds later, the female electronic voice returned. “Please hold for your party.”


      [image: image-placeholder]
Cardinal Antonius Maximus Dominus, better known as AMD to the Central Intelligence Agency, had been on the recruitment radar of an up-and-coming GS-10 agent posing as a petroleum products engineer for the last four years. Since many of the Cardinal’s contacts included senior Spanish oil executives, he’d been introduced to Allistar O’Brien at an offshore drilling conference in 2011, immediately hitting it off with the young American who spoke his ancient Roman tongue. As the two men got to know each other, Mr. O’Brien learned that from time to time, the Cardinal’s Compostela business affairs had led him to hire former agency men. Case officers with no place to go, whose sins had crapped them out of life, might find a second home in one of the Cardinal’s business ventures. Halfway into their third conversation, the millennial spy knew his cover was blown.
“How long have you known, sir?” asked agent O’Brien at a 2012 meeting.
“It’s a dead giveaway, really,” the Cardinal had responded. “You’re Spanish is top-notch. But what young person in the United States speaks old Latin anymore? I suspect you were probably bored as a child.” But what the Cardinal didn’t disclose to the agent in training was that there were other signs.
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Thirty seconds after the Cardinal had been on hold, a windowless brown mid-rise in Atlanta completed the transfer to a secure line in Langley, Virginia.
“To what do we owe the honor of your call, sir?” asked an excited Agent O’Brien, staring at a 60” display of AMD’s agency profile. “Or perhaps you would prefer we converse in your ancient tongue?”
“English is fine, Mr. O’Brien,” the Cardinal responded. “But instead of addressing me as sir, a simple ‘Anthony’ will properly suffice, thank you. It’s been a while, but can you recall our discussion regarding God’s glorious plan for a reformed church?”
O’Brien hadn’t forgotten. “I remember the plan very well, Anthony,” he responded, uncomfortable being on a first-name basis with such an influential man. “Since we’re discussing this, I assume things have changed?”
The Cardinal answered eagerly. “They have indeed.”
The GS-10 agent considered his next following words. “You should know that our analysts have already gamed your takeover plan.”
The Cardinal feigned annoyance. “I thought our conversations were confidential, Mr. O’Brien.” He shows good initiative.
The young agent glossed over the perceived offense. “Anthony, the implications of overthrowing a government as large as Spain’s would be too great for the CIA to ignore. In fact, we’d already gamed the collapse of your monarchy years ago. Just needed to plug in a few new variables.” 
O’Brien is coming around nicely, the Cardinal thought as the CIA agent outlined his analyst’s findings. As he listened, what AMD couldn’t tell the young case officer was that persons affiliated with O’Brien’s organization had long ago picked the Cardinal to represent their overseas interests. They were a shadowy group of Anglo-American men intent on world domination, operating with near impunity and an unlimited budget. Using threats and intimidation, the Cardinal’s handlers had guaranteed his rise to power within the church. At 40, he became the youngest Arch-Bishop in modern Catholic history. He was a hardline conservative Jesuit whose throw-back beliefs and sixteen-hour workday threatened the liberal Vatican establishment so much that it landed him in Compostela, away from the others. In one of his first duties as head of the Catholic Church, Pope Francesco had gifted the young Arch-Bishop Antonius the rank of Cardinal in the hopes the giant Roman would go away quietly.
“In the opinion of our agency, the monarchy in Spain is classified as a soft target. At best, the King and other government officials’ security is minimal, and it would be fairly easy to take them out. However, the probability of rebellion, both with the people and the military, remains high. Our analysts can project the major population centers will likely revolt after a decapitation strike.”
Spoken like a true company man, AMD thought. “Mr. O’Brien, I want to make it clear. My intention is a peaceful transition of power.” Peace through strength.
O’Brien nodded. “Understood. Securing the allegiance of high-ranking military members would be priority number one. They can keep the people in line for a time, but only if there is just cause. I assume you believe in your case strong enough to risk your life?”
“I do, Mr. O’Brien. The people will come around in time, but this leads us to the real purpose of my call today. My church and various business interests have a certain amount of resources at our disposal, but not for something as big as this.”
The GS-10 agent knew where AMD was going. “Anthony, just because we play these scenarios out doesn’t mean my superiors want a hand in the toppling of a friendly, pro-western government.” O’Brien paused. Three others joined him in the black ops room. “But hypothetically speaking, if that discussion were to take place, what kind of things would be on the table?”
“I assume we’re discussing payment, Mr. O’Brien,” the Cardinal asked. He’s quick on his feet.
The young case officer circled his conference table. “An operation of this magnitude doesn’t come cheap, and your new government’s national church tax could take years to enforce. How would you hold up your end of the bargain?”
AMD suspected others were listening. “Deposits for security assistance will be paid in cash from church operating accounts and weekly Mass collections. The balance of the agency’s fees will come from government treasury receipts and income from other operations. As to the source of that revenue, a two-word solution comes to mind.” The shadowy religious man paused for effect. “Black gold.”
AMD couldn’t see the excitement in Agent O’Brien’s eyes, but he heard it in his voice.
“Now we’re talking, sir. Tell me what you had in mind,” said O’Brien, moving on from Anthony, which was more befitting for a mob enforcer on Manhatten’s Mulberry Street.
Cardinal Dominus smiled. “A tiny bird tells me a sonic depth-sounding device has relayed some fascinating news. Just off the coast of Ibiza and our beautiful beaches, a pocket below the sea will yield a quarter million barrels a day for the foreseeable future.”
“Hot diggity-dang!” O’Brien shouted through the phone, exposing his rural Texas roots. Cardinal Dominus smiled, acutely aware that years of linguistic training designed to remove the millennial agent’s Texas drawl had just been blown to smithereens.
O’Brien realized his error. “Please excuse my bearing, sir. Of course, this is an opportunity I’d have to discuss with my superiors. The first step would be a macro review of your takeover plan, including timelines and risk. If this isn’t something you can forward in writing, I’d suggest we meet in person.”
AMD wanted to move quickly. “You’ll have everything in seventy-two hours, Mr. O’Brien. My plan for a new Catholic Church has been ready for years, but a recent turn of events that could affect the establishment of the new government requires a slight modification. As to our cause, in these Godless times, many people have lost their way. Since the innate desire of all human beings is to be led, given strength in leadership and the proper restrictions, I can assure you the major population centers will fall in line. I can think of no better future for our country than to return to the glory days of the one true church guiding all civil and spiritual aspects of our citizens’ lives. Although stabilizing the financial system from such a shock would be…”
Agent O’Brien listened intently. AMD’s plan to overthrow Spain’s government while simultaneously creating a new Catholic Church apart from Rome was intriguing. As the young spook plotted his next move, he knew his superiors would be pleased. Payment for covert operations would be nearly guaranteed. Our election is a few months away. If the Cardinal takes action while the new president gets his feet wet, he’ll turn to us for counsel, but we control the spin. Ibiza and oil pose a problem, though. The beaches are pristine, and the people may riot. Who cares? We’ll park a destroyer off their damn coast for this kind of revenue. Okay, I’ll fly to Grand Cayman and register the shell corporations. We need to get moving on the drilling rights.
As the case officer in training daydreamed, Cardinal Dominus finished his point and shifted gears. “This brings me to another matter, Mr. O’Brien. One of my sheep has taken full-time residence in the foothills nearer to your office than mine. Without providing details, of course, completion of the project he’s currently assigned would greatly facilitate the ultimate success of our takeover plan.”
In a split second, agent O’Brien let go of the white sandy beaches and rum runners at the Grand Cayman Hotel, his crisp mind returning to his Pennsylvania Avenue meeting with the bushy-black bearded private investigator whose English country gentlemen disguise had nearly matched his. “How can we help, sir?”
AMD didn’t want to leave anything to chance. “I wonder if you might look into his whereabouts. Should he desire assistance, could you provide it?”
Tex O’Brien smiled from ear to ear, responding with perfect vocal inflection in the Cardinal’s Greco-Roman tongue. “Sed cursus nunc. Amicis auxilio esse voluit Hispaniae vexillum. But of course, sir. Our company would be delighted to support ‘Friends of Spain.’”






  
  Chapter 96 

Outside Events


Just as a rusty pickup truck shuddered to a stop along a no-name road outside of a little-known mountain town, two four-wheel-drive vehicles with government markings raced by and slammed on their brakes, banking a hard left into the hostel parking lot. 
Four men in the pickup watched as several armed sheriff officers circled behind the frontier establishment. A minute later, the radio in the truck’s front seat came alive: “All clear.”
The pickup driver signaled two men in the bed to move out as he trailed behind a muscular man in a black cowboy hat hobbling toward the bar with a limp.
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“She just started coming here a couple of weeks back. My guy Wes liked her,” Scotty Rocks replied to the police officer investigating Casey’s disappearance.
The officer took some notes. “You was workin’ two nights ago. Didn’t ya see anythin’ suspicious?” asked the local sheriff.
Scotty Rocks shook his head as additional men positioned themselves in the establishment. “No. She was hanging out with Wes and another couple,” the hostel owner responded.
The sheriff grew curious. “Tell us ’bout them.”
“All I know about her is that she showed up with three girlfriends from Jacksonville and met the guy here.” 
The sheriff looked at the others like he knew something. “What did he look like?”
Scotty picked up on it. “Blond hair and beard. Over six feet and muscular. Late thirties, early forties, I’d say.”
A second cop chimed in. “You got a name?”
Scotty suspected the police could be corrupt, so he lied to protect Mack. “No. He cruised in for a night but left like most people.”
The first officer chimed back in. “A man matchin’ that same description disappeared in them woods about the same time Ms. Casey went missin’.” Scotty was about to speak when the policeman dropped a bombshell. “We already spoke to your guy Wes. Wes says that he and the Jacksonville woman heard a commotion in the forest and found this fellow we’re looking for sittin’ on dirt with scratches and blood on him like he’d been in some sort of scuffle.”
Scotty started to panic. “Had no idea. I was busy working and didn’t pay attention.” Mack’s story never added up. I drove him three hours away to Indian Territory. My God, did I just help a murderer escape?
The sheriff glared at Scotty. “Hey, boy. He stayed hea’h, so we’ll check ya records. You sure ya don’t know his real name?”
Scotty’s mind raced a thousand miles a minute. Why should I care about this guy Mack? This is the law; you have to say something. But who are these other guys? He glanced at three men in camouflage fatigues positioned around the bar. A tattooed man with greasy blond hair, a sleeveless undershirt, and a black cowboy came across as particularly worrisome. “He registered under James MacNaughton. Yesterday morning, I drove him to the casino just outside Cherokee.”
There was a noticeable pause as Scotty’s revelation set in. 
“Whew-wee! Now we gettin’ somewheah, boys,” the man in the cowboy hat shouted as he rose from his stool, slapping his hands on the bar. “Whisky fer all my men, bartenda. On the house, of course.”
Scotty didn’t move. Who the hell does this guy think he is?
“Guess he don’t understand,” announced the veiny arm man in the black hat, signaling his comrade in fatigues. A second later, the man in camouflage smashed a pool stick into a television screen.
Scotty winced and looked to a sheriff for help, but the cop’s stoic expression caused the hostel owner to turn his attention back to the long-haired blond who was smiling. A metallic sparkle shot from the greasy man’s crooked teeth as he spoke.
“The name’s Stitch Ballow. In case ya hadn’t heard, these boys work fer me. That lil bit a weed you buy every month starts as a tiny seed in my fields. Now, unless ya want dese boys ta keep breakin’ things, you can shower dis bar wit’ya best whisky right now, boy.”
Scotty sensed the danger and obliged, pouring a full glass of Johnny Walker Black for Stitch before serving the others.
Stitch limped toward the jukebox with his drink. “Let’s git down to business. You been buy’n a hundred ounces of regs per month, but we been growin’ somethin’ special for two seasons, and ya ain’t bought none.”
Scotty knew what Stitch meant. “That wildflower weed dusted with seeds is too dangerous for my customers.”
“Says you, boy,” Stitch fired back, gulping down his drink and setting it on the bar for a refill. “Ya see, that’s one of the reasons we come today. You get’a lot of folks come through, heah. The way we see it, you could be sellin’ a lot mo of my dope.”
Scotty objected immediately. “Look, I don’t want to turn my place into a drug…” 
Before Scotty could finish, Stitch motioned to a man who ripped a television off the wall and smashed it on the wood deck. “That’s two. We can keep goin’ fer fun.”
The hostel owner threw his hands up, frustrated. “What do you want from me?” 
Stitch spoke clearly. “Push our new product hea’h. Start at three hundred ounces a month.”
Scotty reeled. “What?” he blurted. “I can’t sell that much.”
Stitch wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Sure ya can, boy.” He paused as a shadow came over his face. “Or maybe ya want me to station the boys on that Appalachian trail. Believe me, they’ll make sure them Yankees never stops hea’h again.”
Scotty considered his predicament, wondering how much the police got paid to look the other way. Dammit! I should’ve never gotten involved.
Stitch saw the worry on Scotty’s face. “Good, it’s settled then. The Mexican’ll bring product this time tomorrow, but we’ll just take some’a ya cash now…Sheriff…” Stitch motioned to an officer who came up from behind Scotty and held his arms while another cop placed the hostel owner in cuffs.
“Hey! What the hell is going on?” Scotty demanded.
Stitch approached the hostel owner, setting his hat on the bar. “In all this excitement, I almost ferget ta tell ya the other reason we come here today.” Ballow paused. His testosterone rose. “You know what time it is, don’t ya, boy?” Scotty seemed confused as Stitch stepped closer. “Remember that shotgun you pulled on my men the other night?”
The knuckles on Stitch’s clenched fist grew white with strain. As his veiny tattooed arm drew back, John Ballow’s outlaw nephew smiled from ear to ear. The letter ‘B’ on Stitch’s shiny gold tooth and his words were the last things Scotty Rocks remembered when the lights went out.
“It’s payback time.”






  
  Chapter 97 

Preparations


Bill Walkingstick and Mack had finished lunch and returned to the tunnels. With the Cherokee man in one cart and Mack in another, they’d been chugging along the track in the underground darkness when a metallic click veered the coaches to the left. 
“Hold on to my cart, Mack. We’re gonna haul butt,” Walkingstick called out, yanking the rope on the overhead pulleys, sending both coaches racing thirty miles an hour down the grease-lined track before slowing and stopping. 
“We’re here,” Walkingstick announced. “You can stand up, exit the cart, and head toward my voice.” 
Mack complied; a few steps later, he stood shoulder-to-shoulder with his host, who said, “I had a hard time getting the rock out of this area.”
Mack seemed confused. “I thought the Moon People made the tunnels.”
“They did,” the Cherokee man confirmed. “But they didn’t do this.” 
The brightness of the light nearly blinded Mack as Walkingstick opened a passageway into a circular space the size of a suburban apartment. Shielding his eyes, Mack moved forward, mouth agape, struggling to process the scene. Fine leather furniture, artwork, fancy trinkets, and books lined every inch of the underground lair.
“My God, Bill, you did all this by yourself?” Mack asked. 
Walkingstick smiled. “When a man’s wife leaves him, he can waste away or get busy doing something. I spent a lot of nights wasting away but got out of bed and lived for the day. It’s amazing what a little dynamite can do. Come, I’ll give you the tour.”
Over the next twenty minutes, Walkingstick guided Mack through a network of interconnected caves, some filled with emergency food supplies, others packed with weapons, electrical equipment, battery supplies, and various necessities to maintain the apartment.
“There are four entrance points. You were in two so far,” Mack’s host said, leading Mack through the perimeter tunnel encircling the lair. “There’s a room down this way I think you’ll have a particular interest in,” Walkingstick said with a grin.
Mack trailed, wondering how Walkingstick could afford so many things.
“Here we are,” the Cherokee man called out, pushing a curtain aside, exposing an eight-foot-tall stack of shelves packed with liquor bottles.
“You got to be kidding me!” Mack blurted, surveying the booze and a fifty-gallon drum containing hundreds of plastic bottles. “What are those for?”
The Indian grasped an empty sixteen-ounce container. “Barter,” he said. “When the grid goes down, fill these with booze, and you can trade for just about anything. Many people in my network harp on gold and silver, but trust me, most people drink when the crap hits the fan.”
Mack was curious. “What’s this network you mentioned?” 
“Preppers,” Walkingstick answered proudly. “There’s quite a few of us out there.”
Mack took it all in. Was he dealing with a crazy man? “I have to tell you the truth, Bill.” He paused. “This is some real end-of-the-world stuff you got down here, man.”
Walkingstick had never shown his preps to anyone, but he was confident in his purpose. “Look around the world, Mack. If you’re smart enough, you can see things brewing. I wouldn’t take you for the type of man who puts his head in the sand.”
Mack knew what Walkingstick meant. While the two men strolled about the different rooms, the Indian shared his economic, political, and cultural thoughts. As the gray-haired Cherokee man continued with his societal opinions, Mack realized there was quite a bit of truth in Walkingstick’s words: “There’s a big fight coming, Mack. You have to be ready for it.” 
By the time Mack and Walkingstick returned to the lair’s center apartment, Mack’s initial impression of Walkingstick as a simpleton had come full circle. Bill’s right about things, Mack thought. The world is moving too fast. People are beginning not to care anymore. It’s like we’re being set up for something. I feel it, too. Just then, Mack’s thoughts turned to his predicament. Wake the hell up, Mack! You have your own problems. Jesus, I might only have a few months to live.
“So here’s your secret weapon,” Mack announced, pointing to a Hewlett-Packard laptop on a desk in the middle of the space.
Walkingstick acknowledged with a grin. “Give a man a commercial scanner and a high-speed computer, and he’ll conquer the world.”
Mack laughed. “How’d you get electricity?” 
The Cherokee man pointed above his head. “Got solar panels behind the cabin. Their wedged between trees so you didn’t see them. Getting the conduit in was a real chore, though.” Mack was imagining the labor when his host continued. “Internet comes from the casino tower.”
Mack noticed a book next to the laptop: “History of Scottish Clans.”
While Mack thumbed through the pages, Walkingstick said, “I pulled that book out when I knew you were coming. Did you know that many Scottish families are called clans? And throughout history, most clans reported to a chief?”
Mack closed the cover. “That stuff doesn’t interest me, Bill.”
The shortness of Mack’s reply both surprised and disappointed his host. “Why not?” Walkingstick asked. 
“Because I’m an American. My family left that old-world tribal stuff a long time ago. No offense.”
“Okay,” the Cherokee man replied, slighted by Mack’s insinuation. “Well, we Native Americans,” the Indian emphasized, “see nothing wrong with reporting to a chief. But I do understand your point, Mack. Now, here’s mine.” Mack caught Walkingstick’s stare. “To understand where you’re going, you owe it to yourself to know something about your past—especially you, Mr. MacNaughton. Your clan built castles hundreds of years ago, and it’s recorded in this book. My people have nothing like this. We had no written language.” Walkingstick turned from Mack. “Come. Let’s leave this place.” 
Mack followed, ashamed for brushing aside Walkingstick’s earlier enthusiasm.
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After a quick ride with no turns, both mining carts stopped at a narrow, lighted corridor. Mack followed his host to a ladder with an access panel cut into the rock above.
Mack watched as Walkingstick removed the panel and climbed through a thirty-inch square opening until he was out of sight.
“I’ll be damned!” Mack shouted as a rush of familiar smells and Walkingstick’s cabin fireplace came into view as he followed his host up the steps. 
Safely through the hole, Mack stood next to his bunk as Walkingstick smiled proudly.
“What do you think, Mack?” 
Mack peered into the cavern below and shook his head. “I’m speechless. How you did all this work is beyond me.” He paused, not wanting his following words to offend. “Bill, please don’t misunderstand what I’m about to say. You’ve confided a lot with me, and don’t get me wrong, I feel honored, but I was a complete stranger just yesterday, and you got me wondering why.”
Walkingstick considered Mack’s statement, surprised at how much he’d disclosed. Fate is a strange thing, he figured, locking eyes with Mack. “If John Ballow’s right, you’re not a stranger. Besides, I’m getting old, Mack. Never had any kids. Got no wife or family. Don’t have anyone else to share this with.”
Instead of sympathy, Walkingstick’s words triggered Mack. If I am who John Ballow says I am. What the hell are these guys talking about?
With Mack simmering for answers, his host headed for the cabin door. “Could you put the cover back on the hole and kill the tunnel lights, please,” Walkingstick said. “I’ll be out feeding the dogs.”
As Mack climbed down the ladder, he knew it could no longer wait. Tonight, I’m confronting Bill, and I’m not backing down until he gives me answers.
With the access hatch back in place, Mack sat on his bunk, gathering his thoughts. Outside, Walkingstick started a fire and set two teapots on a perfect base of coals. 
Minutes later, a chill cut through Mack’s body when he realized he’d nodded off. Near the cabin door, a gleam of light shimmering atop a writing table caught Mack’s eye. As he approached, Mack noticed a tiny gold frame sandwiched between a stack of books. It was a photograph.
Mack couldn’t believe his eyes. He grasped the gold frame, mind racing for answers. My God, it’s my guardian angel. I found her, but how…
Mack’s skin bristled! Every hair on his body stood tall as a warrior crept up from behind! Mack spun around to a stoic blue face inches from his. “Jesus!” Mack shouted before stepping away, frightened by the warrior’s native dress and hair drawn tight to his scalp. “You scared the heck out of me, Bill,” he said, relieved a knife wasn’t stuck in his back. “Why the face paint and bird feathers in your hair?”
The Cherokee man ignored Mack’s question. “First rule of sneaking up on a man—never wear shoes.”
“And the second?” Mack asked.
Walkingstick simulated. “Breathe in through the nose, and out through the mouth.”
Mack let his guard down. “Thanks. I’ll try to remember that next time I intend to kill somebody,” he fired back sarcastically.
Walkingstick glanced at the photograph Mack was holding. “Ah, I see you’ve met Nancy.”
Mack seemed confused. “You mean Nancy Cornsilk, the museum director?” Walkingstick nodded as Mack stared at the picture again. 
“She was my wife,” Walkingstick said solemnly.
Mack shook his head. He raised the photo to make a point. “Bill, how could this be your wife? She’s the woman I’ve been telling you about—the one on the horse.”
Mack’s host remained silent, eyes darting back and forth like he knew something. 
Mack’s patience ran thin. “I’m getting tired of all these damn secrets.” His anger rose. “Tell me what the hell is going on here!”
The gray-haired Indian knew his time had run out, but he needed to stall Mack a little bit longer. “I believe the first tea is ready now,” he said to Mack. “Come with me outside. We need to discuss a few things first.” 






  
  Chapter 98 

Inventory


In Washington, D.C., at a hotel near the White House, the black-bearded private investigator working for the Castilian’s ‘Friends of Spain’ group took inventory of his equipment when it donned on him.  When I log on to the CIA track site, they’ll try to break my new phone’s cipher.
Setting aside his new device, the lanky investigator with gorilla-like hands used a secondary phone to download the tracking app. Forty-eight hours to find MacNaughton, he said to himself. It’s pushing it, but I can do it unless he left the country or went to California. The private detective smiled at the irony, knowing many Americans believed the latter also meant the former.
As the global positioning software rebooted his phone, the investigator returned to his gear. Passport, check. Night vision goggles, check. Knife, zip ties, duct tape, rope, lighter, pistol, silencer, two syringes, one vial of adrenaline, and one scopolamine just in case MacNaughton decides not to talk.
When the app had finished, a text message came in. MacNaughton’s dossier could be picked up at the drop location after 5:00 a.m. Relieved at the timing, the shadowy man in need of a haircut and shave looked back on his life. It felt good to be back on U.S. soil. One too many interrogations after September 11th had pushed him over the edge, and he’d crapped out of society, disappearing from countries that weren’t even his. Years passed, and by the time he reappeared in the Spanish mountains of northwest Asturias, the investigator’s demeanor, voice, and appearance had changed. 
Now, refocusing on the task at hand, all he had to do was tap ‘yes’ on the phone app prompt, and MacNaughton’s cell signal would get picked up whether the phone stayed on or off. With 20 years of professional discipline, the detective decided to wait for his target’s dossier before beginning the hunt. If all went well, in less than two days, his Castilian boss with an Asturian mountain dialect could give the palace man Diego Alcazar everything he paid for. MacNaughton would reveal everything about Prince Felipe’s gravesite and the things he found. Guaranteed.






  
  Chapter 99 

Meaning


Several hours southwest, Mack had learned that Bill Walkingstick, John Ballow’s former friend and point man in Vietnam, was no ordinary recluse. In addition to his underground lair, the Cherokee man not only seemed to know too much about Mack and his Scottish family roots, but the Indian had also insinuated that Mack could be somebody important and part of a secret that John Ballow and Walkingstick had known about for years. 
At the fire pit, while Mack and Walkingstick sat across from each other, a strange feeling hung in the air as a powerful moon appeared on the horizon.
“Do you feel that?” asked the gray-haired man, motioning toward the night sky. 
“Are you talking about the moon?” Mack replied, still wary of the Indian’s changed appearance.
Walkingstick nodded. “That’s no ordinary moon. It’s a blood moon. Earlier, you asked about my face. For thousands of years, my people put on the paint. We go to war with it. We mourn. But there are other reasons.” The Indian paused for a sip of tea. “Mack, listen to me. Something crucial and beyond our realm of human understanding is happening. I feel it in my bones. The paint will bring it out.” He pointed to Mack’s cup. “How is your tea?”
Mack made a face. “It’s pretty bad.”
“Ah yes, the bitterness of the black drink,” Walkingstick said, finishing his cup. “The ingredients haven’t changed since the dawn of time. And you’re right; it’s pretty bad. But it does serve a purpose.” 
“Which is?” Mack interjected. 
“Cleansing,” Walkingstick answered with a wry smile, pointing to his head. The Cherokee man studied Mack in the glow of the firelight. Uneasiness seeped from his visitor’s demeanor. “I sense the swell of uncertainty in you, Mack. It’s causing anger.”
Mack seemed miffed. “You might be angry too if you were in my shoes.” Then he asked, “How’d you know?”
Walkingstick explained. “We’re more alike than you think. Warriors have a sense for other warriors. Your ancestors formed clans and reported to a chief. Our tribes and clans had the same chiefs. No matter what oceans you cross, you can be sure of one thing.” Mack anxiously awaited his host’s next piece of wisdom. “You know if a man is in your tribe the second you meet him.”
Mack agreed, having bonded with his lifelong friends instantly. “Why do you put feathers in your hair?” he asked. 
Walkingstick held his fingers up. “There are seven Cherokee clans. Mine is the Bird Clan. I am an eagle. We are messengers. A link between heaven and earth.”
As Walkingstick’s revelation set in, Mack downed the rest of his tea, captivated by the night time horizon view. Moonlit clouds overtaking the mountain peaks resembled midnight waves on the ocean, reminding him of home.
“What I’m about to tell you, Mack, has been passed down for twenty-five generations. But since our people don’t live the old way anymore, most have never heard, and few would believe if they did. I share this with you because of what I already suspect and what my eyes have seen. Today, our sacred animal, the mountain lion, came to visit. The moon transforms to red before our eyes as it passes through the earth’s shadow. But look closer. Its size makes it a supermoon. By my calculations, such an event rarely occurs and only in January. Yet it is nearly September.” Walkingstick rose to his feet, circling the fire. “One day, a giant man appeared at our spiritual home in Joara. He spoke several tongues, one of which was familiar to our people. He told of many moons spent with our ancestors in the frozen north. Our people learned of his people and their world. They were the Red Hair Clan across the ocean, and he was a king, but darkness and tragedy befell his people, and they fled in search of new lands. The ancient traveler told of the black beard people and blond warriors who dotted the earth in numbers greater than grains of sand in the rivers. Though he stayed with us for generations, the man did not age in body or mind. A stone around his neck protected him. Its powers were goodness and healing and protection and life. He taught us about his people and God, and we showed him our ways and spirits. Peace and harmony existed for countless seasons. But there were Moon People and other tribes who rebelled against his presence.”
Mack immediately thought of the heart-shaped stones on the black tentacle tree and the miniature hairy humans drawn in the cave Bill had shown him. These have to be the same creatures from the woods behind the hostel. Now Bill is mentioning them again.
“Confrontation came more and more. There were many skirmishes before the great battle between our tribe and the tribes with evil spirits took place. The ancient traveler and our revered people were victorious but at great cost. The giant man suffered a mortal wound in the cloud forest, and his final resting place atop the mountain remains fiercely guarded by the Spirit Bear. His stone maintained its powers and passed to the most revered people in our clan. Only a few have worn it since the traveler’s death. Eventually, it passed to Chota, but she was killed because she would not wage war on the white people. Now, I have spoken enough for today.”
Mack stared at Walkingstick, who had stopped circling. “I know that name, Bill. Chota was carved on the table in the cabin.”
“Chota was my clan, Mack. She was my ancestor.”
Without warning, Mack jumped from his seat, projectile vomiting! He’d nearly recovered, bent over at the waist, when the second wave of nausea hit.
Walkingstick tended to Mack, bringing him a deerskin filled with water. 
Mack straightened up. “What just happened to me?”
“Black drink. No one can swallow without consequence.”
Knowing what would come next, Walkingstick stepped away from the fire to accept his cleansing, returning moments later to reposition the vegetable pot before removing the second kettle of tea.
After pouring a cup of the new liquid, Walkingstick handed it to Mack who found his seat. “This tea will coat your stomach,” the Cherokee man said. “You’ll find it a little more pleasing than the first batch.”
Mack eyed the ceramic cup suspiciously before accepting.
“How do you feel?” Walkingstick asked his guest. 
Mack perked up. “Surprisingly good, considering I just threw up.”
Walkingstick smiled and watched as Mack sipped the yellow herb concoction cautiously. A silent minute passed, and Mack was about to recant his story of the cloud forest and tentacle tree with the Gaelic inscription when a sudden flood of warmth permeated his body. His breathing slowed. He glanced at his host and tried to read the Indian’s lips as Walkingstick recounted his tribe’s story of the black cloud forest above the drug field.
When his breathing returned to normal, Mack interrupted Walkingstick’s tales. “Bill, I’m sorry, but this can’t wait. Earlier today, when I told you about the cabin and the sketch on the back of the Spanish map, you brushed me off and said we’d talk about it later.” Mack paused, his gaze fixed to his host. “That drawing of a boy holding the woman’s hand below the rocks of Devil’s Claw is me, Bill. I feel it in my soul. How that sketch got there and when, I can’t explain, but somehow I think you can.”
Walkingstick looked away like he was hiding something, and Mack pressed for answers. “You just told me your ancestor Chota held a stone with special powers. There’s a heart-shaped symbol above me and the woman in the sketch. That same heart is on the map next to the cabin, and on the tree in …” 
Mack fell silent. An intense flash of heat shot through his body. What’s in this tea? He asked himself. Never mind. Find out later, and keep the pressure on. He studied Walkingstick. “You haven’t said anything. Are you still with me, Bill?”
The Cherokee man glanced at Mack like he was waiting for something before turning back to the moon. 
Mack went on, annoyed at his host’s silence. “That day, I saw my guardian angel on the horse; she wore a heart-shaped satchel around her neck. At the top of the mountain where that battle took place is a group of red stones set into a black tentacle tree in the shape of a heart. I know this heart symbol represents the stone of your ancestors. And I know you know it. What does this all mean? Who is this woman? Do you have this stone?” The Indian ignored Mack, staring at the moon. “How was Prince Felipe involved in all this?”
With no response from Walkingstick, Mack jumped from his seat. “That’s great!” He shouted at his host. “I come all this way and get nothing but your stories.” He was about to leave but decided to make one last attempt at puzzling things together. “I guess if you won’t tell me what any of this means, you’re not going to tell me about Nancy either.” He pried deeper. “She worked at the horse stable in 1978, didn’t she?” 
The Indian mumbled something unintelligible, and Mack stepped in front of him, waving.
“Hello? Bill, are you still with me?” Walkingstick took a deep breath but didn’t speak right away, so Mack stepped toward the cabin, ready to give up on the man. “It seems my coming here was a big waste of time.”
The Cherokee man couldn’t wait for the effects of the second tea to set in. He had to speak now or risk losing Mack. He spun toward his guest. “I have told you much, but you, on the other hand, have said little of anything.”
Mack whipped around. “Excuse me? I shared a lot with you.”
Walkingstick shook his head. “No. You told me only what you wanted me to hear. Tell me, Mack, why did you come here?”
Mack had a chip on his shoulder. “Like I already mentioned, I saw the woman riding the horse and …” 
“That’s not enough!” Walkingstick screamed, cutting Mack off. “Not enough to abandon your life in Florida. You told me about your adventures as a boy and a young man but skipped your entire adulthood.”
Mack drew back, defensive. “I didn’t skip everything. You know about my divorce and the wars I fought in, amongst other things. I even mentioned that woman on the train and the two Indian girls.”
“Aah…yes,” Walkingstick responded positively. “Now we’re getting somewhere. A mother and her children on a train in the airport and two twin sisters at a store in Florida. Two seemingly random events you thought important enough to mention. Why do you suppose that is?” Mack’s host knew his following words would cause a reaction. While his guest thought about the answer, he dropped a clue. “It wasn’t a coincidence they came to you.”
Mack frowned. “Came to me?” he questioned. 
The man from the Bird Clan nodded. “That’s right. These weren’t random events, Mack. They were soul seekers. Angels sent to bring you back.”
“Soul seekers and angels?” Mack voiced with doubt. “Okay, this is a new one. What were they bringing me back from?”
Walkingstick stepped closer to Mack. His tone was serious. “The abyss of your debaucherous life. You said it yourself. Both times you came back from combat, you lived every day like your last. As a former military man, I know the kind of things you were doing.”
He has no idea, Mack thought. Or does he? While he considered the truth to Walkingstick’s statement, the warmth that penetrated Mack’s body returned with new sensations. He felt more alert as his host continued. 
“Mack, listen to me. Those angels were a signal to slow down and find meaning in your life. They were warning you to change paths and search for love.” Walkingstick paused so his words could sink in. “It’s time to be honest with yourself, Mack. You ignored them like the pain in your heart. All that hurt you thought was behind you isn’t. You drank it away and buried your head in the sand. Rather than face it, you ran from it.”
Mack exploded! He lurched at his host, shouting, waving his fist. “I’ve never run from anything in my life!”
Face to face with Walkingstick, Mack suddenly stammered and lost his balance. My God, what’s happening to me? I feel…I feel so…hot. Beads of sweat poured from his brow. Mack’s pulse rose, then crashed. Seconds felt like minutes as time slowed to a crawl. Everything went silent as he moved beyond Walkingstick toward a bright rectangle light on his left and right. Frame by rectangular frame, Mack stepped into the unknown, shivering in cold as the ancient concoction of mushrooms and herbs flooded his brain with serotonin.
By the time Mack turned around, the Indian recognized his guest’s dilated pupils immediately. “Welcome, Mack,” Walkingstick said. 
Mack steadied himself. “What’s happening to me?”
The Cherokee man relaxed. “You and I will be able to better communicate now. The tea has opened your mind to a higher level of consciousness. This was necessary to facilitate your understanding of events in your life that have yet to occur but which have already taken place.”
Mack attempted to digest Walkingstick’s words when parts of his unused brain came alive. He sensed ants crawling on the trees behind him. The steady pulse of Walkingstick’s blood pressure thumped in his ear. Newly acquired empathic feelings relayed his host’s sadness, rivaling his own. 
Mack’s words came easy now. “I’ll tell you why I’m here, Bill. I’ve been diagnosed with lung cancer. The tumor’s the size of a golf ball.” Walkingstick gasped. He tried to maintain his composure and speak but the words didn’t come out. Mack reassured him. “It’s okay; you don’t have to say anything.” Mack took a deep breath and went on. “I had a decision to make in Florida. Stay for endless rounds of chemo and a chance to live drugged up for another six months, or I could take John Ballow up on his invitation, get back to the mountains, and find out what happened to my guardian angel. I had my doubts initially, but after I found the cabin, I knew this had become my life’s mission.” Mack paused, digging his boot into the dirt. “I’m not sure you can understand this, but I’ve been searching for a mission since I left the military. It’s hard to describe how much I miss the excitement of life or death. The days of sheer boredom. All those times helping people. Blowing stuff up. Camaraderie with the guys. There’s nothing in civilian life that can replace it.” Mack looked up to the sky and back to his host. “After my enlistment, I had a good career, partied with beautiful women, made tons of money, but it’s meaningless. There’s always been something missing.”
Walkingstick managed a faint smile. “And here you are now,” he said approvingly.
“That’s right, Bill,” Mack acknowledged solemnly. “Here I am, riddled with inoperable cancer.” He swallowed hard. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking too. I hate to admit it, but I now know she doesn’t exist. You told me that photo in there is your ex-wife, Nancy. How Nancy looks exactly like my guardian angel, I have no clue. Just like I can’t explain these visions all my life. Either it’s all been a figment of my imagination, or she’s a ghost.” Mack paused, his tone somber. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I’m pretty certain that God brought me here to die.”
Walkingstick knew the secret belonged to a higher power. “God, the great spirit of the universe who knows the hearts of all men.”
“You’re a believer, Bill?”
The Cherokee man nodded. “I believe in the almighty creator. There’s no greater proof than love. A man’s heart is evil, but love comes from God. He guides us along our path until we find it.”
“Unfortunately for me, it’s too late,” Mack replied.
Walkingstick disagreed. “Mack, please don’t be offended by what I tell you now. Love eluded you because you turned from goodness. Ignore your heart and true passion for too long and the creator will allow bad things to creep into your life. He will allow you to slip into an abyss of afflictions.”
Mack worked through Walkingstick’s reasoning. “I guess the cancer is payback for my sins, then.”
The Indian wanted to turn the conversation positive. “Mack, listen to me. There’s a way out of the abyss, but you must see this affliction as a sign that God is trying to reach you.” 
“Bill,” Mack said deliberately, “six months to live isn’t a way out. It’s a death sentence.”
Walkingstick brushed the harsh reality aside. “Mack. Don’t you see it? God wants you to find love. He gave you cancer, so you’ll return to the place you love and come back to him.”Mack was stunned. He didn’t say a word as the simple genius of Walkingstick’s wisdom dawned on him. It’s true. I feel it. Who is this man?
The Cherokee man’s following words hit Mack like a bolt of lightning. “But if you’re going to survive the coming battle, you’ve got to have faith. You’ve got to have hope. Hope in God.”
Mack jumped to his feet. “Those last words. What did you just say?”
Walkingstick realized it the second Mack asked the question. “The book on my desk. Clan MacNaughton—an ancient family of Pictish origin. Tartan colors: blue, green, orange, purple. Crest: Stone castle adorned with crown, belt, and buckle. Clan Motto: Hope in God.”
Mack could hardly contain his excitement. “Bill. You’re not going to believe this, but ‘Hope in God’ was carved into the bark of a black tree at the top of the cloud forest. Whoever did it used white stones, and the language was Gaelic: ‘Dochas annan dia.’ I researched it at the casino. There was a group of heart-shaped red stones below it, which I assume…”
“No!” Walkingstick leaped off his seat in disbelief. “This has not been written. It has yet to be told. This is…” He slumped to his knees, nearly falling into the fire, gasping for breath. 
Mack rushed to Walkingstick’s aid. “Bill! Are you alright?” He crouched next to his host, looking for signs of a stroke or heart attack. 
The Cherokee man held his finger up, signaling that he was okay. Seconds later, he offered Mack his arm. “Help me get off the ground, Mack.” Mack obliged, guiding Walkingstick to his seat. 
Mack is strong, Walkingstick thought while recovering. He’s also flesh and blood. Was I expecting something different? He cast the idea aside and signaled to Mack. “Could you fill my cup with that second tea, please? I’m afraid this old Indian can’t run on an empty stomach anymore.” Mack obliged and was about to offer a bowl of vegetables when the Cherokee man continued. “Listen to me closely, Mack. You’ve got a battle to face. After you face it, I want you to do something for me, okay?”
Mack seemed willing. “Of course, Bill.” If I’m not dead. “What is it?” 
Walkingstick sipped his concoction. “It’s about those words ‘Hope in God.’ Promise me you’ll go wherever they take you.”
Take me? Mack wondered. “I promise,” he replied, unsure what his host meant. 
Walkingstick seemed satisfied. “Good,” He nodded approvingly. Reaching for the stew, he said, “As I dine on this supper the forest has provided, I want you to tell me everything that’s happened since you left John Ballow’s a week ago.”






  
  Chapter 100 

Psychotic
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Behind the red curtain of the Compostela Cathedral’s confessional, a long and sharp fingernail traced the tactile creases of a tall man’s palm. The sensation was erotic.
“My dear Antonius,” said the woman with stiletto fingertips. “You could have me right here, and no one would ever know,” whispered the Cardinal of Compostela’s out-of-town guest, holding the religious leader’s arm through the center divider.
“Infanta,” Carinal Dominus replied, “why do you tempt me in such a manner? Does the life of a single Duchess living on the grounds of a palatial estate not provide for suiters?”
“I wouldn’t dream of taking on such bores,” replied the woman who told time by the stars. “It is quite the task to decipher whether a suitor is an eternal bachelor or a commoner trying to climb the ranks. And we don’t need any more town folk poisoning our Royal bloodlines, wouldn’t you agree, my tan, handsome gladiator?”
Cardinal Antonius stopped Infanta’s stroking. “Your relationship with Queen Maria continues to sour?”
Infanta nodded. “Everyone hates her. She’s turned my brother against his entire family, including Mamá. Maria even shields their children from us. Papá was stupid to appoint my brother as King. He has always been weak. Even the people now recognize what our family has always known. The children of this commoner must never be allowed to rule.”
Such discord in the Royal family, the shadowy religious man thought. All of which will change very soon. If my plan is approved, her brother will become a national disgrace.
“But enough about the commoner,” said the Cardinal’s out-of-town guest. “Slide closer to me, Antonius. I want to feel the warmth of your big, strong heart as we talk about the future.”
AMD felt uneasy. He needed Infanta’s help but had to be cautious. Crossing the line into her spirit world could be considered heresy. Deciding the end justified the means, the man with a perfectly pure Asturian mountain dialect laid flat on the wooden seat, silently asking for forgiveness. Heavenly Father, my plan for our new church and government will succeed if it’s your will. I only turn to Infanta because…
While AMD prayed, the King of Spain’s spinster sister had somehow maneuvered her torso through the dividing partition. “There, there, Antonius, doesn’t this feel much better?” she said, arms draped over the Cardinal’s body, head resting on his chest. “Now, as your future Queen, I command you to pour your heart out to me. Ask me anything you desire, my suitor in waiting.”
The Cardinal chose his words skillfully. Although Infanta knew of his plan to break from the Catholic Church in Rome, she knew nothing about his intentions to overthrow her brother’s government. While the stone had been the stated purpose of today’s meeting, AMD’s real intention was a glimpse into Infanta’s prediction of the future and whether or not it included Diego Alcazar.
“I am troubled, Infanta. Before your call to tell me the stars had moved and time had shifted, I had a strange dream about the Corazón Del Rey.” Cardinal Antonius paused, purposely leaving out the details of the ruby he’d seen around the woman’s chest. “I know God backs my plan for our new church, but now I have doubts. Something is amiss, yet I can’t quite place it.”
While the hardworking boss of Compostela’s underground business affairs waited for a response, Infanta’s supernatural powers were already at work. Head resting on the religious man’s chest, the rhythm of the Cardinal’s heart pulsated through her. Can it be this simple? Infanta thought. One beat of his heart, two beats, three beats, and skip. She lifted her head and spoke to the Cardinal. “Antonius, you have a murmur.”
AMD absorbed Infanta’s statement but remained silent as the Duchess’ ear fell back to his chest. “Yes, there it is,” she whispered, detecting the pattern again. One beat, two beats, three beats, skip…one, two, three, mi papá passed over me…one, two, three, will he make love to me? Seconds later, the star-gazing woman entered her supernatural world. Yes, yes…I can see! It’s a powerful vision. Something familiar came over her. Wait, I felt this myself the other night. Oh, what a yearning it is.
Infanta popped her head up, staring into the Cardinal’s eyes. “I have seen a woman whose breast cradles the stone. She cries out to him.”
Cardinal Dominus nearly jumped from his seat. “What are you talking about?” 
The Duchess explained. “She yearns to love him.”
“This makes no sense, Infanta,” the Cardinal shot back, feigning annoyance, excited she might reveal the dream’s true meaning. Rising from the wood bench, his shirt fell open. She must have undone the buttons with her teeth. ”I told you only of the stone. Now, you speak of a woman. Who is she?”
Infanta smirked. “We’ll get to her soon enough, but first, tell me this: who is the man who seeks the stone?” 
The Cardinal wondered. I’ve said nothing of Diego Alcazar or Prince Felipe’s grave in the United States. “I don’t know what you mean.”
The single Duchess brushed the denial aside. “Even as we speak, this man pursues the Corazón Del Rey, no?” She paused. “Perhaps he has already recovered it?”
Infanta refers to MacNaughton? “Doubtful,” the Cardinal barked, annoyed but resigned to ferret out the source to her questions. 
Infanta disagreed. “Really, Antonius? What makes you think the man who discovered Prince Felipe’s remains and his golden Crucifix does not already possess the stolen sacred treasure? As you’re undoubtedly aware, the stone had once been a possession of my people.”
Cardinal Antonius nearly exploded. Only Diego Alcazar and I know these details! Infanta’s visions cannot supply such accuracy?  “And how may I ask, did you come across this information?”
The Duchess smiled. “We all have our sources, my love. Suffice it to say that an apple does not fall far from its tree.”
AMD knew it immediately. Father Sanchez! Just as I suspected. As the shadowy religious man simmered, Infanta’s hands and gentle, soothing voice eased his frame down to the hardwood seat into position.
Flat on his back and defiant, AMD said, “It makes no difference whether this American has recovered the stone because he would never discover its true significance. Even if he did, I should think that a briefcase filled with U.S. dollars would convince him to depart with it.” Or the barrel of a gun, the Cardinal wanted to say but didn’t.
Infanta grasped both of the Cardinal’s hands. “What is the American’s name?”
Why such interest in him? AMD wondered. “James MacNaughton.”
Interesting, Infanta reasoned. “Strange that he shares the name of your church’s Patrionata Saint.” Cardinal Dominus was about to respond but held his tongue while his guest dissected the construction of Mack’s surname. MacNaughton, she said silently. It comes from the north, but it’s been anglicized. A minute passed as the Duchess searched for meaning. Okay, eliminate the u’s and o’s and drop the capital N. She perked up. Macnaghten. Yes, that’s better. This name is not so far north to be Scandinavian, so it must be Gaelic, but the roots are… “Antonius,” the Duchess said with concern. “There is something about this surname. I…”
A flash of panic swept across Infanta’s face. Her breathing intensified. Visions flooded her consciousness.
The Cardinal smirked at his guest’s transformation. “Does the cat steal your tongue, my dear Infanta?”
The King’s sister rocked back and forth. “It’s coming, Antonius! Stars are falling. No! They rise. I’m swimming in darkness, but I cannot see. The water gives me pleasure. Wait! These are not celestial stars. They are bubbles. They tickle me. Ouch! The water burns me. It rejects me. My body moves faster and faster…I am flying…Oh yes, I see clearly now. She has tricked him!” Infanta glared at the Cardinal. “Something else is coming. I see a symbol now. Three Legs. Triskeles. I have seen the Triple Spiral!”
AMD nearly shouted. “Tricked him? Triple Spiral? What the hell are you talking about?” When Infanta didn’t answer, he demanded more. “You speak to me in strange tongues. I come to you for meaning!”
The pagan Priestess hadn’t heard a word. As her body quivered and shook, Infanta’s eyes rolled to the back of her head. Yes, I see it now—Macnaghten derives from Macneachdainn, the son of Nechtan. Nechtan ruled the Kingdom of Dál Riata. Dál Riata became Alba. Alba is Scotland.
Frightened by his guest’s appearance, AMD grabbed the Duchess and shook her. “Infanta!” He yelled. “Snap out of it! Explain these riddles.”
When the King’s sister came out of her trance, she locked eyes with Cardinal Antonius. “Your feelings do not betray you, my love. I have seen it. The man who has found the grave of the Royal Prince is a Caledoni. His heart is being led to the water. There, he will find the stone. There, he will find his true love. It is there he will die.”
The Cardinal’s thoughts moved a mile a second. However confusing, Infanta’s riddles always held truths. The Caledoni were Celtic or Pictish warriors my Roman ancestors wrote about. Why would she tell me this?  “The American’s lineage makes no difference, Infanta. We will recover the stone whether he is dead or alive. Now, who is this woman you speak of?”
Infanta pulled away from the religious man’s arms. “A pious man wouldn’t understand. I would waste my time telling you about her.”
The Cardinal smiled. “Telling what? More of your riddles? Oh yes, the Three Spirals. I am still laughing at this one, Infanta.” Keep tipping your hand, woman.
Infanta folded her arms. “On the contrary, Antonius. Hers is the greatest love story known to man.”
“Wrong,” Cardinal Antonius responded confidently. “There’s no greater love than Jesus has for his flock.” She has given me the information I came here for.
The King’s sister persisted. “Look into my eyes and tell me you’re not curious, Antonius?”
While his guest waited for a response, the Cardinal’s disinterested pupils darted to the exit drapes, and he rose from the confessional bench toward the exit. Infanta trailed, knowing her brief window had closed. When they reached the second-floor hall, she said, “My dear Antonius, I have but one request in what I know will be your relentless pursuit of the stone.” Cardinal Dominus waited for the shoe to drop. “Once you’ve recovered the treasure, bring this James MacNaughton to me.”
The religious leader eyed the Duchess with suspicion. Her sorceress forefathers had been around since the dawn of time, and so there must be a good reason why. He decided now was not the time to ask, so he reluctantly agreed. 
Infanta smiled bashfully. “Have you thought more about us, my love?” 
“Let me guess,” the Cardinal responded. “Has my celibacy been taking up space in your head again?”
Infanta nodded excitedly. “If your plan for the new church succeeds, we could be married, Antonius. Think about it. How many problems would cease to exist if you allowed your Priests to marry?” The Duchess of Coruña’s following words sent shivers up the Cardinal’s spine. “How fitting that a man from Rome should lead the new church in Spain. How glorious if that man were to marry me and join our De Borbo family. Think about it, my love. If my brother were gone, there would be one church, one king, one queen, and one state. The dawn of a Holy Spanish Empire is upon us.”
I will become the new Charlemagne. What I’ve always dreamed of, the Cardinal thought, nearly bursting out in laughter at how it would come about. Brought to you by the CIA and a Druid Priestess, no less. “We shall see Infanta. Until next time, my Lady,” the Cardinal said, kissing the Duchess’ hand, leaving the single Royal alone.
As the manipulating Compostela boss made his way toward the stairwell, he congratulated himself. Not only had he resisted Infanta’s flesh, but her supernatural gifts also provided insight into what had been troubling him. Merely for the price of venial sin. I shall kneel before the Lord and ask for forgiveness when the stone is my possession. You have done good, Antonius. Perhaps Infanta is right, and I will be married someday.
With each stair tread downward, Antonius Maximus Dominus recalled the mantra that had guided his life. Never announce a move until you make it. The ruling Bourbon dynasty will come to an end once and for all. I shall extend to Queen Maria the honor of bearing my children. In time, she will recover from the loss of her own.
When he’d reached the last stair, AMD opened the briefcase, which never left his side. Removing his classified tablet device, he muttered a prayer: “Heavenly Father, please forgive my sins, which are required to stamp out evil.” Bringing the state-sponsored encrypted technology to his lips, the psychopath whispered into the speaker…
“Call ‘Friends of Spain.’”






  
  Chapter 101 

Supernatural Desire


The car ride from the Compostela  Cathedral to the five-star accommodations had been quiet. Father Sanchez’s attempt at friendly conversation had been rebuffed by the King of Spain’s sister, who considered him weak.
Sanchez is merely a sheep, the Duchess thought, watching the young Priest drive from the comfort of the back seat. And sheep will be led to the slaughter. Antonius thinks nothing of my visions. He mocks the Triple Spiral because it was banned from his church. Power, intellect, and love—the three motions of life turn at once. The stars have aligned. It has been foretold. The past, present, and future now come together. I wanted to tell the Catholic fool the story of a woman’s love that transcends time. But all he cares about is his new church, and the stone. Once again, he laughs at my feelings for him. He discards me! But this MacNaughton won’t. He is my people. Across the deepest ocean, I know him. His heart yearns for love, as does mine. But the stone’s powers are strong. The woman who bears the ruby across her chest has moved through time. She is drawing him near. In my womb, I feel she has De Borbo blood. How will she take MacNaughton? Aah, yes, I see it now. She will win MacNaughton’s heart if he reaches the water, and our kind will be eternally lost. I must act fast. 






  
  Chapter 102 

Answers


Mack had spent the last twenty minutes telling Bill Walkingstick man every detail of his adventure since leaving John Ballow a week prior. When Mack had finished, the Cherokee man with a blue-painted face and bird feathers in his hair set his bowl aside. The Indian’s mood, which had become downcast as Mack relayed his tales, turned to worry. 
Walkingstick wanted clarification on the interaction at the hostel. “Mack, tell me more about this Casey who followed into the forest when you heard that croaking sound. Prior to her making a move on you, did you have any physical contact with her?”
Mack nodded, embarrassed. “I should’ve stopped it, but yes. We were at the bar, and she put her hand on my knee and rubbed the scratches on my arm. She told me she was Cherokee.” He paused; fear and doubt entered his mind. “Bill— I’m scared. I’d been drinking. What if I hurt her? What if,” Mack cringed, head sunk between his legs, before popping back up. “She grabbed me from behind, and that’s all I remember. When I woke up, she was gone, and these creatures were there when I returned.” Mack’s emotions overwhelmed him. “My God. Bill, am I a murderer? What were those creatures? Were they the same Moon People from the cave and your story? I might be losing it, Bill!”
Walkingstick came up from his seat and put a hand on Mack’s shoulder. “Mack,” the Cherokee man replied. “Forget about those creatures for now. There’s something more important.” Mack signaled okay, and his host returned to his seat. “Casey was no Cherokee, okay? In fact, she’s not a woman at all. It was a witch.” Mack listened intensely as Walkingstick explained. “Before today, you knew there were guardian angels in the world. Now you know of soul seekers—angels sent to deliver a message. But the world is full of demons, too. They appear as normal humans and can be found everywhere—at work, among your friends or church members, and even at home if you’re a complete fool. Their purpose is to lead you down the path to destruction.” Walkingstick paused so Mack could absorb what he was about to say. “Mack, this might be hard for you to comprehend now, but that witch had been sent to stop you.”
Mack couldn’t believe it. “Sent? By whom? Stop me from what, Bill?” 
The Cherokee man wasn’t so sure about the first part of Mack’s question. “To stop you from finding the woman on the horse—your guardian angel.” He clarified. “In fact, that wasn’t a normal witch. It was a death witch we call a Raven Mocker. It came to put an end to our great secret, but an end got put to it instead.” Walkingstick pointed to the backside of his shoulder. “It sensed your tumor.” Mack raised a brow. “Don’t think it was happenstance that it arrived when you did. It confirmed you were the target after it touched you and heard your story. Believe me, it was sent here, alright.”
As the Indian’s words sunk in, Mack wondered about his host. “Bill, how could you possibly know all this?”
The gray-haired Cherokee man didn’t answer. He rose from his seat and crouched next to the fire. As the orange glow of the coals brought to life Walkingstick’s crooked mouth and the fishlike eyeball of his paralyzed face, Mack instinctively knew that Walkingstick had been his guardian angel that night in the forest behind the hostel.
While Walkingstick knelt beside the fire, he contemplated his next step. John Ballow was right. Mack is the one. The day has finally come. As he considered the Cherokee secret’s ramifications, his heart was torn. There was so much he wanted to share with Mack, but he couldn’t. The witch, the wolf, and the mountain men. Evil spirits are closing in on Mack. You can’t be selfish, Bill. Don’t delay. 
Mack’s host rose to his feet. “It’s time, Mack. We have to leave right now.”
Walkingstick’s anxiousness rattled Mack. “Leave? What do you mean?”
The Indian didn’t beat around the bush. “You want to know why you’re here, right?”
Mack signaled yes, and Walkingstick pointed to the kettle. “Go ahead and down another cup of that second tea. You’re gonna need it.”






  
  Chapter 103 

Rabbit Hole


Just after sundown, the light that flashed through a living room window of a tidy red brick house situated along Cherokee Territory’s main drag seemed out of place. Seconds later, a knock on the door lifted the house owner’s gaze from the sultry paragraphs of her very improper novella. 
Mack watched Walkingstick communicate with the woman on the other end of a slightly cracked door. After a half-minute of demonstrative hand gestures, the passageway opened, and the woman stared in Mack’s direction, crying. It was the museum director, Nancy Cornsilk.
Walkingstick trotted toward the four-wheeler as the door closed behind him. “She’ll let us in. It took a bit of convincing, but she admitted not to sleeping sleep since you got here.”
“Let us into what?” Mack asked. “The museum?”
Mack’s host ducked the question, revving the vehicle’s throttle. “Hold on, and don’t let go!” he shouted. The machine’s tires responded in a split second, shooting both men across a perfectly manicured lawn over the sidewalk and into the street, leaving a surprisingly satisfactory rut in its wake.
Less than a minute later, the Indian’s ATV slowed to a stop in the museum parking lot.
Walkingstick left the key in the ignition and spoke to Mack as he headed toward the entrance. “Yesterday, when you came here, you went in through the front door, correct?” Mack nodded, curious. “Follow me. We’re going around back, where the tourists never go.”
After a short stroll along the east side of the museum, both men stopped at an exterior door enclosed by an iron cage. 
Walkingstick seemed excited but anxious. “Nancy should be right behind us with the key. We’re here for one purpose, but I have to tell you, Mack, that this room is kept off-limits. There are things in here we can never show the public. Before we open that door, you and I need to do something.”
Withdrawing his pocket knife, Walkingstick raised the palm of his right hand. Mack understood the secrecy ritual and drew his blade across the delicate underside of his hand. As blood dripped from their palms, both men clasped their hands together while the Cherokee man muttered something in his native Tsalagi.
“Pretty interesting, Mack,” Walkingstick commented, handing his guest a rag for the blood.
“And what would that be?” Mack retorted as the sting of the knife wound took hold.
Walkingstick smiled. “White man’s blood is the same color as the red man.”
Nancy Cornsilk arrived with a disapproving look. “I see you two cavemen have come to terms. Follow me,” she said, unlocking the cage door and flipping the light switch. “Are you sure he’s ready for this?” Walkingstick’s former wife asked.
Walkingstick’s eyes grew large as Mack followed him down a flight of rickety wooden stairs. The second Mack’s boot hit the basement floor, his senses came alive. Ignoring the countless artifacts to his left, Mack stepped under the soft glow of two overhead spots, highlighting a violet piece of fabric covering an object mounted to the wall on his right.
Walkingstick spoke as Mack drew closer to the object on the wall. “A hundred years after the Spanish left, the French and English came, and war broke out. During this time, an angry warrior from our tribe kidnapped our revered woman, Chota, and traded her to the Catawba in exchange for the fertile hunting lands of the great valley. Not long after, a contingent of Spaniards returned, and this Prince Felipe of the De Borbo’s fell madly in love with Chota and traded much to the Catawba’s for her freedom.”
Mack couldn’t wait any longer. He grasped the violet fabric and cast it aside. A jolt of electricity shot through his body as he stood face to face with a portrait of his guardian angel. The warmth in her blue eyes captivated his soul. They were the eyes of thirty days ago—the same eyes of thirty-eight years ago. And every place in between.
Mack inched closer to the canvas. Closer to the perfectly tied strands of youthful braids, beautifully black in splendor as they fell across her body, shielding nakedness from the very woman who’d protected Mack from death, time and time again.
Draped from her neckline was the heart-shaped stone. Bigger than a man’s fist, its ruby-red hues and one-of-a-kind seven-pointed asterism had never been duplicated.
The music returned as Mack stood face to face with his eternal love. It was a water melody. A trickle from a stream. The current from the river. As the freight train of water roared to life, Mack lost the feeling in his legs. He drifted before rising, slowly at first, then higher and higher until he hovered above the clouds and soared through the mountains like a bird.
The images burned into Mack’s head. A man with salt and pepper hair and faded green coveralls rested on his knees at a tiny clearing in the forest. There was a spring behind a stone chimney, an open field, a dark pool of water, and a large black bird resting atop a structure near a field of red and yellow flowers. As Mack soared over the building a second time, a familiar sound beckoned him towards it until Bill Walkingstick’s hand on his shoulder jolted him out of the trace. Mack spun around, dazed.
“It’s her, Bill. Who is she?”
Mack’s host stared at the canvas and spoke. “She is Esta’toe. The child of Prince Felipe and our revered woman, Chota. She was named after the village along the river where her parents were murdered.”
Murdered? Mack worried, struggling to take it all in, when his host clarified. 
“The Spaniard fell in love with my ancestor. They were properly married when…”
Mack cut Walkingstick off. “Hang on, Bill. If her father had been a prince, then that would make her…”
Nancy couldn’t wait, “A princess! Princess Toey is what they called her,” Nancy stated proudly. “She spelled it with a ‘y,’ but it’s pronounced like ‘toe’ and ‘ee’ combined.” 
“I’ve heard of Esta’toe before,” Mack said excitedly. “That’s her book in the cabin! She was quite the artist.”
Nancy agreed. “And a genius, too,” she added.
Walkingstick chimed in. “At the age of five, our tribe bestowed Toey with the honor of revered woman, just like her mother, Chota. As such, she became entitled to wear the stone, and…” 
As Walkingstick spoke, Mack’s thoughts churned in his head. It’s not making sense, he reasoned. He glanced to the 1779 date on the bottom of the canvas. Toey’s portrait was drawn in 1779? My God, what’s happening? Nothing is making sense. I saw her thirty days ago. This painting is almost two hundred fifty years old! How can this woman have worked at the horse stable in 1978?
Mack panicked. He faced Walkingstick and the museum curator. “Bill, I think it’s time I check myself into the hospital.”
Walkingstick touched his shoulder, keeping Mack’s cancer to himself. “Are you in pain?”
Mack shook his head. “No, but it may have spread to my brain.” He pointed to the canvas. “Here I am, staring at a portrait of my guardian angel—the woman I’ve seen in visions my entire life and the same woman who was riding a horse near the campground thirty days ago.” He looked at Nancy before continuing. “Yet, if the date on this canvas is correct, Toey’s portrait is almost two-hundred-fifty years old. Do you see my dilemma? And that’s not all. Bill,” Mack went on, “how can Nancy’s photo look exactly like this portrait? I’m losing my mind.”
Walkingstick glanced at his former wife then back to his guest. “Nancy and I will leave you for a bit, Mack. You, however, are not losing your mind. Nancy and Toey look alike because Chota had twins. Nancy is the direct descendant of Chota.” Mack tried to unravel the mystery when the Cherokee man continued. “In the beginning, there were seven days of creation. There are seven Cherokee Tribes. Now, counting the soul seekers, how often has Toey tried to reach you?”
Reach me? Mack wondered.
“The answer might surprise you,” Walkingstick said as he and Cornsilk disappeared up the stairwell.
The second they left, Princess Toey’s words echoed through Mack’s soul. At the hospital in 1984, she spoke to me. ‘It’s not our time yet,’ she’d whispered just before I awoke in pain.
Mack ran through their encounters. First time at Devil’s Claw. The motorcycle accident in 1984. Friendly fire in Kuwait. That’s three. Count the soul seekers if I understood Bill correctly. Now I’m at five. Thirty days ago on the side of the road, six. Mack felt a heavy weight on his shoulders when he realized that seeing her portrait was number seven. Seven days of creation, seven Cherokee Tribes, she’s reached out seven times. A bead of sweat fell from his brow as he zeroed in on the canvas and the faint lines of the seven-point star asterism inside the heart-shaped stone drawn around Toey’s neck. Mack couldn’t believe it. What appeared to be old ink or sloppy work was neither. 
The paint had been left out on purpose! The missing ink formed Spanish words. They were the exact words Toey had spoken to Mack when he nearly drowned at Devil’s Claw. They were the same words sketched on the backside of the prince’s map he’d found in the cabin, and the words along with the date they’d first met at Devil’s Claw were the last thing Mack remembered before everything went black: ‘Te amo, mi amor. I love you, my love. Nueve de Julio 1978. July 9th, 1978.’






  
  Chapter 104 

Wanted


“There you are,” said Bill Walkingstick, seeing movement from his guest. “Good morning, Mack. Coffee’s ready.” 
Mack stared at the ceiling from his bunk in the Cherokee man’s cabin, but the details were foggy, and he couldn’t remember climbing into bed. “What happened to me, Bill?”
Walkingstick filled two cups with morning brew. “We found you out cold on the museum floor. I had to strap you to the four-wheeler to get you back here.”
So it wasn’t a dream after all, Mack thought, touching his head. I don’t feel any bumps. He turned toward the Indian. Alarm bells were sounding off. I gotta get out of here. This guy drugged me and doctored up that portrait in the museum. Mack jumped from the bunk. “I need a ride to the Asheville airport. I’m going back to Florida.”
Walkingstick couldn’t believe it. “Florida?” he questioned. “Don’t you want to go back to the land behind the cabin? John Ballow left something for you there. It’s pretty important.”
Mack nearly shouted, “I’m fed up with this treasure hunt bullshit. Y’all are playing games with me.”
Mack’s host shook his head. “This is not a game,” Walkingstick shot back.
“Really?” Mack questioned angrily. “Then how do you explain that painting last night? It was drawn in 1779. Do you want me to believe this Princess Toey was here on earth in the same place that I was in 1978? I’m not an idiot. Things like that don’t happen, so either you, John Ballow, or maybe both of you are playing me for a fool.” Mack hoisted his pack over his shoulders. “But I don’t care anymore because I’m getting on a plane and getting the hell out of here.” Mack pointed to the morning brew. “And I don’t want any of your coffee, especially after whatever drug it was you put in my tea last night.”
Walkingstick turned away, dismayed at Mack’s hostility and disbelief. After a tortuous session of questioning what went wrong, the Indian walked to the writing table and held Nancy Cornsilk’s picture.
“Asheville it is,” the aging Cherokee man spoke solemnly.
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Thirty minutes later, Mack had reinstalled his iPhone’s components while Walkingstick’s truck sped down Highway Nineteen towards Maggie Valley. When the phone had powered up, Mack hit play on the first of three voice messages:
“Mr. MacNaughton, this is Doctor Martinez here. So much has happened I don’t know where to begin. Regarding the photograph of the gold crucifix you sent me, I can tell you it was part of the King of Spain’s crown jewels at one point. Only my friend Alex Padilla would know this. I am sorry, but I had to seek his counsel. Regarding the letters, the language is an older version of Catalan, which I’m unfamiliar with, so I had Alex translate. He says that Prince Felipe had been on a mission to recover a precious stone stolen from one of the early churches in Spain. This stone has something to do with an ancient blood oath. Anyway, now it seems the Catholic Church has gotten involved, and Alex just texted me that one of their representatives had invited him to a meeting in Madrid tomorrow morning. I hope to fill you in as soon as I hear the outcome. Please call as soon as you receive this. Before I go, I need to tell you something important. For the last few days, I’ve seen this man with parted brown hair and odd-looking glasses around campus at different times. I think somebody might be following me.”
Inside the vehicle, Mack seemed concerned, but there wasn’t much he could do. Sorry, professor, Mack said to himself. This is your baby now. I’m heading back home to spend my last few months in peace.
There was a delay before the second message played. Whoever called had hesitated before speaking.
“Mack, this is John Ballow. I just wanted to say a few things to ya. You know I ain’t no good at this in person. I’m sorry for not telling you the truth about things sooner. Sorry for keepin’ my distance, not ever letting you in. To be honest, I made a bunch’a mistakes in my life. I’ll probably burn in hell for ’em too.” Ballow paused. “Now, if all goes well with the Indian, I won’t see you again. You’ll know why soon enough. If you’re still with him, could ya tell him this for me? Tell him I’m sorry. It was all my fault. He’ll always be my best friend.” The message fell silent as Ballow’s voice cracked. “Mack. You were like a son to me. I mean, you are a son. Now, hear me out, boy. Don’t look back. Get to that land behind the cabin. Become the man you were meant to be.”
When Ballow’s message ended, Mack set the phone on the truck seat, worried. That almost sounded like…
Mack faced Walkingstick, who sensed something was wrong. He put the phone on speaker and stared at the highway. As the message replayed, Mack knew Ballow’s words had ripped Walkingstick’s heart out.
The Cherokee man finally broke the silence. “Vietnam ruined our friendship. I fought in the white man’s war to defend freedom and liberate people from communism. After two months in ’Nam, I realized there was no difference between me and the white colonialists who had ‘liberated’ and killed my people. There’s no glory in war. Only heartache and destruction.” Walkingstick turned toward Mack. “Vietnam was hell. The tours you did weren’t easy either. But they got nothing on the war that’s coming.”
The Cherokee man’s words had just begun to sink in when Mack’s phone vibrated with an incoming call from a Tennessee area code. Curious, he accepted the call, put it on speaker, and kept quiet.
“Hello? Is anybody there?” asked the voice on the other end. Mack’s sixth sense told him not to respond. “If someone is listening, this is Deputy C.R. Hodges with the Tennessee State Police calling for James MacNaughton. Mr. MacNaughton, if you can hear me, several attempts have been made to reach you. You must return this call immediately by dialing 868-555-8211. If you fail to comply within the hour, our department will contact the Federal Bureau of Investigation regarding your involvement in the disappearance of Casey Lowrey on the…”
Walkingstick yanked the phone and powered it off. “Not enough time for a trace,” he called out to a wide-eyed Mack. 
Minutes of silence went by as the Indian’s pickup barreled down the highway. To Mack, the passing miles seemed like an eternity as he worried over his future. Not in a million years will the cops believe my story, he thought to himself. More and more strange things keep happening, just like Mr. Ballow said they would.
“Asheville airport,” Walkingstick called out dejectedly as his truck drove under the Department of Transportation sign.
Mack stared at the mid-rise brick-and-mortar buildings coming into view, nearly shouting his following words, “Stay on the highway.” 
Mack and Walkingstick turned to face each other.
“I’m going home, Bill,” Mack said with a hint of sadness. “The mountains have always been my home.”






  
  Chapter 105 

The Employee


But while the Tennessee State Police couldn’t pick up a trace, the ‘Friends of Spain’ private investigator had already acquired James MacNaughton’s cell signal, plotting the intercept route as he raced along I-66 in Washington, D.C.  
With one eye on the interstate and the other on MacNaughton’s tracking dot, the black-bearded detective analyzed the American’s position. He moves north of Asheville airport. Seven hours until contact. Switching his phone to Google Maps, he zoomed in on Knoxville, Tennessee, the next largest city with an airport. “Mierda!” He cursed. Moving north on I-40 brings him to it. “Knoxville Airport terminal,” he shouted to his vehicle’s GPS.
After a glance at the fastest route followed by an expanded view of the mountains around MacNaughton’s position, the investigator with gorilla-like hands pulled off the highway. Many montañas between us. Probable satellite coverage disruption? Yes, creo que si. Screenshot directions to Knoxville airport-complete.
Worried that MacNaughton would lose him in the Appalachians, the detective who’d once disappeared in the mountains of Spain powered up the satellite phone his Castilian boss had secured through the Spanish consulate. After entering his password into the U.S. Geological Agency’s mapping site, the investigator who’d visited MacNaughton’s mother’s house punched the accelerator, moving his vehicle onto the highway.
Comfortable with the route through the Appalachians and armed with the finest free maps the American taxpayer could buy, the detective with iron-man conditioning reached to the passenger seat for a vanilla file folder his FBI contact had exchanged for five British sovereigns.
With the report held tight to the steering wheel, the interrogator glanced over MacNaughton’s impressive dossier: Military background: United States Marine Corps—veteran of two combat theaters. Purple Heart, Operation Desert Storm, Kuwait, 1991. Friendly fire incident. Silver Star, Afghanistan 2002. Meritorious promotion by the Commanding General for unspecified combat actions. Perhaps a rescue mission? Ten years between combat. He leaves military service, becomes a civilian, and returns after September 11th. The remainder seems pretty generic. A few gun purchases. An arrest for assault and battery. Charges dropped.
Political affiliation: Libertarian. Religion: Roman Catholic. Blood type: A positive. DOB: 1-16-71. Google search engine history: attached. Social media profile: none. Prior Facebook account was deleted by the user January 2012. 
Skipping MacNaughton’s search history, the detective’s eyes drifted to the bottom of the illegal personnel file: NTAC Score (National Threat Assessment): 9/10.
Threat assessment score? The American government keeps such records on its citizens? Perhaps MacNaughton’s patriotism is a threat to their deep state.
Well into Virginia at a high rate of speed, the investigator felt torn. His boss had given him an order he’d been questioning all morning. Why is this necessary? MacNaughton’s a war hero. He has simply made a discovery, not unlike some archeologists. The detective squeezed the steering wheel. Stop these thoughts immediately.
With his troubled mind wavering, the interrogator considered his past. There was a reason his superior had hand-picked him. With the flip of a switch, his mind blocked out its fleeting moments of sentimentality, returning to his orders. His days with ‘the unit’ had been a lifetime ago, and he’d long since traded in valor for money.
Until yesterday’s call, the detective had intended to extract the cemetery location and other information from MacNaughton, leaving the American tied up, relatively unharmed, and in a position to be rescued. During their conversation, his boss explained why their client, Diego Alcazar, had hired them to locate the cemetery, but now everything had changed. New information from a female member of the Royal Family had surfaced. Although Infanta’s details were scant, something much bigger than a precious stone was on the line, and the King’s sister had requested that MacNaughton be captured, directly contradicting his orders from his primary employer and the boss of Compostela, Cardinal Antonius Maximus Dominus:
“Return crucifix and other Royal property taken by James MacNaughton. Recover the stone using any means necessary. Eliminate all records of Prince Felipe’s existence, including the cemetery. Make the American problems disappear. Return to home country Spain. Bring all items to Cathedral at Compostela, where you will be given further instruction.”
During the phone call yesterday, when the Cardinal had asked if his orders were clear, the detective had taken the rare step of asking for clarification:
“El Jefe, I request confirmation of your orders, sir. Dilo otra vez por favor con Americano. What should I do with James MacNaughton?”
The psychopath posing as a religious man had answered:
“Termina su tiempo en la tierra. Con extrema hostilidad. End his time on earth with extreme hostility.”
While the detective who’d once crapped out in life stared at the open road, he once again questioned his work. Whether it was revenge, an embezzling partner, or a cheating spouse, there had always been a purpose behind the violence in his jobs. But not this time. Though El Jefe had relayed a good story, the detective rightly suspected he wasn’t being told the truth.
Continuing down the pavement on a collision course with MacNaughton, the ‘Friends of Spain’ interrogator silently uttered the words in his target’s dossier. Words he once knew a long time ago. Silver Star for bravery in combat. Purple Heart for injuries sustained during fighting.
And that description of James MacNaughton as a war hero still meant something in the dark depths of the assassin’s soul.






  
  Chapter 106 

The Train


Six hours southwest of the assassin, after the call from the Tennessee State Police and the ominous message from John Ballow, Mack and Bill Walkingstick had spent nearly the entire truck ride in silence, both men thinking of what lay ahead for Mack in the hidden valley behind the cabin. 
Finally, it was Walkingstick who broke the silence. “About ten minutes out,” said the Cherokee man from the Bird Clan Tribe. “Remember, what John left for you is not far from the cabin.” 
Mack perked up. “It’s all forest up there. How will I know where to look?” 
“Trust me,” the Indian stated confidently, “once you get back to the spot where you had déjà vu, you’ll find it. I’m taking you to a shortcut trail, so the hike into the cabin will be less than two miles.” Walkingstick paused. “Mack, listen to me. I know last night was difficult to understand.” Mack gave a look as the Cherokee man continued. “And this may seem even more confusing, but what John Ballow set aside for you up there will help explain it.”
Walkingstick wanted to say other things but decided against it. A minute later, his truck slowed, veering off-shoulder to the bottom of a grassy knoll near a body of water. “We’re here,” the Indian said, shifting the vehicle to park.
Mack exited the pickup with his pack, securing the straps to his shoulders, eyes drawn across the two-lane road to a red-iron structure with tracks suspended high above the brown Watagi River.
It was a train bridge.
“Bill,” Mack said as he went to the driver’s side, “I still don’t understand. Toey has been in and out of my life for as long as I’ve been around. If this is all real, how could she have lived so long ago? How can these things happen? Why me?”
Walkingstick acknowledged Mack’s uncertainty. He pointed to their surroundings. “I can’t say why, Mack, but look around us. How or why did any of this get to be? The answers aren’t found in your book or mine, but you better believe we’re not in control of it all.” Mack took in the Cherokee man’s wisdom when he continued. “To get where you’re going, take that bridge and follow the tracks for about two miles until you reach a steep embankment on your left. You can’t miss it. There’s an Oxbow in the river right there. The trail starts about ten feet up from the tracks, just before the tree line.”
Mack looked at the bridge, which spanned the length of a football field. When the steel supports ended on the other side of the river, the tracks continued straight for another hundred yards before veering sharply left, disappearing into the mountains beyond. He was ready to go when Walkingstick’s tone turned serious. 
“Mack, before you leave, I need to warn you about something.” Mack caught the Cherokee man’s stare as he cautioned, “You’ve got to hustle and get across the bridge. If that train comes around the bend, and you’re not halfway to the other side, it won’t be a pretty sight.” He motioned to the Watagi. “It’s a fifty-foot drop in four feet of water if you’re lucky enough not to hit the rocks.” Mack gulped. “Jumping is the best option. Trust me; you don’t want the first.”
That very moment, a bald eagle soared over both men’s heads. Walkingstick and Mack stood in awe as the white-headed bird perched atop one of the train bridge’s red columns.
Mack extended his hand. “I’m not sure when I’ll see you again, Bill. It’s weird, but I feel like I’ve known you for a while. Sorry for the way I acted earlier.”
Walkingstick seized Mack’s blood-soaked bandage with his. “You’re welcome at my place any time, Mack.”
As both men turned their attention to the bridge, ominous gray clouds drifted through the Watagi gorge towards them. What the hell have I gotten myself into? Mack wondered as the mass of rain clouds came to rest above the steel structure.
The Cherokee elder with feathers in his hair turned toward the man he’d waited his entire life to meet. “Be strong, Mack. Not many men get to live two lives.” Mack raised a brow, unsure what Walkingstick meant when the Indian clarified. “Your second life started that day you got the x-ray back. That’s when you knew you only had one life to live.”
Mack smiled and stepped toward the unknown, knowing the blue-faced man from the Bird Clan spoke the truth. Under the watchful eye of the eagle, he set foot on the oil-stained timbers of the bridge, eyes fixated on the gaps between the wood and the brown water of the Watagi below.
Like clockwork, the gray sky opened, soaking Mack head to toe. He took another step. Then another. Mack had gone fifty feet in the pouring rain when he glanced to his rear and froze. Unable to see land, he panicked as sheets of torrential rain pelted his face. Mustering the courage, he continued for a few more seconds, then stopped. It’s raining too hard. I should turn back. There’s no way I can see the train coming. I can’t hear anything! Mack stared through the timbers. The rushing water and jagged rocks knew no human emotion. My dreams. Is this why I’m here? The water. The train. Jump in the river or get smashed. Oh, God, am I going to die?
In a moment of clarity, Mack calculated the odds. The probability of a train speeding his way at this moment seemed too great, but in his heart, he knew it was coming. Mack forced his legs to move, taking a few steps in the same direction. Then, after a few more paces, he tested his stride in a slow jog. Okay, so far, so good; my boots aren’t slipping. Stay balanced. Watch out for that patch of grease! And that one. They’re everywhere. Wait. The bridge is vibrating. Oh no! It’s starting to shake. Danger Mack! The train is coming! Go now, dammit!
Mack hit the gas, willing his torso, legs, and arms into a full sprint. Every stride was a gamble. Every second was for his life.
Just as Mack’s boots touched the last timber of the bridge, the train came around the corner, and the eagle swooped over his head, screaming its primordial cry, disappearing into the river gorge below. Mack stood off to the side, in awe, as the train passed by.
And just like that, the train was gone, the rain was gone, and the clouds had gone, but something had taken their place. There was a man on the bridge. An Indian man. It was Bill Walkingstick! He was moving from side to side, jumping up and down. He was dancing. He was singing. He was humming an ancient tune. The Revered People’s tune. It was a Cherokee song. The Bird Clan song.
Mack realized it right then and there. Not everything that happens in life has been written down in a book—some things you just have to accept as being real. No matter how crazy they seem, all you need to do is open your mind, have faith, and believe.
But as James MacNaughton stepped from the railroad tracks onto the trail toward his destiny, he had no idea that dark forces and evil spirits had been gathering, awaiting his arrival. Forces and spirits that could easily overwhelm any mortal man’s faith.






  
  Chapter 107  

A.P.B.


Seconds after the CIA’s tracking dot stopped moving, the assassin pulled off the road. After screenshotting the driving directions to MacNaughton’s last known position, the ‘Friends of Spain’ employee switched Google Maps to street view.  Nothing. No houses or businesses, he said to himself. 
Spotting a bridge over a river, the assassin switched apps, scrolling through several United States’ topographical contour maps before finding the right one. Has MacNaughton gone off-grid and ditched his phone? Zooming in on a network of Forest service roads surrounding the train bridge, the assassin took copious notes, including the intersections and street names near MacNaughton’s last location. Mierda. He cursed silently. There are mucho places for a man to hide.
With a second, faster route plugged into his GPS, the black-bearded hunter of men had just veered back on the interstate when his phone vibrated. It was a message from his FBI contact who’d provide the dossier.
“All-points bulletin issued for James MacNaughton—suspected kidnapping, foul play.”
Kidnapping? The assassin questioned after reading the text. This does not fit his profile. He quickly dismissed the thought. No importante. MacNaughton has fled to the montañas, and I have his drop-off point. Ahora hablaremos. Now we will talk. He glanced at his watch, pressing the accelerator. Five hours to intercept. Enough daylight to start the track. The dampness and rain of the Appalachians have advantages. Perhaps MacNaughton will tell me about this crime, too. Perhaps there is reward money for this information? The American could be my prisoner tonight!
But as the assassin raced down the highway, unsure what to do when he’d finished with MacNaughton, deep down, he felt excited about something else. Today was his second chance. A second chance at capturing a bad guy in the mountains. His first opportunity with an infamous name had slipped away fourteen years earlier in the Al Qaida caves of Tora Bora. It was Osama bin Laden. 






  
  Chapter 108 

Yesteryear


Unlike Mack’s steep climb to the salt lick and the boulder where he’d spotted the hidden cove of land nearly a week ago, the shortcut trail to the moss-covered cabin was an abandoned road with deep ruts throughout; the telltale sign of wagon tracks from a by-gone era. 
An hour into the hike, as the wagon tracks veered right, Mack slugged a canteen of water and left the road for a game trail headed in the general direction of the cabin. 
After a few ascents and descents along a relatively flat-top mountain range, Mack spotted a group of trees that appeared to have been planted. That’s odd, he thought, stepping from the animal path toward a cluster of black hardwoods, charred as if a fire had swept through. There’s something else in there. Continuing into the tree line, Mack stared in disbelief at his surroundings. Burnt matchsticks for trees formed a perfect circle around a pool of water blacker than the night sky. I’ve never seen anything like this before. This is no drainage pond. What the hell is this place?
Mack picked up a six-foot-long dead branch and dipped it into the black water. The stick didn’t touch the bottom. How deep is this pool? There’s no reflection, either. He stared at the ten-foot diameter syrupy circle of sludge and glanced around for wildlife signs. Even the animals don’t come here. Sensing bad vibes, Mack stormed from the ancient sess pool, vowing never to return.
After ten minutes of a forced march pace intended to put as much distance between him and the pit as possible, Mack slowed to a stop at the juncture of another road with wagon tracks. Deciding on a quick look, he’d traveled fifty yards when the ruts dead-ended to a thirty-six-inch tall, rusted iron fence encircling a clearing in the forest, which was filled with stone markers engraved with the names of lifeless human souls.
A white marble slab caught Mack’s eye when he opened the cemetery gate. Leaves crunched under his feet as he moved through the burial site’s dozen keepers, stopping at the grave.
“Jimmy Ballow, Age 7
The Lord Called Our Angel Home”
Instantly, Mack remembered his vision from the Cherokee Museum the night before. While studying Princess Toey’s portrait, he flew through the forest like a bird, spotting a man with faded green coveralls and salt and pepper hair kneeling in a cemetery. Mack focused on the headstone. That had to be Mr. Ballow, and this must’ve been his child. Wait! He had a child? A son named Jimmy?
Overcome with emotion, Mack fell to his knees. He told me he never had children. All my life, he lied to me. Now I understand why Bill can’t forgive. Not only is John Ballow a lying murderer, but he’s a coward. He knew about the princess my whole life and never told me anything. He kept the secret from me! What else has he lied about?
When Mack regained his composure, he vowed never to contact John Ballow again. As he made his way back to the game trail toward the hidden cove of land, Mack wanted to retrieve what Ballow had left for him and leave the area for good. For the first time in his life, he felt utterly alone in the wilderness.
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Racing toward MacNaughton’s last known coordinates, the assassin’s phone erupted in a familiar jingle. The Duchess is calling again.
Had it been any other number, the black-bearded killer would’ve let it ring, carefully avoiding the slightest distraction during a mission. He’d been investigating Infanta’s suitors for years, doling out punishment to more than a few as retribution for alleged misconduct. Just before he picked up, the assassin wondered what diabolical deeds the King of Spain’s sister might have up her sleeve this time.
“My Lady, you have something else for me?” 
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Mack passed through the meadow and side-stepped the moss-covered cabin in a hurry. Just after the spot where he’d experienced déjà vu, the forest thinned, and as the land flattened, Mack came upon various plants not native to the terrain. Somebody brought these here, he guessed.
Beyond the imported bushes, the first sign of civilization came from a small log structure with a centuries-old tin roof. Several discarded pieces of wire gave away its possible use as a chicken coup.
A short distance from the hen house lay the remnants of a stone foundation; its once sturdy walls collapsed into rubble.
As Mack kept walking, the trail that once held man’s footprints had become a thoroughfare of wildlife activity as thousands of intersecting hooves turned green grass into mud.
Here and there lay the scattered remnants of human occupation. Stone fences zigged and zagged. Iron tools and the contraptions of pioneer life rotted in the underbrush.
Further down the trail, a village emerged out of nature’s greenhouse. Log cabin structures with intact walls and roofs stood next to stacked stone partitions and trees rising from roofless bedrooms. Scattered iron pipes channeled water to forgotten destinations. Old-growth tree stumps littered the forest like gravestones, ghostly reminders of the men who felled them.
Just after the village, Mack passed a school, a church, and a horse stable constructed on a treeless parcel of grass longer than a football field.
While he took in the scenery, Mack imagined himself as a child playing in the stable, skipping along the village path, banging on the cabin doors of his friends when he spotted the chimney. Partially shielded behind an oak, the red, tan, and charcoal river stones of the twenty-foot-tall structure glistened like they’d been pulled from the water minutes earlier. 
Making his way to the chimney, Mack stepped over a stone foundation and tested the fireplace’s flue, which still worked. 
Resting on the fireplace’s raised hearth, something about the iron-forged smoke damper seemed familiar to Mack. He was lost in thought when he heard the slight trickle of a spring behind the chimney.
Mack bolted toward the water and spotted a tiny stream in the underbrush along the forest edge, but his sixth sense guided him back to the chimney and a patch of disturbed dirt near the bottom of the stones. Mack stared at the ground, amazed at the unmistakable imprint of a man’s shoe. He knew it right away. John Ballow had been here.
On his knees with fingertips in the dirt, Mack scraped soil into piles, inch by inch, until he hit something hard. He brushed the sand away to find an object protected by plastic. Mack pulled hard, and the bag came out.
Tearing the protective cover in two, Mack removed a wood box with a glass lid. It had been the same box mounted to the wall next to the window and behind the counter of John Ballow’s little country store.
Using a key taped to the side, Mack opened the glass, setting aside a single sheet of stained yellow paper.
The box was packed tight with clothes. A weathered brown shirt lay wrapped inside a checkered cloth adorned with blue, green, orange, and purple squares. A heavily stained three-inch-wide belt connected to a bronze buckle adorned with a striking stone castle lay coiled inside a leather boot. Mack set the metalwork on the box, staring intently at the words on the belt buckle above the castle. They were the words of an ancient family. The motto of the Red-Hair Clan:
“Hope in God.”
Mack turned the buckle over and froze. 
It cannot be.






  
  Chapter 109 

Demons


Less than twenty miles east of Mack’s position, business boomed that fine Saturday afternoon at John Ballow’s little country store. The sun had been out for days, warming the ice-cold river enough to bring out a new breed of Yankee campers to Ballow’s town—the half-hippie, half-yuppies from the big city of Charlotte, intent on spending the day but sure to leave by sundown, guaranteeing their Lake Normanite reputations would remain intact. 
At 2 p.m., Mack’s childhood mentor tallied the day’s profits and did something he’d done only a handful of times in forty years: he closed the store early. Thirty tubes sold at twenty a pop. Cost me ten per. Fifteen bundles of green firewood at five-fifty per. No cost. Well, ’cept fer that little bit a shine ta get it hauled down here. As he tallied the cost of goods sold, John Ballow snickered at the amount of lighter fluid, matches, and paper plates he sold daily so the Yankees could get his wet, green firewood blazing. Ten jar a shine, fifty-two ice, four-hundred gallon of gas, plenty’a tobacca, candy, cigarettes, and a few miscellaneous supplies. “Reckon, we did alright today, Darlin’,” Ballow whispered solemnly.
After initialing the journal entry, Ballow placed the day’s incoming cash in a mason jar before turning his attention to other, more official-looking documents. There, that’s the last signature. Everythin’ in place, Ballow said to himself, headed for the door.
Ten minutes later and three miles up the highway, Ballow’s truck pulled off a dirt road leading to a half-abandoned property along the river. Several dogs gave pursuit as his pickup ambled past a single-wide trailer, eventually coming to a stop at a sawmill, still operable since the grand old days of the railroad.
Exiting his truck with a baseball bat, John Ballow grinned as he twirled the scuffed-up slugger at the mangy half-breed hounds, which had him surrounded. The pack kept their distance. Ballow could’ve dropped the bat, and the canines would’ve done nothing. Dogs had a way about them. Trained for hunting, protection, and companionship, man’s best friend could sense who was on their team and who was a threat.
As he stood amongst the dogs, John Ballow couldn’t reconcile the guilt any longer. It didn’t matter what the pastor preached down at church because it had been the same sermon Ballow heard every Sunday. He wasn’t the forgiving type, so how could he ever be forgiven? Ballow had known it all his life. Some men were born to be killers. Even the dogs knew it.Dropping the bat, Ballow snatched the raft in the bed of his truck, making his way toward the river. The rope swing was still there. Only the locals knew it had once been the town’s hanging noose. Ballow’s great-granddaddy had been the judge, jury, and executioner.
Pausing at the rope as it dangled over the water, Ballow remembered stories of the good ole days. He’d done his best to keep the tradition. Frontier justice keeps most men in line. A bullet or rope takes care’a them others.
Within seconds of climbing onto his truck tire tube, the current propelled Ballow over a trout hole he’d fished as a boy. Deeper than a man is tall, it hadn’t changed much. The fish hiding at the bottom were as big as logs.
Just before the first Yankee swimming hole, Ballow glued his attention to the sparkling soil on his left, recalling the first time he made love to his wife under the moonlit sands of that shiny mica beach. He’d been with the same woman all his life, save for the mama-sans of Saigon, whose special healing powers helped restore civility to the Carolina mountain man who’d given his soul to the jungles of Southeast Asia.
As he entered the campground property marked by the first rapid, Ballow’s tube rocked back and forth, soaking his faded green coveralls in sixty-five-degree water. He felt like a kid again as he surveyed the surroundings.
The swimming hole was packed with people. Some swam alongside Ballow; others drifted lazily on their rafts, half asleep in the sun-drenched cold water or glued to the warmth of the rocks. While his tube sailed over a deep-water rock ledge, Ballow was surprised to see locals mixing with Yankees, albeit keeping their distance. Just beyond the natural water seat, the current began to funnel Ballow’s tube through a gulley of ten-foot-high boulders when three teenage boys hurled themselves off the rocks toward him. Ballow knew it before the wall of water struck, nearly overturning his raft. He’d just been bombed. As the boys swam away giggling, Ballow laughed as the memories of his youth came back strong. Some things neva change ’round these parts. Except now, them Yankees doin’ the bombin’.
Just before the next rapid, Ballow waved to a few young children building rock castles with their parents, each family member watching in complete surprise as the fully-dressed and soaking-wet old man tubed past them in the river.
Life would go on. Ballow knew it. And as the third rapid propelled him into the second swimming hole, he studied the faces of the people staring back. Some waved to the old storekeeper they’d run into every summer of their lives but cared nothing about. And that had always been fine with Ballow, but on this gorgeous late summer mountain day, it finally dawned on him that the Yankees might not be so bad. After all, they loved his place too. Maybe he just didn’t like things to change. And Yankees always brought change.
When his tube passed the picnic shelter, near where the black rocks lay, the music sang on John Ballow’s life. He knew change was coming. The Indian’s crazy visions had predicted it, and he sure as hell wouldn’t stick around to see it. His son would need to handle things now.
As the river narrowed and the current picked up steam funneling Ballow to the right, he repositioned his body on top of the tube head first.
Engulfed in a freight train of roaring water, Ballow thought about the black rocks of Devil’s Claw. How many lives had they taken? Why had the Indian girl’s parents been murdered here? Ballow didn’t have the answers, but he was smart enough to know that it wasn’t written in any book. The Claw was evil. You just had to believe it.
What Ballow didn’t know is that the evil that had so long ago shaped the rocks into spears and turned them black had bubbled up from an underground spring. It was a black water cesspool, and the pit that fed it had been born at the dawn of time. Just as evil had been in men’s hearts since the beginning of time.
John Ballow had come to reconcile his sins in the only way he knew how. But in the last few seconds of his life, the thought of drowning still terrified him. He lifted his chin high just before the black spear and pitchfork of Devil’s Claw penetrated his skull.
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Due West of John Ballow’s suicide, Mack winced. The belt buckle he’d been holding dropped from his hands. Something just happened. I feel it.
Mack darted from the chimney toward the stable and the open field and stopped. After a minute of odd silence, he didn’t understand, he raced back to the box behind the chimney and stared at the etching on the backside of the belt buckle: 
“James MacNaughton”
Mack did a double-take. He set the buckle down for the yellow paper that came with the clothes. His eyes drifted to the signature. It was a letter from Paul-Henri Ballou, John Ballow’s ancestor.
“March 9th, 1781 
My Dear Son Trevor, 
In addition to our cabin and surrounding lands, I leave you my residence in Morganton, which includes several firearms, coinage, and the contents of this box, which belonged to my friend. I hope that a Ballou will see his return to claim it one day. After this letter, you will understand the significance.
Safeguard the cabin and treasure at all costs. I have shown wondrous things to you which must be preserved. This responsibility lies on your shoulders now.
I wish that the original Cherokee and Ballou land purchase agreements be stored in the cabin along with other confidential recordings between their chiefs and me. The amount of property and hunting rights is vast, and you should be ready for a fight. Since those in the lower territory of French descent are held in suspicion, I recommend changing the Ballou surname in the hope of minimizing future entanglements after this conflict.
War with the Chickamauga’s continues. They will not make peace, and I suspect their Chief, Dragging Canoe, to be responsible for my friend’s disappearance. He is a cunning warrior, and I beg you not to take up the fight alone.
The infection in my leg continues to fester, and neither poultices nor hot iron has worked. I suspect this is the end of my days. Now would be a good time for your visit.
With a Father’s Love,
Paul-Henri Ballou
PS see back of letter for contents listing” 
Mack flipped the page and began reading. 
“1- Checkered Wool Garment, 1- Pair leather boots, 1- Belt, 1- Buckle, 1- Shirt
Belonging to James MacNaughton, La Florida, Spanish Territory. Age at disappearance- 42
Height- 6‘2“, Hair and Beard- Ash Blond, Eyes- Blue. Distinguishing Characteristics- Tattoo- Upper Right Arm, Blindness in left eye, Birthdate- January 16th, 1971″
For a second, Mack thought his eyes tricked him. He scanned the words a second time.
“James MacNaughton, La Florida, Spanish Territory.”
Mack stared at each letter of his name. Then he focused on his birthday. The month, day, and year were correct—the hereditary defect he’d been born with was listed before it. He turned the letter over, frozen at the date:
“March 9th, 1781.”
Lost in the deafening silence of supernatural wonder, Mack lay motionless.






  
  Chapter 110 

The Hit


On the cobblestone streets of Madrid, a man with thick-rimmed glasses and parted brown hair sat in a van a quarter-mile away from The Royal Palace gates. It’d been a busy workday for the foreman whose crew had installed pinhole cameras inside the fire sprinkler heads of Alex Padilla’s Salamanca  University building. 
After disposing of the Palace rat who’d been spying on Padilla, the foreman had just returned to Compostela when the boss handed him a high-priority assignment.
“Subject acquired. Clearing Palace security in a rental car,” the foreman whispered into a wireless intake speaker connected to his phone.
“Hold for further instruction,” Cardinal Antonius responded. What tricks is the great deceiver up to now? After his call with Diego Alcazar, the shadowy religious man knew he’d been had. Somehow, the palace librarian had acquired technology disguising his phone number as that of the Jesuit Scholar Alex Padilla. Good one, AMD thought, weighing his options. Without the background noise of an airliner, I might never have caught on. Thank you for graciously funding our ‘Friends of Spain’ operation in the United States. Now that we have acquired MacNaughton’s location, there is no need for your services. Your royal spy has been eliminated, and this foolish American adventurer, along with the University of Miami Professor, will tell all before they die. Rest assured, Mr. Alcazar, I will return our Holy Treasure to its rightful place inside the Victory Cross for the entire world to see. Did you think you could outfox the soon-to-be-crowned Holy Spanish Emperor? Ha, ha, ha. Even my backers in Washington have no idea what’s coming. As the foreman stood by with his silenced .22 caliber pistol at the ready, the boss of Compostela put the hit on hold. What better way to arrange for the King’s visit to Compostela than the outing of an Islamic palace traitor?
Pressing speaker and line one on his desktop office phone, the high-ranking religious psychopath boomed his command. “Get the Executive Director of the Patrimonio Nacional on the line. If they give you any grief, tell them there’s a traitor in the palace, and His Majesty’s life is in danger. Patch it through when you have him.”
“Yes, sir, right away, Your Eminence,” responded Mr. Sanchez, a recently defrocked Priest happy to be six feet above ground in his new role as AMD’s weekend civilian aide.






  
  Chapter 111 

Vengeance


“Kind of late to be working, isn’t it, Mr. Alcazar?” asked the Royal Palace security guard, surprised to see the caretaker of antiquities arriving after hours in an automobile without a parking pass. 
Diego Alcazar brushed aside the guard’s observation. “There’s a big conference first thing in the morning, and I need to prepare. I’m in a rush, so if you don’t mind.”
The security officer wasn’t having any of it. It was his turf, and he wanted to make it clear. “Weekend work hours end at five p.m., sir. This is Saturday night. You know the rules.” The guard glanced at Alcazar’s transportation. “Who owns this vehicle?”
“Please,” Diego answered. “I haven’t slept a wink since Thursday. My car broke down, and this is a rental. I really need to get some work done in my office.”
After noting the historian’s disheveled state, the guard relented. “Well,” he said, “His Majesty’s not in residence tonight, so I guess we can make an exception.” He signaled to the vehicle. “Pop the trunk and hood. We’ll mirror the car and let you through. The officer inside will deactivate the sensors in your corridor. Will you be traveling below ground this evening?” Alcazar nodded.
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Underneath the Royal Palace of Madrid, in the interconnected subterranean chamber of La Casa de Contratación, Diego Alcazar stood in front of the Padrón Real, eyes drifting back and forth to the yellow-colored notes dotting the world’s most extraordinary map.
It had taken a little over a year, but the unique project assigned by the Chechnyan had been completed. Using DNA sampling, Diego had tracked and mapped his Morisco ancestors from their original settlement in the slums of Seville to their expulsion throughout the Middle East and expansion worldwide. Morisco people who lived the old way, whose genes mixed well with Persians, North Africans, and Arabians, formed the heart of a million-man resistance movement waiting to be led.
As Diego removed the neighborhood tags from the various cities on the map, he felt the Morisco people’s betrayal. The plight of citizens expelled from their own country. The suffering of a population double-crossed and abandoned by the Catholic Church. Staring at the sticky notes of the fighting-age males in the major population centers of Cordoba and Seville, the palace man smiled. The heart of the rebellion lies here.
With the evidence removed, Diego’s gaze turned south of Seville, leaving Spain for the continent of Africa and the desert east of Morocco. Just beyond the famous city, perfectly scribed in nearly 500-year-old letters, lay the territory of Al Qasr.
In the year 711, black-skinned, white-sheeted invaders with swords as tall as men gathered in Morocco before crossing the Strait of Gibraltar and landing in southern Spain. The Al Qasr army of desert marauders blazed a path of destruction over a burgeoning Christian country unlike the world has ever seen. In one hundred years, seventy-five percent of the Spanish land mass fell to the Islamic horde. At the end of four hundred, what began as a ragtag army of killers had established an Islamic caliphate consisting of multiple Kingdoms ruled by several families, the most prominent of which were the Al Qasrs. When Gilipolis had been captured, the biggest of all southern prizes named by the Romans would forever after be known as the city of Seville.
As time moved on, Christians fought against the invading Muslims, gaining more and more territory back. And with the territory came the conversions. Death ruled the land as brother took up arms against brother. Men were killed in the name of religion, while others killed to take what had been rightfully theirs. But there existed a pure evil breed of men who took life just because they could. It was about power. 
Eventually, the powerful Al Qasr eventually became the Christian Alcazars, but their influence and power faded into obscurity over time.
Diego moved closer to the map, examining his arms under the spotlights. His skin was two shades darker than any metropolitan Spaniard, and he knew why. 
Something sinister welled up inside Diego. He bowed his head. His fingers turned white around the whalebone dagger held tight in his fist. It was the same 1000-year-old knife given to him by his people. Diego’s heart came from the marauders in the desert, but his family had settled in the Barrio and become civilized. He flew into a rage. The capillaries in his eyes burst, transforming blood into copper. They were the amber eyes of a primal creature that could see in the dark. The eyes of the wolf stared at his African past and knew it to be his future. The old way. Al Qasr. The Long Sword Clan. Mi Familia.
The Royal Alcazar screamed at the top of his lungs, “In the mountains of Cordoba and the streets of Seville, I will gather the Moriscos! From the sands of Morocco to the Islamic State in Iraq and my brothers in Syria, I will lead the lost sheep and make them whole again. Praise to the Chechnyan for delivering me. Praise to Allah. God is great. The moors have returned!”






  
  Chapter 112 

Called Home


Mack had lain still for hours when he heard the familiar sound. The distant train of water tugged at him, willing him to move. Still in a trance, he shed his clothes of today for those of yesterday and wandered about the wilderness, oblivious to all, guided only by the sound. He’d walked two miles when a spiked metal strand twisted around his foot, sending him crashing to the ground and back to the present.  
Still groggy, Mack removed the barbed wire spikes from the fence line while staring incredulously at his knee-high boots and a checkered Scottish kilt attached to his waist below his cartridge belt and weapon. Where did these clothes come from? Wait! There it is again! From the southeast.
Ignoring his changed appearance and desperate to locate the sound, Mack hopped the fence and headed sideways along the steep side of a holler before descending into the lower elevation below. When the land began to flatten, the greenness of the forest gave way to a stunning array of red and yellow flowers growing from bushes taller than the men who’d planted them at three feet on center.
While Mack examined the tulip-like bulbs’ golden petals and crimson borders, his brain fog lifted, and he recognized the danger. These are the wildflower plants those druggies have been growing and the ones that Wes told about at the hostel. They’re the same plants I saw at the briar patch.
Wary of being seen, Mack moved to the cover of the tree line and had just spotted a second flower field when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. That had to be a bear cub. Worried about Mama, he moved in the opposite direction toward a large hemlock when the attack happened.
Jerked backward by the compression of powerful jaws locked to his right ankle, Mack’s face slammed into the wet forest ground. A primeval terror pierced his soul when his head turned back for a look. Black as the night. Tall, pointed ears. Snout full of sharp teeth. It was a wolf! 
In a panic, Mack reached for his Smith & Wesson, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. Oh no. The safety’s on! He slammed the button to red and fired! Oh my God! It’s jammed! Clear the chamber! As Mack’s left hand moved toward the slide, the wolf lunged for his weapon and knocked it loose, its canines swallowing Mack’s fingers. As the pain shot through Mack’s brain, he smashed a left hook to the wolf’s earlobe. The animal cried out, releasing his fingers. Mack scrambled to his knees, holding both fists tight to his head, forearms shielding his neck. If he goes for my throat, I’ll strangle it! 
The animal recovered and seized Mack’s right wrist. Mack screamed! A stream of blood shot out like a faucet. His radial artery had been punctured!
With his hand in the beast’s mouth, Mack tried to think. Get the knife! The shaking fingers of his loose appendage had just removed the folded-up blade from the sheath on his belt when the wolf lunged backward, shattering the pre-dusk forest with a terrifying guttural cry, followed immediately by Mack’s roar as his right arm detached from its shoulder socket. Bleeding profusely, with his strength and adrenaline now gone, Mack waited helplessly for the beast to bite his neck. As the shock of the attack subsided, fear of his impending death took hold. He was terrified that he wouldn’t see his Mom again. He’d never tell his friends goodbye. Even worse, Mack would never find Her. Today, he would die in the forest. But to Mack, there had always been something worse than death. He was alone.
Off in the distance, Mack heard it. As time ticked by and the beast held on, the train became louder until it roared in his head. He’d dreamt of this moment. Then, as darkness fell, Mack had a vision of what awaited on the other side of the train. 
Mack’s pain returned and became adrenaline. He rose to his knees, face to face with the beast locked to his bleeding arm. At that moment, Mack knew a true wolf would’ve gone for his jugular. The animal that attacked him must have been a half-wolf, half-German Shephard trained to hold on.
Ignoring the hybrid beast, Mack found his knife and went to work. His left hand set the folded knife on his thigh while his thumb and fingers pinched tight to the metal. With a quick flick of the wrist, the razor-sharp, three-inch blade unfolded, spiking Mack’s rage. Tossing the knife in the air, Mack snatched the handle with an iron fist, crashing the metal tip into the beast’s skull, shaking the land with his blood-curdling scream:
“ESTA’TOE!”






  
  Chapter 113 

Wolf Training


In the employee locker room of The Royal Palace in Madrid, after showering and shaving, Diego Alcazar dressed in the black pants and shirt he’d stolen during his visit to the Victory Cross at St. Michael’s Church in the northern city of Oviedo.  
Tucking a white collar in his pocket, Alcazar put the clothes he’d arrived in back on and made his way toward a mirror to tweak his new look. Slicking his hair back with a few drops of oil, Diego twisted the curly ends of his bandito mustache upwards, smiling at the rest of his clean-shaven face, which made him look thirty-five again. Setting the whalebone dagger in his briefcase, the simple librarian pushed his hair forward and donned a strap-on beard before exiting the washroom for the palace corridor and his rental car outside.
After a brief downhill ride, a security guard at the south exit booth motioned for Diego’s vehicle to stop. “Sorry, Mr. Alcazar,” exclaimed the officer. “Orders from the top. No one can leave the palace grounds.”
Diego gestured with his hands. “What’s going on? Has there been a security breach?”
In the darkness of the evening hour, Diego’s amber eyes picked up movement in the rearview mirror. A second and third guard were closing in fast. 
“Step out of the car, Mr. Alcazar,” barked the guard in the booth, hand moving toward his sidearm.
Diego’s instincts came alive. He slammed the accelerator and raced ahead thirty feet, hammering the brakes and steering right, weaving through a maze of concrete barriers before smashing the palace exit gates, which crumpled and fell upon impact.
Eight minutes later and four miles away, a man with thick-rimmed glasses and parted brown hair watched as a Catholic Priest with slicked-back locks and a curly black mustache exited a subway station bathroom. 
With his target still inside, the foreman entered the washroom. The palace man with a full beard had vanished. All the hitman found was a duffel bag filled with Diego Alcazar’s clothes. 
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In the City of Compostela, Cardinal Antonius Maximus Dominus hadn’t slept. Hours had passed since his usually reliable assassin had lost track of Diego Alcazar at the Plaza Eliptica transit station.
After several calls and texts to Jesuit Scholar Alex Padilla went unanswered, the boss of Compostela was about to dispatch the foreman for the six-hour drive to Salamanca University when his tablet came to life.
Staring at the early morning cipher, AMD smiled. His oblivious agent in training, Mr. O’Brien, had done a fine job running the Cardinal’s black operation plan overthrowing Spain’s monarchy and government up the CIA’s chain of command. It seemed the penetration agent’s handlers in the American deep state were thrilled with the concept of a new Spanish Government joined with a Catholic Church run by an agency businessman. Several U.S. Senators were said to be on board. Even the influential Chairman of the Armed Services committee wanted a piece of the Ibiza oil action.






  
  Chapter 114 

Sheep


At 7:00 in the morning, Alex Padilla had just valeted his car at the Atlantica  Hotel in downtown Madrid when he chided himself again for leaving his phone in Salamanca. 
Throughout the early morning cellular-free drive, the Jesuit Scholar wondered what the hastily arranged meeting with the Cardinal’s civilian aide and Father Sanchez could be about.
Opening the door to conference room 200, Padilla took a few steps forward and stopped. A well-tanned Priest with an injured arm sitting amidst several empty seats rose from a chair and approached.
“You’re not Father Sanchez,” Alex Padilla called out to the Catholic representative with slicked-back hair, dressed in black with a white collar.
“Buenos Días, Señor Padilla. Father Sanchez has taken ill,” replied the Priest, standing uncomfortably close. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Monsignor Muhamad Ibrahim Al Qasr. Forgive me, but my right arm is weakened by recent trauma,” the odd-looking religious man said, extending his left hand in greeting.
Padilla’s eyes narrowed. Since when is there a Catholic Priest with such a name? Something about him is off—it’s his eyes. I have never seen a color such as this. ”That sure is a strange mustache you have, Monsignor,” said the Salamanca academic, reluctantly locking hands with the Priest.
The second their palms touched, the Priest slipped his fingers forward, clamping a vice grip over Alex Padilla’s wrist while his right arm broke loose of the sling and lifted his shirt, exposing a whalebone dagger tucked in his waistband. With his prey frozen in fear, the wolf jerked Padilla’s wrist to the left, exposing the scholar’s back. As the thousand-year-old curved blade plunged into Alex Padilla’s thoracic vertebrae, the stunned academic never heard Diego Alcazar’s whisper…
“Allah Akbar.”






  
  Chapter 115 

Wildflower


Inside an abandoned Forest Service cabin a hundred yards away from the hybrid wolf attack, Mack’s eyes had barely managed a squint when something hard and heavy hit his chest, and he gasped for air. 
“Wake up, boy,” shouted a man with a steel-toe boot who’d already kicked Mack twice.
“Stompin’ on him ain’t workin’, you gonna kill ‘m. Watch—this’ll wake him up,” shouted a field hand, dumping water on Mack’s face. The liquid sensation felt comforting, and Mack opened his eyes to three men staring at him.
“Yep, that’s him,” announced the scrawny hillbilly staring at Mack’s photo taken by the game camera. “He’s the one from that hostel.”
“His paw around this when I find’m,” said the field hand, placing Mack’s pistol on the table.
“Big boy,” chimed the steel-toed man. “Reckon that be our forty-fo caliber from a few nights back.”
The scrawny man from the hostel took a big swig of moonshine, pointing his finger, accusing Mack. “He don’t even use that gun. This boy kills the sheriff’s dog old-school like, with a knife. Broke Tommy’s arm with a dang ninja move. Neva seen nothing like it. Who the hell are ya, boy?”
Mack didn’t respond, unaware of anything related to his situation. 
“That wasn’t no dog, Jug,” the field hand called out. “Truth is, I’m glad it’s dead. Scared the crud outta everyone. Even you.”
“You the one who wet his drawers when that dang cougar screamed yesterday, boy,” the skinny man fired back.
“Shoot,” the field man countered. “That wadn’t no mountain lion. Y’all were scared too.”
The local man Mack had beaten in a billiard game took another drink. “Search the rest of his belongings. We need sum answers before the boss gets heah.”
Another kick, this time to Mack’s groin, sent him back to unconsciousness. When Mack arrived at the station, the train had been there waiting. 






  
  Chapter 116 

An Old Enemy


Mack opened his eyes to a blinding white light and muffled voices in the background. A warm sensation flooded his extremities. Squinting in the brightness, the critically injured man caught a glimpse of a metallic flash piercing the light. Seconds later, a tattooed, veiny, armed, muscular blond man with a black cowboy hat sitting on a stool came into focus. 
“It’s a good way to die, ain’t it?” Stitch Ballow asked, grinning.
Mack smiled, unsure of time or anything else. He’d never felt this good in his entire life.
“That euphoria feelin’ you got—we call it the flower.” John Ballow’s outlaw nephew smiled at his men. “The boys thought you was a goner, but a lil dose of the flower will wake anyone up. You see them fields we got out there, the ones we found you in, make us a special seed. There’s lots of things you can do wit’ that lil seed, but in your case, we take this needle hea’h,” Stitch held up a syringe, “and fill it with oil from them seeds. Then we prick you a lil and push down like this,” Stitch said, simulating the injection before a quick pause. “Whew-wee! It’s that quick. Ain’t no mo pain is there, boy?” 
Mack shook his head, vaguely remembering being hurt while Stich continued, pointing to Mack’s injuries. “You almost found our lil hideout when the dog got ya.”
Mack glanced at his mangled hand and arm with no recollection of what had happened. There was a piece of cloth tied to his wrist while blood and green puss oozed from several bite wounds.
Stitch Ballow rose from his seat. “Question is, what ya doin’ all the way out here, boy? You were at big field number nine the other day too. Ain’t no coincidence neither. Ya see, I got your photo right hea’h.”
Ballow brought the 8 x 11 game camera snapshot over to Mack and crouched next to him. Mack stared at his portrait but remained silent. Everything was still hazy.
“Ain’t no one ever found that field but you.” Stitch glanced to his men, then back-handed Mack. 
Whack!
The slap across Mack’s face rattled his euphoric state.
“Better wake up fast, start talkin’ boy. Sheriff’ll be hea’h any minute. He ain’t gonna like you killin’ his dog, but that ain’t half of it. It seems you’re a wanted man. Kidnappin’ at the hostel, they say. Same place you broke Tommy’s arm.” Stich leaned closer, grabbing Mack’s hair. “Where’d you learn to fight and use a knife like that?”
One of Stitch’s men pointed to Mack’s ripped shirt and tattoo. 
“Death before dishonor, USMC”
Stitch released Mack’s locks, studying his clothes. “Well, boys, y’all know what we got here, don’t ya? He’s a one-hundred percent jarhead, friggin’ Marine. Wearin’ a dress too,” Ballow said in disgust, flicking the kilt around Mack’s waist. “Wait till Tommy’s boys get a load of this. But you might not make it till then.” Stitch held Mack’s knife in front of his face. “Perty, soon I start cuttin’ you, boy.”
“Stitch,” the skinny man called out, waving Ballow over. “Better have a look at this.” Mack recognized Stitch’s name through the sting of the slap. Stitch Ballow? Mr. Ballow’s nephew? It’s gotta be him. Just then, he realized his predicament. I know where the drugs and hideout are. They’re gonna kill me. I need a plan. Mack coughed, signaling for a drink.
“Alright, we’ll give ya one, but you betta start singin’, boy,” Stitch called out, motioning to the skinny man who yanked Mack upright and pushed him against the cabin wall, leaving a water container in his lap.
Mack surveyed the room as he drank. Guns and drug processing equipment lay everywhere. Black square lines drawn with a Sharpie littered several maps thumb-tacked to the cabin walls. Each square drug field was marked with a number and the type of illegal substance being grown. Mack had counted fifteen when he noticed one of the men holding his cell phone. Stich was staring at Mack’s device intently. Mack suspected he was scrolling the call log when a wave of panic washed over Ballow’s face.
Stitch glared at Mack. “How in the hell do you know John Ballow?” 
Mack looked away and refused to answer. 
Stitch leaped toward Mack. “Told you, boy, I ain’t playin’ games!” he screamed, pinning Mack’s head to the wall and slicing the knife blade across Mack’s bicep.
Mack pushed Stitch off him, kicking and screaming in agony. And then came the sound. Mack knew he was close. It’s behind this wall. I’ll run to it. Run as fast as I can. But how? 
Stitch had returned to his men, and Mack knew his situation seemed hopeless. With the druggies arguing amongst themselves, Mack pointed to a mason jar on a table. “I’ll tell you everything, but I’d like to have a glass of that moonshine first.”
Stitch eyed Mack with contempt, then handed Mack a full glass. Mack gulped down half the jar and locked eyes with Stitch. “Pretty interesting,” Mack commented. “Is this what you call whisky? I’ve had liquor from all around the world, but this stuff ain’t nothing but dog piss. No wonder y’all are so stupid.”
Stitch smiled at Mack’s bravado. Inside, he was raging.
“Take a good look at my face, Stitch. Do you recognize me?” John Ballow’s nephew eyed Mack at a loss, and Mack continued. “It seems the only way you can beat me is with a knife.” Stitch turned to his men, confused. Mack kept pushing. “Look closer, scumbag. We got into a fight as teenagers down at the campground. That’s right. I kicked your ass at the swimming hole.”
Seconds of confusion passed before Stitch acknowledged with a crooked smile; his gold tooth gleamed in the overhead light.
Mack rubbed it in. “I see you do remember now. You’re just lucky my right arm is all chewed up, or I’d take that knife and show you how to use it properly.”
Stitch’s men looked at each other cross-eyed. No one had ever spoken to Stitch Ballow like that.
“Well, well, well, the prodigal Yankee son done come back,” Stitch called out, pacing back and forth. “My Uncle John always looked after you.” He stopped. With a twisted look, he said to Mack, “Bet ya didn’t know he killed his own son. Beat him to death.”
Mack’s face couldn’t hide the alarm. That can’t be true. Why not? Wasn’t that his child’s grave back there? How many other things has he lied about?
“That’s right,” Stitch added. “That no good Uncle used to beat on me too. He tortured me!” Stitch screamed. “I’m his own kin!”
Mack felt Stitch’s rage and knew his life was over.
“Now,” Stitch said deliberately, unfolding Mack’s knife, “ole Stitch gonna give Yankee boy some of his uncle’s own medicine.”
KAPOOW!
A cracking, violent explosion rocked the cabin, hurling Stitch and his men to the floor.
Mack felt the blast’s strength, which was too powerful to be gunpowder. That’s plastic explosive.
“Somethin’ hit the trip wire and blew up the claymore mine outside!” the skinny man hollered.
“Get up, you idiots, find out what it was,” Stitch barked as all four men scrambled to their feet, grabbing weapons on their way out the door.
Mack couldn’t believe his luck. He crawled to a table with every bit of his remaining strength, pulling a loaded Mossberg twelve-gauge shotgun down. After chambering a round and switching the safety off, he made it to the cabin’s rear door and opened it. All clear. Twenty yards to the forest and lots of cover. Stand up, Mack! Don’t look around, just go!
Mack sprinted toward the trees, nearly stumbling in his exhausted state. I hear the train! Stay to the right. Run for your life, Mack! 
KAPOOW!
The bullet, which narrowly missed Mack’s skull, threw him to the ground and, much to his bewilderment, face to face with another man.
With a pulsating ring in his ear, Mack stared down the barrel of a silenced pistol pointed at his head. The unkempt man holding the gun appeared as a wild animal, wounded but not dead. A large chunk of flesh had disappeared from the man’s thigh; a makeshift tourniquet held tight to his injury. Mack studied the man’s hands, which were huge and covered in black hair. His eyes wandered over the man’s bushy black beard and the fro on his scalp. Mack’s breathing turned erratic. I know who this is. He’s the gorilla! Why is the man who went to my Mom’s house following me? Doesn’t matter now, Mack. Nothing matters except getting out of this place, and I’m not letting this guy die. Finally, Mack got the courage to speak. “Four heavily armed men behind us. Holster that sidearm and take this shotgun. You and I are getting out of here.”
The assassin looked at his wound and eyed Mack, confused. He couldn’t stand up, let alone walk.
Mack motioned with his hands. “Fireman’s carry.”
With lightning speed, the assassin raised his gun and fired!
Mack nearly swallowed his tongue. His brain hadn’t processed the violence when the local man with a steel-toe boot fell backward, dead.
“Three,” muttered the assassin. “My backpack, please.” He motioned to Mack who sat the injured man up, removing his gear. “Give me your arm,” demanded the critically injured stranger, removing a syringe. Mack hesitated. “Adrenaline shot,” the assassin explained. “You will need it.”
Mack relented, and a needle entered his arm for just the second time in his life outside of a hospital. Seconds later, his strength roared back as a wave of artificial energy unleashed in his bloodstream.
“No mucho tiempo,” said the assassin in Spanish. 
Mack secured the assassin’s pack over his shoulders and locked his arms around the injured man’s upper torso. “On three,” Mack said. “One…two…three!” Mack hoisted the assassin up and over his body and trotted toward the forest. 
With the assassin draped over Mack’s back, his ‘Friends of Spain’ passenger unleashed a shotgun blast. “Two,” the assassin muttered as the local field hand crashed to the ground. 
Now seventy-five yards into the forest, Mack collapsed, and his injured passenger rolled off to his side. In a frantic search for oxygen, Mack’s chest rose and fell. 
The assassin surveyed Mack’s wounds. There was a red line from his bite wound to his chest. The infection has spread to his heart. “Mierda,” the ‘Friends of Spain’ man cursed, seeing the black and blue contusions through Mack’s ripped shirt. They have punctured his lung. The American is dying. 
Between the silence of two mortally wounded men, Mack heard the freight train of rushing water. Get up before it’s too late, he said to himself. It’s just behind me. Get to the water, Mack. He willed himself to his feet. Unstable, he could barely talk. “They got…they have…radios and machines…and dogs. If there’s anything in your pack to help you, now would be the time to use it.” The assassin nodded. “I’ve got to… It’s time to…go home now,” Mack stuttered, turning and stumbling toward the water.
The assassin guessed where MacNaughton was going. He glanced at his injured leg and knew he’d be joining the man who’d just become his only friend. “Amigo,” he called out. “Please tell me. Where is this home?”
Mack stopped. He gasped for air. It was all he could do to swing his bent torso around. With one hand over his heart and the other signaling to his surroundings, he said, “Right here. In the mountains.”






  
  Chapter 117 

Portal


Stumbling through the forest, Mack didn’t hear the gunshots behind him when he fell into the stream. Rising to his knees, Mack cupped the water in his hands. He stared at the bubbles. Downstream, the water traveled on a steep decline before disappearing altogether. Upstream, the same water flowed from underneath a large boulder. While Mack marveled at the sparkling water’s underground source, a soft white haze drifted across the damp forest floor, gathering at the water’s edge, rising like fog. 
Mack had discovered an ancient, magical stream from deep within the earth. Its life-giving effervescent powers had been there since the dawn of time. Had he continued farther downstream, Mack would’ve seen the magical bubbling water giving birth to the white man’s Toe River—the prettiest river in the land. Once called the Esta’toe River—named by the Cherokee Indians for the princess of their land.
It was time. Mack immersed himself in the cool water, floating on his back. In seconds, the buoyancy of his broken body carried him downstream to the unknown. Disappearing over the edge, Mack’s body shot through the darkness of an underground water tunnel at rocket speed. The freight train of water roared back, but Mack felt content. The slick-rock ride through the depths of the earth was the sound of his dreams. When the downhill ride turned upward, a ramp launched Mack through eons of time. His arms flailed. His stomach turned to knots as he flew through the pitch black, eventually landing in a deep pool of water.
The sound was deafening as Mack rose to the cave’s surface, unable to see. A torrential wall of water fell to his front. A sheet of granite trapped him from behind. Mack trod water, frantic. With nothing to hold on to, he took a deep breath and swam underneath the torrent of water, rising to the surface on the other side. 
With his last bit of strength, Mack kicked toward the shallows just as the dimmest of moonlight reached the falls. Somehow, he’d ended up on the backside of a waterfall and escaped.
Mack’s body lay motionless in the cold water, unable to shiver. This is what death feels like, he wondered, closing his eyes.






  
  Chapter 118 

Proverbial Destiny


The sudden warmth surprised Mack. The freight train of rushing water was a distant memory as Mack opened his eyes to the fingers that stroked his face. A ruby red orb was the first thing that came into his view. Unbeknownst to Mack, the Corazón Del Rey’s seven-pointed star asterism had already been healing his broken body. 
Princess Toey had been humming a little song when Mack laid eyes on her. In all his life, he’d never seen such beauty. There was a smile on Toey’s face as she leaned in close—her blue eyes in love with his, whispering the words Mack had known his entire life: “Te amo, mi amor. I love you, my love.” Then she kissed him. And James MacNaughton knew he was alive.
In the sun-drenched water, Mack held Toey’s hand, rising from prone to seated. Several Indians and men in blue coats stood behind the princess. Mack studied the look on their astonished faces. Two men with reddish-blond beards in Scottish Highland attire could’ve been Mack’s brothers. Another man in a raccoon hat had John Ballow’s black eyes and jaw.
Mack glanced at Toey, recalling his visit to the Cherokee Museum and the 1779 date on her portrait. He remembered Toey’s words while he lay on the hospital bed in 1984. She’d told him to hold on and not die yet because she was waiting for him. 
Something sharp poked Mack’s thigh. He removed a rabbit’s foot from his kilt pocket and stared at it. Then, eyeing his plaid clothes, Mack grasped the bronze belt buckle around his waist and glared at his name, which had been etched into the backside of the metal. He flipped it over and began putting things together. “Hope in God,” his Scottish Clan motto, had been inscribed into the front above a striking stone castle. Mack remembered his journey to the black tentacle tree in the cloud forest, where he saw the same the words in Gaelic carved into the tree bark above a group of red stones inlaid in the shape of a heart. He zeroed in on Toey’s ruby and knew the red gems on the tree and Toey’s treasure were one and the same. His thoughts turned to the tiny words next to the heart on the Spanish map he’d found in the cabin: ‘Corazón Del Rey,’ which translated to ‘Heart of the King.’ He remembered his research at the casino. The ‘Heart of the King’ was an Old Testament bible verse, a proverb:
“The King’s heart is in the hand of the Lord. As the rivers of water, he turneth it whithersoever he will.”
Mack turned to the waterfall behind him. He recalled his conversation with Bill Walkingstick and realized that he was a broken man. God had given him cancer so he could change his life, and now God was giving him a second chance by bringing him back to primordial waters of the mountains and his one true love. Bill Walkingstick and John Ballow knew Mack would return to his guardian angel all along.
Back in the Old World of 2016, a power struggle for the future of humanity had been taking shape. James MacNaughton didn’t know it yet, but one day he’d be involved.
But here in MacNaughton’s New World of 1779, a different story was unfolding. Fiercely independent mountain men were gathering from near and far. What had started in the east in 1776 had spilled into their once quiet mountains. Hell was about to be unleashed. English redcoats were coming.
Realizing where he’d come from, Mack now stared into Toey’s eyes and smiled. It was their time now. But he also knew the old men had been right all along. Strange things did happen in the mountains, but this story wasn’t written in any book. Just before he passed out, James MacNaughton knew why. Because he must have been the one who’d carved the tree in the cloud forest. And the ancient warrior wasn’t dying. Mack was just getting started.
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