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  Prologue

September 2016


Ballow Town, North Carolina
Bill Walkingstick sensed the soundwaves bouncing over the mountaintops before the vibration. It was a lifetime ago when the Cherokee Vietnam Vet had felt the same danger signals in the jungles of Southeast Asia; except this time, the rotors were stealthier.  
After leaving James MacNaughton, a.k.a. “Mack,” at the train bridge a day earlier, the Cherokee Man from the Bird Clan had come to John Ballow’s store to end a long-standing feud. To his surprise, the always-open door of Ballow’s little country store had been locked. Suspecting something wasn’t right, Walkingstick drove to the shopkeeper’s home looking for answers. There were none. But there was plenty of panic from Ballow’s wife as the painted blue-faced man with hair drawn tight to his scalp stood outside her door. Realizing his error, Walkingstick left, steering his vehicle up a long-forgotten cemetery road to a graveyard his ancestors shared with the Ballow family. 
And now, just beyond the granite markers of the deceased French Pioneer Paul-Henri Ballou, Prince Felipe of Spain, and the rock mound of Chief Oconosta, an eagle feather fluttered in Walkingstick’s hair as he gazed toward a puff of smoke rising west of the tallest mountains east of the Mississippi River. It was a signal flare. While the burning orange object lit up the atmosphere near Mack’s last known position, Walkingstick wondered if it was a coincidence. 
Then in came the birds. Fifty feet above the cemetery, the first Blackhawk helicopter veered in from the north just before the second swooped in from the south. Walkingstick studied the anabolic, heavily armed, bearded men hanging from open doors in civilian clothes when the special ops choppers flew directly overhead and west toward the smoke. The Cherokee man knew who the brutes were. The men had likely come from Fort Bragg in the east and were headed straight toward the train tracks.  They were known as “the unit.”
Inside the aircraft, the unit’s occupants communicated by wireless headset to individuals at their base.  
“[Oscar David Alpha Seven to Chaos Red Six, over.]” 
“<< Go ahead ODA7. >>”
“[We’re in the weeds ten clicks from the Search and Rescue location.]”
“<< Maintain low altitude and radio silence.>>” 
Bill Walkingstick watched in amazement as the choppers hovered near the signal flare for less than ten minutes before moving south over the Unaka Mountain Range, eventually turning east, backtracking the same route they had come in on.  
As the Blackhawks flew over for a second time, a sickening feeling came over the Native American because he knew that only someone positioned at the highest levels of the US Government could authorize a Tier 1 military unit deployment on domestic soil. 
Back in one of the choppers, the operators were dealing with an emergency. 
“His pulse is dropping, and he’s bleeding out,” shouted the assault team medic. 
The squadron leader glanced at his watch. “Get the defib ready. Tighten the tourniquet and elevate whatever’s left of his leg. We’re cleared for landing at Womack. They’ll get him fixed up, then cleaned up. This guy looks like he hasn’t shaved or cut his hair in five years.”
Just as the unit leader was about to report, the medic directed his attention to a cluster of raised scar tissue on the injured man’s upper thigh. It was an arrowhead tattoo dyed red with a knife in the center. 
The senior sergeant in charge stared at the carving in disbelief. He studied the rescued man’s face for any sign of recognition, but his bushy black beard and long hair prevented any. After laying out the contents of the assassin’s pack, he signaled to his team: He’s one of us. 
With the mission over, the squadron leader called back to base.
“[Oscar David Alpha Seven to Chaos Red Six, do you copy?]”
“<< Six here, go ahead, Sergeant. >>”
“[SAR Complete. One friendly in custody. Status Victor Sierra Indigo. Very seriously injured. Break. Radio silence.
. . . One friendly missing in action. 
Three KIA by others. Killed in action.
Oscar Mike. On the move.]”
“<< Lima Charlie, ODA7. Loud and clear. Message received 0110440RSEP16.>>”
With the unit gone, Walkingstick’s heart filled with despair. Given everything he’d just seen, Mack, the man he’d waited his entire life to meet, would never get to discover the truth about his Cherokee secret. In all likelihood, he had just been killed or taken hostage. 
As Walkingstick’s truck ambled down the mountain, the blindfolded cave walker, end-of-the-world prepper, former Navy Seal, and part-time Cherokee shaman knew he had one stop to make before heading east to the unit’s base. It was a four-hour drive to Fort Bragg, and whether Mack was dead or alive didn’t matter this second because the crazy old Indian who’d trained his entire life for this moment was damn sure going to do something about it.
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  Chapter 1

September 1779


Chickamauga Settlement, frontier land 
(future state of Tennessee)
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He ran barefoot with six warriors in the shallow water near the great river island in the Tanasi land. Word had come from his loyalist English allies in the north that Cherokee Chief Oconosta had guaranteed safe passage to white settlers heading west and south. Even more alarming was the news that the aging Indian Cacique would soon relinquish his powerful tribal leadership role to his half-white adopted daughter—the Clan’s Beloved Woman, Esta’toe.
Stopping at village after village, the crater-faced leader of an extremist Cherokee splinter group, the Chickamauga, gathered pockets of rebel Indians looking for any reason to fight the colonials. The recruits were Upper Muskogee, Chickasaw, and Shawnee. Their leader’s name was Dragging Canoe, and he wasn’t born Cherokee and could have been a slave, but his parents got lucky. Adopted by Oconosta’s tribe, he got picked on as a child because of smallpox scars the white man gave him. But worse than the scars, he hated his name. In his youthful irrational exuberance, he demanded to be included in a war party. When that group of men awarded a kid the rare honor of carrying a single canoe into battle, the boy of only ten years couldn’t lift it and barely managed to drag it. Hence, the name and the disappointment stuck, and after years of being bullied, he fought back. But his courage had become violence, and by sixteen, he’d become unmanageable.  
Forced out by Oconosta because of his antics while on war parties, he started his own tribe, using kidnapping, torture, arson, and rape in a twenty-year reign of terror against the settlers, and at forty years of age, no one dared use his name for fear of losing more than just their scalp. British redcoats considered him a friend; to French outlaws, he could be an ally. But American settlers had placed a bounty on the spiked black hairs of his head, which had nearly been split in two by a tomahawk; the resulting wound left an inch-wide scar down the middle of his skull, which never grew hair. At this point in his life, he was no longer referred to as Dragging Canoe. Everyone called him what he’d become—The Savage. And revenge against the Cherokee leader was on his mind. 






  
  Chapter 2

September 1779


Paul-Henri Ballou’s trapping cabin, frontier land  
After being pulled from the cold waterfall basin shivering, James MacNaughton had collapsed to the weight of his injuries, sleeping for seventy-two hours when he opened his eyes to the sound of human conversation and the glow of a bright-red ruby dangling from his chest.   
Three feet from Mack’s bunk, a man in a raccoon hat turned to the Cherokee Beloved Woman he’d helped raise.  
“Why you bring him ‘ere, Toey? Using the magic stone forbids interference in people’s lives, no?”
Princess Esta’toe hurried to finish the sketch before answering. For the last three days, she’d been memorializing the dramatic imagery of Mack’s rapid-fire vivid dreams into a foot-high leatherbound artist’s book stitched with twine. 
“I’ve already told you, Uncle Paul,” Toey responded. “It’s not interfering when you love somebody. You know the gifts of the stone allow me to travel anywhere I want. Past or present. Maybe this was God’s intention all along.” 
“Enough of zis, Toey. You speak of all-mighty creator who controls our life with pre-destined plan. I say zis stone is not’ing but magic. I’ll take these two hands and zis rifle with those traps any day over zis ‘ocus-pocus.” 
The daughter of Prince Felipe of Spain and Cherokee Beloved Woman Chota rose from the river-rock floor at Mack’s bedside. “Uncle Paul, we’re not controlling everything, and you know it. With this stack of books, you taught me almost everything I know, and what’s the one thing you always said?” Her Uncle Paul leaned against a four-inch-thick walnut workshelf he’d installed over the summer and sighed as she recited his words. “Not everything that happens in life is written down in a book.” She moved toward Paul. “You’ve been listening to his dreams too. How can he know so much about kings and castles in Scotland, churches and treasures in Spain, and battles with demons called Vikings? He’s describing things as if he’s been there. It’s like he’s lived another life.”
Ballou remained silent, so Toey looked deliberately at Chief Oconosta’s French and Indian War friend, who preferred life on the frontier to the comforts of a burgeoning civilization. “You’ve never been a believer in the Corazón Del Rey,” she said, pointing to Mack’s necklace. “That stone comes from God, Paul. God led me to that horse stable in 1978 so I could be close to Mack and protect him from danger. He didn’t drown when he was a boy because I was there. How did I know I would fall in love with him as he grew up?” Ballou was about to speak when Toey continued. “I’ve been his guardian angel my whole life. And now he’s here.” 
Mack had been listening to the entire conversation. He glanced at a stained-glass window shaped like a Schooner at the back of the cabin. Still groggy from his injuries and the supernatural time-travel experience, he stared at Toey. 
My God, it’s her. She’s flesh and blood. But how can this be? If she’s alive, then it must be somewhere around 1779. How did I get here? All I remember is that damn wolf. He attacked me, and I blacked out. 
Toey realized Mack was awake. The direct descendant of the world-famous De Borbo family rushed to Mack’s side; her caring, warm fingers stroked his ash-blond hair as their eyes locked. Mack’s senses came alive as the smell of Toey’s breath and the rush of eternal love brought their lips together for their second kiss. 






  
  Chapter 3


Paul-Henri Ballou stepped from his cabin to give Toey her privacy and gather his thoughts. He knew this day would come, but he didn’t know how hard it would be. Toey was like a daughter to him, and with Chief Oconosta’s blessing, he’d practically raised her outside of the tribe. She’d spend weeks on end being mentored by him before going back to her village with the mountain of books he’d brought on his schooner from France. He’d taught the Indian girl everything the white man knew except how to love. And who killed her parents. That was a tribal secret that he covered up by saying it was a terrible tragedy during the Cherokee struggles with the settlers.  
And now the Indian girl he’d taught to read and write five languages before she was four had fallen in love with a stranger from the future. Or was he? Was Mack even a stranger? The French pioneer had refused to listen to her stories. What she’d dreamt as a little girl. Her secret love for a boy in another century. He was just like her, she would say, before the adult squashed the talk because the boy hadn’t been born yet. Or so he thought. 
To the Indians and white visitors making husbandry inquiries, Toey was the big prize kept at a distance. Waiting for the proper warrior, Chief Oconosta would explain to the frustrated Native suitors. Though he doubted the stone’s paranormal powers, Paul-Henri Ballou never once questioned the fact that the ruby in the satchel around Toey’s neck had, on more than a few occasions, protected her innocent and beautiful life from savages who would tear her down and make her a squaw. 
As the Frenchman pondered what life would be like if she left, the corner of his black-colored pupils picked up movement in the tall reeds of the meadow. It was a two-legged creature. Ignoring the intruder, Ballou turned in the opposite direction, easing his hand over the sling attached to his rifle while studying the trees. If additional intruders were closing in, animal noise and bird activity would sound the signal, but if he waited any longer, an arrow would be stuck in his back.
With blinding speed, the Frenchman came about, took aim, and fired!
The Indian was fifty feet away when the lead ball sliced the feather dangling from his hair in half. Frozen in fear, the Native man of no more than twenty-five remained motionless. 
Toey burst from the cabin, taking a position next to her uncle. Seconds later, she lowered her rifle. “Paul, look how he’s dressed. He’s a messenger, and you shouldn’t have fired.”
Toey’s uncle threw his weapon over his shoulder. He’d missed on purpose. “I tell them Indiene, you want to see Paulie; you make noise. He make sound next time fer sure.” 
Esta’toe gave a face and approached the unarmed man, who hadn’t moved. 
“Who are you, and what business do you have?” Toey asked, unfamiliar with the face.”Greetings, Beloved Woman. My name is Wa’ya, Nantahala trading path scout. I have urgent message from Chief Oconosta.” 
Toey knew most of the tribe’s scouts, but this was a new face, and she had to be careful, as the Cherokee role in feeding colonial troops had made her an unwitting target for English Loyalists. 
“You can give me the message now,” Toey said, holding her hand. “But tell me first. Who is the fairest maiden in the land?” Toey nearly giggled when she said it. The Bavarian fairy tale she’d loved as a girl had morphed into a secret code between her and the chief.  
The messenger confidently said, “The white bubbles of the magical river.” 
Toey smiled, grabbed the note, then turned to her uncle. “Paul, get this well-spoken young man something to eat and drink, please.” 
When the scout had left, Toey opened the correspondence. 
“War at hand. Chickamaugas gather. Come to Joara immediately. It is time to take your place, Oconosta.”
Toey gasped. For the last year, the man who’d adopted her after her parents had been killed had begun to talk openly about making her his successor. Now, with the colonial conflict on the horizon, Chief Oconosta believed that Toey was the only one capable of uniting the scattered lower, middle, and upper Cherokee towns in a final attempt to make a lasting peace with the settlers. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, but the dangers were vast. Most males accepted women in leadership positions, but the role of Cacique could be a step too far. And what of her newfound love? What if Mack didn’t love her? The doubt was gnawing at her, and she stood in the meadow, torn over the future.
Ballou dismissed the scout after seeing Toey’s face. There was redness and water in her eyes. 
“I have to leave, Paul,” Esta’toe said, handing him the note. “It’s what we talked about.” Toey glanced at the cabin and back to her uncle. “Why is all this happening at once?”
Ballou didn’t know the how or the why, but he knew his girl could handle it. “I will saddle you up. Take ze garden path. It is safer. The dogs will alert to any intruders,” he said, suspicious of the messenger who hadn’t come in on the cabin’s two main paths but had somehow found the Frenchman’s hidden valley escape route through the meadow and straight up the mountain on a game trail to the boulder above. 
“Watch after him, Paul. I’ll be back when this is settled,” she said, passing through the cabin door for a seat next to Mack, who was sleeping. 
“Take zee stone, Toey. You will be traveling alone,” Ballou said as Toey held Mack’s hand and leaned in. 
“Te llamo, mi amor,” Toey whispered, kissing her true love’s cheek. “I love you. Get better now. When I come back, I want you all to myself.” 
After saying goodbye, Toey rose, hugged her uncle, and mounted her horse. 
“Where is the ruby, young lady?” Ballou asked. He knew Toey could defend herself in nearly every situation, but he was extra precautious. “The ride is nearly a full day. It is best to travel with its shield of proteccion, no?”  
“Let Mack hang on to it a little longer,” Toey called out. “There’s not much civilization for most of the way. Besides,” she said with a smirk, “I’m pretty certain I don’t need it.”
Ballou raised a brow. “And just why is zat?” 
Princess Esta’toe giggled, and as the horse trotted forward, she threw her arms in the air, teasing her uncle yet again. “Ya see these hands? I’ll take these ten fingers with this here rifle and knife over that red stone hocus-pocus any day of the week.”
Beat me again, Ballou thought, smiling. 
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With Toey out of sight, Ballou turned toward the cabin.
Nantahala éclaire mon cul. Scout my ass. Zat Indiene taught to speak from book.
Threading a barely visible string through a copper bell supported by two sticks, Ballou stepped over the crudely made cabin door alarm and placed a rifle at Mack’s bedside.  
“Wake up, compagnon,” the Frenchman said, shaking Mack from his slumber. “I leave for za day. You hear a bell ring, shoot first, ask questions later.” Mack’s host answered his question before he could get it out. “She will be gone for a while. When she returns, I do not know. Serious things are happening around zis country. When I come back, you and I need to have talk about her.”
He’s questioning my motives for Toey, Mack said to himself. At that moment, he felt his strength return, and he sat up, casting aside the Frenchman’s worries about Toey. 
“Can I come with you?”  
The Frenchman shook his head, shocked by his visitor’s physical condition. Mack’s life-threatening injuries suffered in the future—a wolf attack and hours of torture in a drug den by Stitch Ballow and his gang of outlaws—had healed entirely. “You no go where Paul hunt. Eat now,” he said, pointing to several containers on the walnut table. 
“What are you hunting for?” Mack asked. 
As the fur-trapping French and Indian War veteran made his way out the cabin door, he hollered, “Indienes.” 
Mack was stunned. In his 2016 world, hunting usually meant killing something, and he was pretty sure the term hadn’t changed over the centuries. If Ballou intended to kill another human being, what kind of man was he dealing with?  






  
  Chapter 4 


Mack stepped outside the trapper’s cabin for a peek at his surroundings and a walk to the same stream where, approximately ten days earlier in the year 2016, the sound of that water had led him to recall his childhood near-death drowning experience in the Toe River. 
Off to his left, red-berried ginseng plants dotted a sloped mountain landscape teeming with orange, fluorescent sugar maple trees. Mack wondered when the first blast of cold, wet weather snapped the breathtaking fall colors into being. As he took in the scene, everything seemed surreal, and he grasped the satchel around his neck, which held the ruby that emitted some kind of a force that felt comforting. Just then, he remembered his cancer. He couldn’t feel the lump below his shoulder blade anymore. 
I heard them talking in there. Toey said she could come in and out of my life because of this stone. But then she said all this could have been God’s plan the entire time. And Bill Walkingstick did say that I was given cancer to bring me back to the mountains so I could find her. So he and John Ballow knew all along, and that was the big secret. Hang on! How could they have known if I’ve just now traveled back in time? This isn’t making any sense. 
While a stiff wind rustled through the tops of the trees, hunger pains distracted Mack’s thoughts. On his way back to the cabin, he made a promise. If the universe’s everlasting creator had allowed him to travel back in time, then he wouldn’t question the reason, the how, or the why. From this point forward, he would trust God’s plan for his life. And he would embrace the gift of a new life. The one he wanted to create with Toey as his wife. 






  
  Chapter 5


Ten minutes into Toey’s journey, she dismounted and removed her moccasins for the  “walk of a thousand hooves,” a phrase her Uncle Paul had coined for what he’d deemed a Cherokee girl’s rite de passage into the wilderness, a hundred-yard slog through an intersection of deer trails a foot deep in mud. Although she was all grown and could have ridden through it, stepping bare foot through mud grounded her to the earth, calming her spirit, which she needed now more than ever. 
Fifty steps into the mush, the daughter of a Spanish Prince from the House of Bourbon tied up her horse and stepped to the left, veering down a side route toward a holler her uncle had renamed the Jardin d’Eden, the Garden of Eden. 
A strange mist now rose from the lower elevation below, engulfing Toey as she entered the holler, a mysterious tiny valley between mountains that Chief Oconosta had called the Cherokee bubble world when she was a child. It was a real place created at the dawn of mankind where her ancestors coexisted with the spirits of plants, animals, mountains, rivers, and caves. 
“There is great knowledge to be obtained from the spirits in this world,” Chief Oconosta had told his adopted daughter so long ago. “But never enter this place alone, for you are a Christian, and the spirits of the underworld dwell in this realm. It is here at the birthplace of creation where you will understand life’s meaning. But it is here where you will be tempted beyond your capacity to resist.” 
Just then, a frog-like croak from above penetrated every inch of Toey’s soul. As the princess turned to leave, a voice called out. 
“Come in, my beloved. It is peaceful inside.” 
“Who are you?” Toey called out to the mist which surrounded her. 
“Come closer to the light,” the voice answered. 
Toey squinted. As the mist disappeared to green pastures, a bright, blazing crest surrounded by sparks of fire gleamed in her eyes. 
“I’ve been sent to help you,” said the voice behind the fire. 
“Are you the heavenly one, Galvladi’ehi?” Toey asked. 
“I am not the one you call God, but you may worship me. There are many who do.”
Toey was about to ask a question when the object spoke. “My body glows like the branches of a burning bush, and the streams of fire you see come from the diamond on my head. It is the truth, diamond.”
Just then, a foul stench filled the air. Toey recoiled at the smell as the object continued. 
“I know why you came here, Princess.”
“You do?” Toey asked.
“It’s about him.”
The Cherokee woman froze. She remembered Oconosta’s warning but couldn’t pull away. 
The object moved closer. “You want the answer to the question ‘Does he love me?’” 
“I do not,” Toey shot back. “And how do you know about him? He just arrived.” 
As Toey waited for the answer, two horns sprouted from the creature’s diamond head. She slowly retreated backward when it spoke. 
“The man who has traveled through time loves many women.” 
“What do you mean? He came here to be with me.” 
“Of course, he did. But you haven’t exactly been saved for him, have you?”
The question hit Toey like a slash of knives in her stomach. “What are you talking about? I’ve never been—”  
The creature cut her off. “I know your darkest fears and shame. You still wonder if the English Colonel violated you, don’t you?”
“Nothing happened,” Toey blurted. 
The creature objected. “I beg to differ, my princess. You were at a dinner party in Morganton when the pale-faced fellow from Liverpool slipped a sedative into your drink. Or don’t you remember?” 
As Toey tried to recall the timeline of events, the diamond-head object moved closer. “Don’t worry about your virginity, though, because the traveler won’t care. The man you supposedly love enjoyed the flesh of another woman just days before his arrival.”
A sickening feeling came over Toey as the doubt roared back. With the stone’s power, she’d always sensed when Mack faced imminent danger and had been there to help, but the blessing of the stone forbade her from interfering with the non life threatening events of Mack’s everyday life, including what happened later that night at the hostel in the future. 
“And this is the same man who now holds your Christian stone,” the object said in a slithery voice. “What a pity you have wasted the prime years of your life waiting for him.” 
Just then, Toey focused on the burning branches. Her eyes had deceived her. They were glistening scales! A shiver went up her spine when the creature’s actual shape appeared. It was Uktena! The great horned snake of the underworld. 
Toey didn’t waste any time. She reversed course, sprinted from the bubble world through the mud, jumped on her horse, and never looked back. A mile down the trail, she pulled back on the reins, content with a gallop. But as Mack’s guardian angel made her way to Joara for the most critical council meeting of her life, the youthful future Cherokee leader had already made her third mistake of the day. Not recognizing the false messenger and traveling without the stone were two of them. Leaving footprints in the mud was the third.






Chapter 6
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French colonial Paul-Henri Ballou knew the forty square miles of land around his cabin like the back of his hand. In 1753, when he’d boarded his two-mast vessel to pursue a bourgeoisie life in the New World, the accomplished twenty-eight-year-old Parisian had a plan. A week after his topsail ship reached land, he sold the schooner, purchased an estate in Morganton for his kids, divorced his cheating wife, and started a new life smack in the middle of a hostile Indian country. 
After spending nearly half his life in the wilderness, the fifty-four-year-old had been tracking the infiltrator up the sun-starved ravine toward the boulder when he heard a branch break fifty yards ahead. I got ’im, Ballou said to himself. Calculating the time it would take the Indian spy to reach the brown waters of the Watagi, the Frenchmen abandoned the cabin escape route, descending back through the meadow for the shortcut trail, which would put him at the river minutes ahead of the spy. 
As he went downhill, Ballou knew how to get a confession. It was dastardly, but as he’d learned during his nine years smuggling supplies to both sides of the French and Indian combatants in what had become the first world war, spies had to be dealt with immediately and harshly.
It wasn’t just the young Indian’s polished speech that gave him away. The fur-trapping man who raised Princess Esta’toe picked it up immediately. It was the messenger’s feet. Not only were his moccasins hard-soled, but they were brand new, and no Cherokee in his right mind would cover his feet in an early September Forest. 
Nearing the end of the shortcut path, Ballou disappeared off the trail into the thickets with his head on a swivel, alert for any sign of the infiltrator’s party. There was none. After following the Watagi north, he reached the cabin escape route trail, and the coast was clear. Almost there, he said to himself, ascending the animal path he’d climbed more times than he could count. 
As the game trail veered left, the quietness of the forest quickly gave way to the sounds of rushing water as the cabin escape path meandered along the steep slope of the Watagi River valley. With each foot forward, Ballou watched the fast-flowing water smash against jagged rocks before it banked a sharp right turn, disappearing under a granite bald jetting out and over the ravine. But the granite rock ledge and its path weren’t visible from the trail. Suspended nearly a thousand feet above the water, the cliffside was a secret hiding place Ballou had shown Toey as a girl. It was a special spot where picnics, rock carvings, and memories were made. Where a man who missed the company of his children throughout the school year could listen to the river and drown out the hardships of the day, remembering what full-time family life had been like. The big rock had meaning in Ballou’s life, but today, as he waited fifty feet upwind from its secret entrance, his conscience bothered him. He trusted his judgment, but deciding to premeditate killing a man was no easy task. Deep down, he knew it had to be done. The harsh reality of life on the frontier meant that if he got killed, he’d no longer be around to protect the one thing that truly mattered to him—Toey. As he waited in ambush, he thought about the source of the betrayal. Whoever knew his escape route had to be somebody close. And that somebody needed to be sent a message.
As the young Indian skipped down the trail, he visualized the pile of white man’s money and fire water which would reward his deception. His conscience didn’t bother him. Oconosta’s daughter had crossed the line. Not only was she helping the settlers, but her influence was spreading. The chief’s daughter was becoming somebody outside of the tribe. The Cherokee traitor didn’t care what Esta'toe's capturers would do to her because she was half-white, making her the worst traitor.  
Just as the Indian made visual contact with the man in a raccoon hat, he knew his life was over. He just didn’t know how it would end.  
Minutes after Ballou forced the Indian through the bushes onto the rock ledge, the Native spy stood near the edge of the cliff, scared and confused by the behavior of his heavily tanned, stoic French capturer as he sat on the granite bald casually etching a loose stone with a knife and a stick of charcoal. So far, the only direction the Indian had received from the white man was to pray to the Great Spirit Galvladi’ehi and then jump. 
With the rock drawing complete, Ballou rose to his feet. “I make a bet. You are wondering why, no?” The false messenger raised a brow. “Why does my capturer not ask me questions?” The infiltrator nodded. “To say the truth, Paulie ask himself zis same question.” With the butt of his rifle, the great ancestor of John Ballow signaled for the Indian to move closer to the end of the cliff. “But I have been around these mountains a lot longer than you, so I alreadie know ze answers. You talk fancy and don’t ‘ave any supplies. I guess you came in from the south and somebody wait downriver for Toey. You would take her, no?” The spy’s face confirmed it. Ballou motioned to the water beyond the cliff and smirked. “Ze river current down there move pretty fast. With so much speed, the people waiting on you will see your body float’ing in ten minutes.”
While the infiltrator digested his capturer’s statement, Ballou dropped his rifle and seized his much smaller hostage. 
“Ne t’inquiète pas mec. Don’t worry, boy,” the pioneer trapper shouted, manhandling the rock carving tied to a slip knot over the spy’s head. Just before pushing his hostage over the edge, Ballou offered a few final words. “We are so ‘igh up you will feel not’ing.”















      [image: image-placeholder]
Headquarters Building, Green Dragoons (King George’s Provincial Regiment), Tarleton Plantation

“I beg your pardon, sir,” said the guard knocking at the door. “There’s an urgent message from the Nantahala trading path.”
The commanding officer wanted to say, “What could be so important as to interrupt my tea?” but didn’t. Rising from his desk, the English cavalry officer slipped on his green jacket and adjusted his wig.  
“Come in, private.” 
“Colonel Tarleton, His Majesty’s loyal subjects had picked up a lead on the Cherokee rebel woman. When they sent a Native scout to confirm her location, the scout’s body washed up in the Watagi river a few hours later with this attached.” The enlisted dragoon set a charcoal-stained stone tied to a rope on his commander’s desk. 
The head of the English militia unit sprung from his chair, grasped the stone, and stared at the sketch of a forked tongue rattlesnake coiled up and ready to attack. There were five words below the carving: 
“Ne marche pas sur moi”
“Sir, we’ve translated the French to mean ‘don’t tread on me,’ and our intelligence confirms this to be the rallying cry for several eastern colonial militia groups, but we are uncertain—” Colonel Tarleton cut him off. 
“Stop already, you wanker. It would seem the minds of our intelligence officers remain as dull as our infantry troops.” 
The Crown militia officer appointed by Lord Cornwallis himself headed to the office window. “This is no rallying cry; this is not the open battlefield. What you see on that stone is quite simply a message.”
“But what does it mean, sir?” 
“The rebels are taunting us, private. It means that if we go after Esta’toe and threaten the colonial food supply, they’ll hit back twice as hard.”  






  
  Chapter 7

September 2016


Fayetteville, North Carolina
With 60,000 active troops, 30,000 additional residents, 250 square miles of land, two airfields, and a bordering support town of 200,000 civilians, the United States Army base at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, comprises one of the largest military installations in the world. In addition to its role as headquarters of the US Army, Army Reserve, and National Guard, the base and its dozens of support units, including artillery, police, medical, and intelligence brigades, is also home to the 82 nd Airborne Division, the Green Berets of the 3rd Special Forces Group, and a classified select unit of the United States Joint Special Operations Command referred to by planners as Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta, more commonly known as DELTA FORCE. 
Rumored to be stationed at Pope Field on the base in a nuclear-proof underground bunker, Bill Walkingstick knew there wasn’t a chance in hell he could get a meeting with the Delta Force commander, so the crazy old Indian did the next best thing. After zooming past Ft. Bragg’s guard gate, he parked his stolen car at a stunning lakefront lodge bordering the base, located the dining facility, and handed the bartender a note with a hundred-dollar bill.
“This better not be a joke,” said the retired master sergeant turned civilian cocktail server.
Walkingstick set his smartphone on the bar and hit play. Earlier in the day, he’d run to his truck to capture a recording of the Blackhawks as they hovered over Mack’s position. But fast-roping commandos were only part of the story. What the Cherokee man found at the scene below the flare and before his four-hour journey to the base was even more shocking. 
The barman’s eyes widened. “Be right back.”  
When the lodge employee disappeared, the Cherokee man hit stop on his burner phone, replaying the scene in his head. All he could think about was Mack lying in a pool of blood after he’d been tortured. The three dead bodies scattered about the drug den near the train tracks were riddled with holes, but Mack was nowhere to be found. If there was any chance of Mack being alive, this was his only shot at it. He didn’t care about the danger to his own life. As the minutes ticked by, the bartender returned with a worried look. The intended target of Walkingstick’s bravado had just arrived. 
The text of Walkingstick’s message to the bartender was the last thing the Cherokee man remembered as 50,000 volts of electricity shot through his body.  
“Delta Force murdered three civilians this morning. I have video.”






  
  Chapter 8  


Nestled between a sixteen-unit apartment complex and a tin-roof industrial building, the overgrown triple-wide lot on the banks of the Cape Fear River in southwest Fayetteville looked like any ordinary abandoned property in a once popular section of town. But looks can be deceiving. Protected by a triple barbed wire fence and a half dozen Belgian Malinois, locals knew to keep their distance from the electronic gate and scary dogs as the blacked-out vans came and went.    
So when one of the vans arrived to deposit its cargo in the late-afternoon, dwindling sun, no one in the neighborhood batted an eye as the vehicle entered the property and disappeared in the trees, stopping a quarter mile down the river at what could best be described as an oversized tool shed.  
With the vehicle parked, a muscular, bearded brute in civilian clothes opened the van door and escorted Bill Walkingstick through the shed’s entrance while two others led the lodge bartender to the back of the structure. 
When they stepped inside, Walkingstick’s guard guided the Cherokee man to a stool in the middle of a twelve-foot room connected to three others by soundproof doors.   
“Remove his hood and restraints, Sergeant,” barked a commanding voice in the room. 
The enlisted man cut the zip tie attached to the Indian’s thumbs and tossed his head covering aside. 
Walkingstick felt relief. After waking from the shock of the stun gun attack with his arms fastened behind his back, his shoulders slumped forward, his arms dangling loose at his side. Three men in headsets soared over laptops while a single guard remained behind the Indian and to his side. Behind the computers was a plastic folding table with a blanket over it.
“If you were looking for attention, you came to the right place,” said the man in charge, as Walkingstick took his seat. With a glance at his computer screen, the commander stood. “You obviously knew how to find us, which is surprising in itself. But I’ll be dead honest with you. What’s more surprising is the fact that we know nothing about you. You don’t even have any fingerprints, which I hate to say is bad for a man in your predicament. But we’ll touch on those particulars in a minute,” he said, motioning for the covered table to be placed in front of his hostage. 
Walkingstick eyed the bulges underneath the blanket. During the trip to the base, he’d rehearsed a script, preparing himself for the brutality that might await. 
The commander paced around his hostage. “Why don’t you start by telling us your name?”  
The Cherokee man stared at his capturer defiantly.  
The officer nodded his head. “Okay, fair enough, I’ll tell you mine first. I prefer to go by Major Greene. You see all these men around you?” The military officer pointed to his companions with smirks on their faces. “We’re known as the Team Green Machine. The Combat Applications Group, to be more specific. We don’t even exist, but I can tell you with absolute certainty that we’re alive, and we’re damn sure mean as hell.” The commander shot a twisted look at his soldiers before addressing his hostage. “You remember that little ditty from that famous football movie filmed in prison?” The Cherokee man raised a brow just as Major Greene signaled like a conductor to his men.
“Mean machine,” the men whispered as one. 
“Mean machine,” the soldiers chanted a little louder.
“Mean machine,” the men from Team Green sang out together. 
“Mean machine!” the Delta-Force commandos screamed. 
Walkingstick closed his eyes, silently repeating the letter and number combination he’d memorized in the truck ride: “RDTZFMMDP.”
With the antics finished, Major Greene high-fived his men and returned to his hostage. “That little stunt you pulled at the lodge could have national security implications. To put it mildly, the accusation of the crimes described in your message, if they did in fact exist, could end the careers of some outstanding individuals, including those in this room.”
Confident he could repeat the letters and numbers under duress, the aging Vietnam War Veteran and Native American now spoke deliberately. “I came here to make an exchange. You tell me everything about the mission, including the man you hauled out of there, and I give you photos of your helicopters and the bodies.” When he’d finished, Walkingstick studied the commander’s eyes for signs of evasion. He wasn’t sure anyone had been taken from the site but had thrown it out there in an attempt to pick up information.
The officer turned to a soldier on one of the laptops. Receiving a nod, he continued. “We’re pretty certain wild animals have swept that area clean and found nothing,” the commander said confidently, approaching his hostage. “I’m not sure you know how this works. We didn’t bring you off base to trade for information. We came to extract it,” he said, lifting the cover from the table, revealing a syringe, two DVDs, a bucket of water, and a dog collar. 
“Waterboarding’s for the bartender you handed that message to,” he continued. “But it could be for you as well,” he said. “Believe me, after that liquid soaks into the bartender’s lungs, he’ll never mention this incident again.” The commander eyed his stoic hostage. “It could be way worse for you, however. Are you sure you won’t tell us your name?”
Walkingstick remained silent. A half minute later, the commander snatched the remaining items from the table, leaving only a syringe and a vial of scopolamine. As he walked to the back of the room, he motioned to the guard behind his hostage. “Now about that video . . .”   






  
  Chapter 9

1779


Headquarters Building, Green Dragoons (Tarleton Plantation) 
After a Pennsylvania musket ball wound turned infectious, newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, a twenty-five-year-old, Oxford-educated, loyalist militia leader from the English city of Liverpool, had spent the last nine months living the quiet life in the foothills of the North Carolina Colony’s Watagi River Valley. But outward appearances of life in Tarleton’s universe were not how they appeared. Between his cavalry unit’s confiscation of colonial cattle and other food supplies, he’d spent nearly every day cracking a whip into the backs of his two hundred slaves. Like his negroes, Tarleton’s tobacco farms, along with his penchant for gambling and womanizing, were an inheritance from his paternal grandfather. But while profiteering on the blood, sweat, and tears of others wasn’t exactly a novel concept, the brutality displayed by this privileged young white man in what had primarily been a civilized war most certainly was. Lord Cornwallis’ handpicked militia leader had been purposely reassigned to heal his injuries because he’d slaughtered 113 Virginia Continentals who had raised the white flag, laid down their arms, and surrendered. Disgusted by Tarleton’s “take no quarter” actions, General George Washington’s letter to Congress described the shooting of unarmed men as a turning point in the war.  “Tarleton,” as Washington put it, “killed not for country, honor or money. The Butcher of Britain took life just because he could. It was about power. The ultimate act of pure evil,” said the American general from Virginia. 
Now, as the fully recovered Butcher of Britain poured over his new orders in the luxury of his plantation office, an enlisted soldier positioned on the rooftop of the headquarters building spotted a distinct flash in the distance. It was a perimeter signal from a sentry stationed a quarter mile away. Two subsequent flashes from the mirror confirmed the information: 
“Indians approaching”







  
  Chapter 10

2016


Delta Force Debriefing Compound, outskirts of Fayetteville, North Carolina
“Hey, Chief,” said the commander two minutes after the injection into his Indian hostage’s arm. “How you feeling? You don’t mind if I call you Chief, right?”  
Bill Walkingstick’s face remained stoic. The commander’s polite opening salvo was the first in what could very well be several not-so-polite sessions to come. RDTZFMMDP, he repeated to himself. 
“Once we see your pearly whites, we can start talking,” the officer said, checking his watch. There was a tinge of surprise in his eyes as he pondered the time. Three minutes and counting. It’s like he wanted that needle in his arm. 
The Indian felt the first heat wave and smiled. Methylenedioxymethamphetamine. MDMA. I knew it. Ecstasy practically grows naturally in my backyard, he almost said aloud.
“We’re going to have a little question and answer about who you are, how you came to be in the exact spot of our training operation this morning, and who else might have access to that video. Capiche?” 
Walkingstick suspected he only had a minute before the truth serum took effect. The US Army had done its research. As a gateway-opening emphatic drug, Ecstasy tore down the emotional wall between him and his capturers. The newly created bond would lower his inhibitions, clearing the way for the truth serum, which the Indian suspected he couldn’t beat unless he placed himself in a trance before the powerful closing chemical took effect. 
The Cherokee man’s eyes widened as he opened his lips. “I am Awolhi. Eagle messenger between heaven and earth. And you are the pale-faced white devil who has betrayed my people for the last time!” Walkingstick sprang to his feet! He kicked the table over! Just as the guard was about to pounce, he smiled from ear to ear. “No, but seriously, meeting you all is very nice.” 
The commandos exchanged glances and then burst out in laughter. 
“Whew! That was a good one, Chief,” Major Greene called out. “You got anything else to say before we ramp things up?” 
Walkingstick stared through his captor while the guard set him back in the chair. As the Ecstasy took full effect, the man from the Bird Clan rerouted his thoughts to the beat of the drum. “RDTZFMMDP.” With each passing second, the beat got louder. . . .
“R-D-T-Z-F-M-M-D-P”
As the soldiers looked on, a strange utterance came from their hostage’s lips. 
“What the hell is this guy saying?” 
“Not sure yet, sir. It’s some Native language.”  
“No kidding, Sherlock,” the commanding officer retorted. “Find it. The last thing I want to do is call that spook at Langley. Pencil pusher O’Brien got us into this mess to begin with.”
One of the commandos on a laptop chimed in. “I may have something, sir. Stand by.” 
“Good,” Major Greene said, addressing the other soldier in private so his hostage couldn’t hear. “What did we tell the CIA about the friendly we picked up earlier?” 
“Nothing more than his health status, sir.” 
“Good,” the commander whispered. “I had a little chat with the doc at Womack. Anybody tries to go above our head on this, and he’ll get in touch. The guy we rescued is one of us. His tattoo confirms it. As soon as he wakes, we need to find out what the hell is happening. I guarantee you our hostage here has no clue.” 
Major Greene circled back to the commando, trying to decipher the hostage’s sounds. “Anything?” He motioned with his lips.  
“It’s coming back as Tsalagi, sir,” the commando whispered. “It’s an ancient Iroquoian language primarily used by the Cherokee people.” 
Major Greene made a few notes, then addressed his men so only they could hear. “You know what we got us here, boys? A regular friggin’ Sequoyah. Now tell me what he’s saying.” 
As the commandos went to work, their Native American hostage computed the injection time and smiled. The truth serum had failed to take hold. Its man-made concoctors had never tested it on a part-time Indian shaman with a medicine cabinet full of homemade elixirs. 
Brimming with confidence, the man who knew Mack’s Cherokee secret opened his eyes and changed his humming tune. It was English this time. 
“R-R-R-R-R”
“That’s an R, sir!” shouted one of the soldiers before getting a look.
“D-D-D-D . . . T-T-T-T . . . Z-Z-Z-Z . . . F-F-F-F . . . M-M-M-M . . . M-M-M-M . . . D-D-D-D . . . P-P-P-P.”
The officer in charge grew excited. Whatever this meant would be deciphered within five minutes. But he didn’t know that his hostage had decided not to wait. 
“W-W-W-W . . . W-W-W-W . . . W-W-W-W”
Major Greene jumped at the chance to beat his subordinates. He punched the internet address in the secure military search engine: “https://rdtzfmmdp.” When nothing came up, he glanced at the others, who shrugged. 
Bill Walkingstick delighted in his capturer’s expressions. Caught between the genius of his creation and the happiness of the MDMA, he flashed his pearly whites and filled in the missing piece. . . .
“Y-Y-Y-Y . . . O-O-O-O . . . U-U-U-U”
The Tier 1 soldiers realized it immediately. Their hostage didn’t have to spell the last word. It was a YouTube video link. The second they heard the soothing voice of Nancy Cornsilk narrating their helicopter flight path through the Unaka Mountains of the Cherokee National Forest, the commandos knew their careers were over.  
“Now, about the man you’re holding hostage,” Walkingstick called out, smiling from ear to ear. 






  
  Chapter 11

1779


Tarleton Plantation 
“Excuse me, Colonel, sir, but we have a contingent of Natives approaching from the southwest.”  
Banastre Tarleton’s head rose from a stack of maps covering the terrain of York County, South Carolina. “Ensign Smith, our orders are to move east and south to the county of York. We are to support His Majesty’s southern conquest of these rebellious colonies by guarding the western flank of Lord Cornwallis himself. Although we await further instruction, it would be a great disservice to the general should we not begin to immediately disrupt the easterly flow of rebel food supplies coming from the mountains.”
“When you say ‘disrupt,’ sir, do you mean to destroy?”
Tarleton smirked. 
The junior officer man attempted to speak when his commander continued. “How many savages?”
“Two dozen, sir, but there could be more. We . . .” Tarleton cut him off.
“Welcome the red-skins with twelve men on horse. Bring the interpreter and make ready the eight-inch howitzer. If their intentions are anything but friendly, place a shot over their nappers so close there had better be hair on the ground when I arrive.” 
“Yes, sir!” the ensign shouted.
When his junior officer had left, Tarleton reread the highlights of his orders.
“Take position along a ridgeline of Monadnock formations overlooking the York plateau. Provide supplies, intelligence, and perimeter security to His Majesty’s troops assembling for the Charleston invasion.” 
Tarleton located the ridgeline on the intelligence maps, noting a particular formation higher than all the others. Pinnacle of Kings, he said to himself, eying the local description for a rock that stood nearly 2,000 feet above the surrounding flat land. I will defend His Majesty’s crown from the King’s Mountain itself.
When the ensign reentered with a frightening look on his face, he found his commanding officer smiling from ear to ear.
“Sir, please forgive me, but our gunner did not exactly follow orders.”
Tarleton jerked his head up. He’d nearly forgotten about the Indians. 
“What the devil is going on, Mr. Smith?” 
“Colonel. There are over a hundred Natives on horseback and almost as many on foot. We are surrounded.”
Tarleton’s eyes widened. Not since England’s war with the French colonials had there been such a large concentration of Indians. “Stop the suspense. Are they friendly?” 
“It’s the Chickamaugas, sir. The one whose nob is scarred by a tomahawk is with them.” 
Tarleton flinched. Just the thought of the spiked black hairs sprouting from either side of the gash sent shivers up his spine. The Savage. “Well, what does he want?”  
A sheet of white replaced the cherry flush skin of the Irish ensign. “He means to take our scalps.” 
Just as Tarleton was about to speak, a heavy object smashed into the wall above his head. It was a tomahawk. Tarleton dismissed his frightened officer. 
“You should have more respect for His Majesty’s property,” said the five-foot-seven pale English officer as the six-foot nearly naked Indian entered the room, headed straight for a crystal decanter where he poured himself a drink. “But I must admit your methods continue to produce results.” The colonel nearly chuckled. “If you could have seen the look on my officer’s face.” 
“Woman. Tonight. Warriors ride hard,” said the man formerly known as a Dragging Canoe. 
“Your men can have all the slaves they want,” Tarleton responded. “But first, we need to discuss His Majesty’s business.”
“Chickamauga recognize no king,” barked the Savage, who finished his drink and poured another. 
The leader of King George’s Green Dragoon Regiment rose from his chair and headed toward a map on the wall. “After your banishment from Oconosta’s territory, I might remind you that King George’s grace extends your rebellious faction the privilege of remaining on the crown’s western frontier.” Colonel Tarleton smirked at the fuse he’d just lit. He knew the Chickamauga needed English whisky.  
KAPLONK! 
Tarleton froze as the Indian’s knife pierced the map above his head. 
Dragging Canoe got in the militia officer’s face. “Do not anger me, English. Chickamauga make no distinction between white men. We kill you the same.”
Tarleton took a step back. “You didn’t bring all these men for barter. What are your intentions here?” 
“Oconosta sign treaty with settlers. They will take everything in trading path. Our people soon have nothing.”
“Is that all?” Tarleton asked, knowing his Indian ally had come prepared for war. “Surely, there must be something more than the trading of furs.”  
The cold black eyes of the Savage bore down on his English host. “Oconosta make woman chief.”  
“You don’t mean, Esta’toe? The rebel Indian witch?”
The Savage stepped to retrieve his knife, unable to hide his disdain. 
Tarleton let out a nervous cackle. A woman, he said to himself, touching a scar on his face. The Cherokee have gone mad. “I hear she has quite the figure, yet no man claims her. Is it true she bears a stone around her neck which shields her from harm?” The Indian didn’t answer, so Tarleton walked to his desk. “Take these,” he called out, tossing a bag of coins. “Consider this an advance payment over and above today’s exchange. Bring this witch and her magic stone to my new location. A good burning at the stake is exactly what this colonial population needs.”  
The Savage perked up. “You leave now, English?”  
Tarleton nodded. “We’ve been given the honor to serve under Lord Cornwallis himself. Here,” he said, pulling a chit from the top drawer. After scribbling a few sentences, he sealed it with his stamp and handed it to the Indian. “From the trading path to Morganton, ally yourself with His Majesty’s loyal subjects. Use any means or methods to crush the rebel sympathizers, including the Cherokee. All debts shall be paid by me.” 
The leader of the Chickamaugas managed a crooked smile. With the backing of the English, The Cherokee Chief would have little choice but to stand down. Not only would Oconosta’s half-white stepdaughter fail to become chief, but it was also possible that within seventy-two hours, she’d become his squaw. Guaranteed. 
“Before you go,” Tarleton said, “there is another matter I’d like you to look into.” The Crown cavalry officer handed his guest a charcoal-stained rock with a rope attached.
The Indian stared at a forked tongue rattlesnake etched into the rock.
“This was fastened around the neck of one of our Native scouts. He’d received a tip on the whereabouts of the Cherokee witch before his body washed up in the Watagi northeast of here.” Tarleton moved closer to the map pinned on the wall. “What I want to know is what might the daughter of a Cherokee chief be doing in such a remote area?” 
The Savage approached the map. He knew the answer, but he kept quiet. The remote land of the upper Watagi had not just concealed his whereabouts during the first white settlers’ war; the lawless territory held a little-known French and Indian secret. 
Tarleton’s gaze rested on his guest. “Whoever killed that scout is close to her. I can feel it.” The privileged plantation owner opened a wood trunk next to his bookshelf. “Here,” he said, unraveling several coils of braided leather attached to a wood swivel handle. “I had this shipped in from Spain. It keeps their beasts in line. We use it on our Negroes. They call it a bull-whip.” The Butcher of Britain flashed a sadistic smile. “Snatch the rebel wench from her hideout. Take this leather and deliver a message on behalf of our King.”  
For a few seconds, the Savage stood poker-faced before taking hold of the whip and heading for the door, chit and coins in hand. 
With the Indian gone, Tarleton poured a drink and felt relief. The Savage was a cold-blooded killer, but at least he was flesh and blood. He wasn’t certain if the wiry-bearded wealthy merchant acting on his behalf in the same Watagi River area could be classified as a human being. No matter who reached her first, the Butcher of Britain knew it was only a matter of time before he properly avenged the three-inch scar Esta’toe had carved into his cheek. 






  
  Chapter 12


Fifty miles northeast of Tarleton’s Plantation, Mack had been skimming through a twelve-inch-thick twine-laced book when Paul-Henri Ballou arrived at the cabin to a roaring fire and a perfectly stacked four-foot-high pile of wood running the entire length of the structure.  Jésus, Mack’s host said to himself. He has hauled and cut five cords by himself.  
Mack heard the commotion and headed for the door. “Thought you could use some help,” he called out.
Ballou didn’t respond. His eyes scanned the ground near the cabin entrance. “Where is ze bell?”  
“It’s on your work table. I didn’t need it.” Mack grasped the ruby around his neck. “There’s something about this stone. I’ve never felt stronger in my life. My sight, my hearing, even the pain in my shoulder is gone.” Mack stopped. He decided not to bring up the cancer in his back.
“You did not eat,” Ballou said, scanning the jars on the table. “A man who has done this much work must have appétit.” 
Mack chose his words carefully, not wanting to offend. “Err . . . about this food. I’m not sure I can eat it.”
The French pioneer set his gear down, pulling a grouse from his backpack. “What you mean?” he said, opening a glass jar filled with animal parts floating in liquid. 
“I’ve never seen food like this. Well, maybe in the movies, but not in person.” Mack realized his error immediately. “Forget that word, movie. I’ve never eaten things like this, and I’m not sure I want to either.”  
Ballou rolled up his shirt sleeve and dipped his arm into the solution. As Mack looked on, the Frenchman placed a chunk of white skin clinging to a hooved animal’s foot on the walnut work table. To Mack’s horror, his host went in for another and handed it to him. Both men stared at each other. Mack fought the queasiness. He suspected this test of manhood would be worse than the knife blade he and Bill Walkingstick slid across their palms. 
After a minute, Mack decided that staring at the appendage was worse than eating it, so he took a bite. Then another chewed through the fat and inhaled the meat until it was gone. 
Ballou did the same, staring at Mack with each bite as if waiting on something. “Let me have that bone,” he said. Mack handed it to his host. “You know what we do with this?” Mack shook his head. “Bouillon d’os. Bone broth. The nutrient stay in the baby pig feet.” Mack froze. “You did not think the swine were grown up, no?”   
The visual was enough for Mack, who sprinted from the cabin, heaving the contents of his stomach near the fire pit. 
Mack’s host emerged with a grin. “You must be tough to live out ‘ere, boy,” he said, tossing Mack’s grouse. “I gut them alreadie. Put zem in boiling water and start plucking. We roast on fire you built and do not want to chew on feathers.” 
Mack recovered and hauled a cast iron pot toward the stream. As the Frenchman stood watching, a soft-white light overtook the setting forest sun. Ballou did an about-face and couldn’t believe his eyes. Rising from the western sky was Venus. Captivated by the Roman goddess of love, the man who’d helped raise Toey since she was a child pondered the meaning of the morning star’s early evening visit when Mack returned with the water and smiled.  
“I’ve seen this twice before, Paul. The first time was right here.”
Mack’s host turned toward him, eyeballing him up and down. 
“I know that needs explaining, and I know how you feel about this stone, but just indulge me for a minute. Take a look around. Why is this star here? How did this forest come to be? You might not believe in this stone, but you better believe there’s a higher power because we’re not in control. No matter how crazy this seems, there are some things in life you have to accept as being real. But to do that, you have to open your mind. You need to have faith. You have to believe as a child would.”
While Ballou took in Mack’s words, fear took ahold of the steely-eyed pioneer as he stood face to face with the same man Toey had spoken about since she was a child. But it wasn’t Mack’s presence or the stars realigning that frightened Ballou the most. What scared him was that an omniscient, all-knowing God with a plan for everyone’s life had allowed him to commit murder. As he and his guest gazed at the miraculous forest light, Ballou wondered if judgment day had fallen upon him.






  
  Chapter 13

2016


Womack Medical Center, Fort Bragg, North Carolina
Thirty minutes after Bill Walkingstick revealed his video to the unit, a blacked-out van stopped in front of the US Army’s Womack Hospital emergency room. After securing a wheelchair for their drugged-up captive, one commando flashed a badge to the hospital security guard, who stood aside while three others escorted the Native American through the electronic security doors toward the elevator. Nurses, doctors, and hospital staff stole sideways glances at the grey-haired man being wheeled through their department.  
Upon entering the elevator, a commando inserted a key and pressed a button. Seconds later, the elevator door opened to a restricted floor. 
“You can stand up now, Chief,” said Major Greene. 
Bill Walkingstick rose from the wheelchair and followed, impressed by the fully staffed space nearly the size of the emergency room itself. “You guys get a private hospital wing?” the Cherokee man asked. 
The commando in charge smirked. “We train pretty hard. Most of us have been patients here at one time or another. But what would you know? You’re just a civilian.” 
Walkingstick chuckled. His implied threat of someone on the outside releasing the YouTube video should any harm come to him had worked. As they approached the room where he guessed an injured Mack was being kept hostage, he whispered under his breath, “Civilian, my ass.”
“Here he is,” said the commander, pointing to a heavily bandaged unconscious patient hooked up to a ventilator and several other machines. 
The man from the Bird Clan did a double-take. Every inch of the injured man’s body seemed blanketed in bushy black hair.
“This isn’t James MacNaughton,” he said, turning to the commandos.  
“Oh, was that whom you were looking for?” the commander asked sarcastically. “Since we have an arrangement, I can tell you that he’s the one that got away. We tracked what we believe to be his boot prints down to a stream before we had to break off,” said the Delta operator. 
The Indian’s mind was nearly frantic. He’d seen at least three people dead near Mack’s last known position. Was this the man responsible? “Who the hell is this guy?” Walkingstick asked.
“I’m pretty certain he was on a mission to kill this James McNaughton.” 
The Cherokee man felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. My God. His eyes went back to the major. “Who sent him?” 
“We’re not obligated to answer that,” the commander said, motioning to his troops. “This matter is now closed. My men will see you out. As per our agreement, you’ll be shuttled to the west side of the Cherokee National Forest in Tennessee. Don’t ever show your face around here again.” Walkingstick went to leave when Major Greene blocked his path. “Oh, and one more thing,” he whispered ominously. “If that video goes public, it’s not just you who will come to an end. We might pay a little visit to your narrator as well. Do you read me, Chief?”  
Walkingstick blinked. Greene’s comments went in one ear and out the other as the gravity of the situation playing out seemed to escalate by the hour. Mack had been targeted for elimination. By who? And why? 
As the Cherokee man stepped around Greene, he had no idea of the forces being allied against Mack. They were powerful forces spanning multiple centuries without earthly boundaries. 






  
  Chapter 14

1779


More than an hour had passed since the morning star’s evening visit to Ballou’s cabin. Ever since the supernatural event, Mack’s French host hadn’t said a word. After roasting the grouse, Mack broke the ice. “Earlier today, you said you wanted to have a chat. I’m assuming it’s about Toey?”  
The fifty-four-year-old trapper kept silent.
Mack persisted. “I’ve heard enough to know that you’ve had a hand in raising her. You probably think I’m here to take her away, right?” 
Mack’s host nearly lost it. “Ma fille! She is half your age!” he shouted.  
“That’s what this is all about? You think I’ll corrupt her because I’m older?” The Frenchman nodded.  “That’s bull $%@” Mack blurted. “Love is blind and can give two people a fresh start. Hell, it can even transcend time.” Mack wanted to move on from the subject. “You should try looking at it from my perspective.”
“What you mean by zat?” Ballou asked. 
“I was seven when Toey first appeared on the river. Fourteen when I almost died in the hospital from a motorcycle accident. Did she tell you she came to rescue me on those occasions?”  Ballou nodded. “I’m glad she did because she was all grown up, and I was a child. Now I’m an adult, and I’ve traveled back through time, and here’s the thing.” Mack paused for effect. “Toey hasn’t aged a bit to me.” 
Ballou took Mack’s statement in. The stranger from the future had made his point. As dusk turned to darkness, the Frenchman’s anger began to subside, and they sat down for dinner. They ate peacefully, taking in the beautiful night, oblivious to the trap which Toey had just walked into only twenty-five miles away. 






  
  Chapter 15


Located in a fertile river valley at the base of the mountains filled with black and smoke, Nantahala trading post served as a base camp for mountain men, Indians, and outlaws swapping pelts for hardtack, beef jerky, and all the rye whisky a man could shake a stick at.  
Along with a general store, the outpost included a blacksmith shop, several barns, a butcher house, and a three story inn fit for a king. 
There was an excitement that filled the air when the adopted daughter of Chief Oconosta arrived on her spotted gray horse. Toey was the most beautiful sight most of the men at the outpost had ever seen, and for some of the most rugged, outside their mother and sisters, she was the only woman they had ever seen. Esta’toe was a household name by the time she was seven. The tale of the Indian girl who looked like them and spoke several languages was impressive enough, but the fact that she might be a princess—a direct descendant of the King of Spain bequeathed with a magic stone and deep-blue eyes vaulted her to legend status among men who believed in changelings, fairies, and elves. 
As Esta’toe pulled the reins on her horse veering toward the inn, she studied the eyes of the men who now stared at her. Their eyes were the eyes of men who’d just heard that freedom was about to be taken away. 
While Toey secured her horse, a man in a blue coat stepped onto the inn’s crème-colored patio. 
“I didn’t know you were coming. Our meeting in Morganton is still a few days away,” said Joseph McDowell, a twenty-two-year-old colonial militia leader from the east who’d sacrificed his comfortable life solely because of the British proclamation forbidding Americans from moving west.
Toey climbed several steps and handed Oconosta’s message to the militia man. 
A wall of worry flashed over the young rebel’s face. 
“What’s wrong, Mr. McDowell?” Toey asked. 
“Dragging Canoe wouldn’t be heading this way without British backing.”
Toey took the note back. “I don’t think you can come to that conclusion.”
“Why else would he leave the Tanasi land?” 
Toey frowned. “There’s more to it, I’m afraid.” 
The militia leader trained by Paul-Henri Ballou raised a brow. “What is it?”
Toey took a deep breath. “Oconosta intends to make me chief. My guess is Dragging Canoe found out somehow.”
“Wow,” McDowell exclaimed. “I never thought . . .  I mean, are you going to accept?”
Toey felt a wave of uncertainty. “Not sure,” she said. “This is happening so fast. I know I could do it, but it’s just that—” McDowell interrupted. 
“Of course, you could do it,” McDowell said faintly. “But because you’re a woman, you’ll have to work twice as hard to prove yourself.” The militia leader’s tone turned downcast. “Now, as the potential future leader of your tribe and our important ally in the fight against King George’s tyranny, I need to warn you about something.” 
Toey’s eyes widened. “What?” she asked. 
“To this point, our arrangement with Chief Oconosta has been off the record because we’ve been dealing with you. Taking his place and continuing our business means you’re officially choosing sides for your people.” The young rebel lowered his voice. “If things don’t work out for us,” he said, pointing to his white cheek, “it could be awful for the Cherokee. Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?” 
Toey gulped. “I think I know what we’re in for.” 
“Very well,” McDowell said, acknowledging the Cherokee woman’s courage. “Come with me,” he said, turning toward the door. “We’ve been downstairs in a meeting for the last hour.”  
“About what?” Toey asked, following.   
“Can you believe it took the British nearly four years to determine where most of the Continental Army’s food supplies come from?”
Toey stopped, realizing the significance of the militia man’s statement. 
“You don’t mean?” 
“Yep. They’re here. Twenty redcoats on a farm outside of Morganton, and that’s just the start of it. As we speak, a fleet of ships converges on Cape Hatteras and an entire British army moves south through Virginia. Our spies tell us General Cornwallis has decided to lead the charge himself. The full-scale invasion of North Carolina is less than thirty days away.” 
Just before Toey entered the meeting, the pain of this realization and guilt took hold. What have I done to Mack? He’s fought in two wars in his life and been through so much, and now there’s another one coming. It was selfish of me to bring him here. I can’t expect him to participate, but what if we get attacked? He might end up fighting, and if he fights . . . Toey had a terrifying thought but shelved it as she stepped through the door. 
“Gentlemen,” McDowell announced to the group. “Most of you know Esta’toe from the Cherokee tribe.” Toey smiled at a few friendly faces. “I’ve asked her to sit in today, but she’ll also accompany Oconosta in Morganton.”
“Welcome, Toey,” a voice called out from the back. “Any enemy to the British is our friend,” the man said, motioning to an empty seat at the table. 
“Hold up!” shouted a hostile man. “I don’t trust them savages no matter how much corn they grow. The English can torch their crops for all I care.”  
Toey ignored the racist slight and sat down anyway. 
McDowell rebuked the man, “There’ll be no more of that talk around here, Mr. Morgan. I don’t care who your grandfather was, nor do the British. The redcoats will destroy your town like Newark and Lexington!”
As McDowell spoke, Toey surveyed the room. At least two men at the table had been amongst a dozen other militia training at her Uncle Paul’s cabin when the earth shook violently and the morning star first appeared over a sacred waterfall. She was sure the same individuals had witnessed her cradling Mack at the falls’ basin. Catching glances from the men, she looked at McDowell, who was still speaking.  
“And there is no greater ally in our American cause than Chief Oconosta and his daughter Toey.” McDowell motioned to one of two brothers dressed in highland attire. “Robert,” he said, pointing at two stacks of paper inside a wood crate, “please distribute one copy from each pile to every man at the table. Toey included,” he said with a nod. With the papers handed out, McDowell continued. “This just came in from Philadelphia. It’s a copy of the Declaration of Independence along with General Washington’s request for us to raise five-thousand soldiers.” With the militia man’s last statement, all eyes drifted from the paper to him. “If any of you still think this is an Eastern war, you better think again.” McDowell paused, intent to make his next words truly sink in. “This declaration was written four years ago. The British are in our backyards now, gentlemen. It’s time to join or die.” 
The room fell silent, and as the gravity of the situation set in, McDowell pressed forward. “I need every one of you to distribute one hundred copies of each. Start with where you live, then go to every town and church you’ve never been to and post it. Please speak to the people, but tell them the truth. We need fighting men who can leave their families behind. The militia meeting in Morganton will serve as a muster call to see where we are at.”
“Are you crazy?” A heavy-set merchant called out. “There’s a couple of hundred families from here to the Watagi. You might get a few hundred volunteers at best.”
McDowell snapped back. “Your figures are way off, Mr. Boone. In Morganton alone, we’ve got nearly five hundred fighting-age males. With everyone’s help, I’m certain we can make it.”
Boone stood up. “Okay, a thousand farmers and town folk if you’re lucky. Without training, they’ll be nothing but cannon fodder.”
McDowell wouldn’t stand for the merchant’s negativity. “I noticed you stopped at the Watagi, Mr. Boone. What about your people in the Tanasi land beyond it? Did you forget about them? We hear the stories about your cousin Daniel and his friends. Those are exactly the type of frontiersmen we need.” 
The merchant shook his head. “My cousin Daniel Boone and his side of the family are nuts. They’d rather sit in a jail cell than wear a uniform, and if I—”  
“Hold that thought,” McDowell said with a finger raised. “Here,” he said, returning with another stack of papers. “I’m giving you a commission. These letters from Congress authorize a five-hundred-acre land grant to any man who joins. Bring these with you. Have every recruit sign it and get them here, whatever it takes. They don’t have to wear a uniform and can use their own rifles.” McDowell turned to the others. “Land will be given to anyone who fights.” 
Toey saw her opportunity. “Even the Cherokee?” 
The question took the eastern planter by surprise. A couple of men shook their heads. Three others signaled a reluctant yes.
“Okay, I’ll allow it, but on one condition,” the militia leader said. “The Cherokee need to provide a hundred males who can fight and two hundred horses at a minimum.”
Toey churned over the numbers. Breeding the hooved animals would be challenging but doable if they could produce more hay. Enlisting a hundred warriors would be next to impossible as many of the fighting-aged males had fathers or close relatives who’d been killed during the French and Indian War and would be reluctant to participate even if ordered to.  
“The best we can do is thirty braves, fifty laborers, and one hundred horses,” Toey replied. “My people will continue to supply Continental corn and do other things to help, but please remember the Cherokee are tired of the white man’s wars, and we’d have to clear many lands to grow the hay for that many horses,” she said, rising from the table to leave. “I’ve been riding all day, gentlemen, so I’ll say goodbye.”  
When Toey turned to leave, one of the men dressed in highland attire stood up. “Come back, Cherokee woman. Robert and I haav unfinished business tae discuss wit ya.” 
Joseph McDowell interjected. “What’s this all about?” 
“Ye were there, Mr. McDowell. She conjured that man up from th’ deid.”Toey was about to speak when McDowell waived her off. “You don’t have to respond,” he called out before addressing the group. “Our feisty Scottish friend here is talking about something that happened during militia training near the Frenchman’s cabin the other day. This James McNaughton fellow wandered in from Spanish-held territory, slipped on a rock in the basin of a waterfall, and Toey happened to find him. That’s it.”
“Isnae it,” the Scot retorted. “We seen his eyes open when she touched him with the stone.” McDowell glanced at Toey as he continued. “And how ‘an the hell did he get there? None of us ‘ave ever seen heem, and now some of our men think that she’s some kinda sorceress.”
“That’s ridiculous,” the militia leader blurted. 
“Nae,” said the Scot, lifting his shirt. “Ya see this buckle? It tells us which clan we belong ta back home. The man we aar talkin’ aboot is wearin’ th’ same one. Now we know his name is James MacNaughton. His hair might be different, but our faces aar th’ same. I’m Ian MacNaughton, and that’s me brother, Robert. MacNaughton’s come from one place in th’ homeland, and they all look alike and talk the same. But not this man she brings back from the deid. He speak wit no accent and say his home is La Florida in Spanish-held territory yet ta my knowledge, not a single English speakin’ white man lives south of th’ Georgia colony.” Several seats shifted at the Scot’s last statement. “If that’s not enough ta raise suspicion, I submit to ya that this is.” The highland man swiped a paper, holding it high for effect. “In James MacNaughton’s pocket was a letter written from none other than Paul-Henri Ballou ta heem.” A sheet of pale white flashed across Toey’s face. As the Scot continued, his voice echoed through the dead silence. “Impossible, ya might say, aye? But it gets better. We’re en the year 1779. Th’ letter is dated two years en the future; en 1781!”  
Gasps could be heard throughout the room. Toey had no choice but to speak. “How do you know all this, Ian?”   
“Yer uncle found th’ letter and confided en me. I ‘ave to admit, me scared. This James MacNaughton may be a friggin’ ghost!” 
Toey knew she had to squash this any way she could. “A ghost? Now, Ian. Aren’t we too old to believe in such childish things?” she said to a few snickers. Coming up with a quick white lie, she said, “I don’t know anything about this letter. Who knows? Maybe the dates were wrong.” Toey grinned. “Maybe my uncle was playing a trick on you and made up the whole thing.” 
“Excuse me?” Ian questioned loudly. 
“He’s quite the prankster,” Toey said, taking back control by circumventing the room. “Did it ever occur to you that the letter could be a fraud?”
“Isnae a fake!” the feisty Scot retorted. 
“How can you be sure? My uncle’s one of the militia leaders. Perhaps he was testing your ability to keep secrets.” Toey glanced around the room. Several men nodded as if they approved of her statement. “But that’s a discussion for another time, Ian. Regarding James MacNaughton hailing from La Florida, I hardly think it’s a matter of concern.”
“I do,” someone barked. “How can you explain that?”
Toey jumped at the chance. “It’s a huge territory, and how could the Spanish possibly keep track of everyone outside the border of St. Augustine.” As her words settled in, Toey looked every man in the eye. “Besides,” she said. “With me being the only exception, don’t we all hail from somewhere else?”  
For the first time in Toey’s life, she had publicly displayed her wit. Had it been another time, the Cherokee woman’s defense might have received a pat on the back, but she was deft enough to quickly move on, easing the feisty Scot’s bruised ego with a warm smile. “Ian, I can’t tell you how or why James MacNaughton got here, but I can tell you this. He’s on our side. And we have God to thank because the world as we know it is about to turn upside down.” Toey glanced at McDowell and said, “Good evening, gentlemen.”
As the daughter of Prince Felipe of Spain and Cherokee Beloved Woman Chota exited the meeting to secure a room with the innkeeper, a wiry bearded meeting attendee took a particular interest in the discussion of James MacNaughton, the ash-blond stranger from La Florida territory nearly a thousand miles away. The attendee had become rich running supplies with his good friend Paul-Henri Ballou during the French and Indian War. He was the type of turncoat whose jacket could change from English red to colonial blue instantly. It was the same being who’d already accepted a cash payment from Banastre Tarleton to kidnap the Indian Woman whose tribe kept the bountiful crops of corn flowing through the carnage in the east. 
When the meeting had adjourned, the turncoat delivered a message to a half-drunk trapper outside the Nantahala General Store. 
“No survivors. Take the Cherokee woman before she gets to Morganton. Set fire to her village and destroy the crops. Bring the witch to the Pinnacle of Kings located on a flat plain of land, south and east of the mountains filled with black and smoke.”
The mountain man whose payoff equaled three years of trapping cringed at the last sentence. 
“She shall be burned at the stake . . .  Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton.”






  
  Chapter 16 


It was 4:00 a.m. when Mack awoke in Ballou’s cabin with an uneasy feeling. His senses had come alive as the supernatural power of the Corazón Del Rey filled him with strength, confidence, wisdom, and alertness he’d never felt before.  
Off in the distance, one of the Frenchman’s canines let out a bark, confirming Mack’s suspicions. Something’s out there.  
Mack tip-toed in the pitch black to a gun rack mounted on the entrance wall near the traps. Selecting a black powder rifle his host had shown him after dinner, he eased open the cabin door, stepping over the warning bell line as a dry, fall wind rustled through the trees. 
A hundred fifty feet away, the Savage killer crouched downwind of the cabin owned by the only white man with the skills to ferret out Banastre Tarleton’s Native scout. Given the pale-faced Englishman’s directive, the Indian had come to make a deal with his former business partner or to kill him to protect his horrible secret. 
But something seemed different. The French white man wasn’t alone. Two men had been snoring, and one who had recently bathed had detected his presence even before the dog. As the scent of lye drifted through the spiked black hairs of his head, the Savage withdrew toward the meadow, thinking of an alternate plan. A Chickamauga raid on the Frenchman’s cabin was out of the question. Not only might the legendary white killer detect it and escape but the reprisals on his people in the Tanasi land would be so harsh that even his die-hard supporters back home would desert his cause. 
Reaching the bottom of the shortcut trail, the Savage issued orders to his men and rested his head on the soft sands of the Watagi River. His plan was simple enough. In two hours, he’d return to the cabin, make the white men an offer they couldn’t refuse, then catch up with his warriors on their way to Joara. His contacts in the Cherokee tribe had told him Esta’toe would be there for a meeting. It seemed Chief Oconosta was about to make a huge mistake. 
Just before he drifted off to sleep, the Savage smiled. He had a few stops to make before taking over the Cherokee Tribe. The white settlers had lived in peace for too long. All hell was about to break loose.






  
  Chapter 17


Toey was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. Since Mack had arrived, he was all she could think about. For the first time in her life, the void of growing up without maternal parents had been filled. She’d only been a newborn when her father, Prince Felipe of Spain, had slipped over the edge of a waterfall. Frantic, her mother, Chota, the revered woman of the Bird Clan, rushed after her husband but couldn’t stop in time and went over the edge after him. Chota hadn’t been wearing the stone, and the water had been too shallow, or so Toey had been told when she was old enough to understand that her parents were dead and never coming back. The orphaned girl had spent years trying to recreate the scene, patrolling every inch of their route, from the shallow basin of the waterfall to the razor-sharp black rocks of Devil’s Claw, where their bodies had been found. But the story had never added up, and after she’d earned the title of Beloved Woman with the right to carry the stone, the Cherokee princess had tried on several occasions to travel back in time for answers around her parents’ death to no avail.  
As she lay in bed thinking of Mack, a sudden warmth permeated the delicate curves of her body. Her breathing increased as a familiar jingle broke through the still background of the Nantahala Inn air. It was music. A water melody of sorts, similar to a rainstorm and conducted by Mother Nature—the notes ingrained in her head over a lifetime of thinking of her first encounter with Mack at the river in 1978. 
And then she heard Mack’s voice. “Te llamo. I love you, my love.” 
A jolt of electricity shot through Toey’s body when she realized Mack was telepathically communicating with her. She sat up immediately. “Oh my God,” she said with her eyes closed, “How did you? I mean, are you okay?” She could feel the heat from their conversation enveloping her skin. 
“I’m fine,” Mack said from his bunk in the cabin, touching the ruby around his neck. “Just can’t believe this is happening. How did you find me? Better still, how did I get here?”
Toey thought about the right words. “You don’t remember anything?” 
A few seconds passed. “A wolf attacked me, and after that, it’s all hazy,” Mack communicated. “I remember seeing your portrait in a museum, and six weeks before that, I was nearing the end of my vacation and had just left the campground when I saw you riding a horse near the river.” Just then, Mack saw the last conflict. “Wait . . .  What about all those other times we saw each other? It started when I was a child,” he called out silently. “This can’t be happening.” 
Toey felt Mack’s distress. “It is happening, my love. The stone that heals your body has great powers. With it, I traveled back in time to watch after you. But as you grew up, all I wanted to do was be with you, and now here you are.” 
Mack looked at the glowing red ruby held inside the satchel draped from his chest. Of course, he thought to himself. What else could explain these things? 
Hang on! Mack’s reasoning continued to struggle. “How did you know who I was back then?” 
Toey held back because it was a big secret, and she felt Mack wasn’t ready yet.  
Just then, Mack recalled his meeting with the stable owner. The question had puzzled him since the day he’d seen Toey on her horse. “Were you working at a horse ranch in the summer of 1978 when I nearly drowned in the river?”
Toey continued to evade. “None of this matters much now that you’re here.”
Not knowing bothered Mack even more. “I just don’t get it. If what you are telling me is true, then you can take this stone and go anywhere in the world at any point in the past, present, or future, correct?”
“For the most part, yes,” Toey answered cautiously. 
“Then don’t you see my dilemma?”
Toey knew she had to give the man of her dreams something. “Mi amor, you might find this hard to believe, but God positioned me close to the campground so I could watch after you.” 
Mack was shocked. Toey’s statement implied that God knew Mack’s Mom would bring him to the mountains in the summer of 1978. “That’s impossible,” he messaged. 
“Nothing is impossible for God, Mack. Love can transcend time. Our story begins in the summer of 1978, and that’s all you need to know.”   
Toey wanted to soften her answers but couldn’t. Just after her last telepathic communication, painful memories pulled her to that fateful day in 1978. Mack was seven years old when he slipped past 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. The danger in the form of stones shaped like the Devil’s claw and the cold black eyes of a war-torn killer by the name of John Ballow.
Toey drifted in and out of a trance as her demons returned. Mack felt her uneasiness but couldn’t read her thoughts. “Toey, are you still with me?” he questioned. “What’s happening?”   
Toey was frantic. She recalled her words to Mack so long ago. “My love, break free from underneath that rock, get out of the water, and get away from that man,” she uttered as she flashed back to the rage-filled Vietnam veteran strolling down the river trail in his faded green coveralls. 
“What, man?” Mack asked. He hated the sound of silence. “Toey?” he nearly shouted when she didn’t answer.  
“Run, Mack! Run!” Toey screamed. 
Mack almost fell out of his bunk. “Run from what? Toey, are you okay?” 
Toey’s nightmare of abandoning watch had returned, and the communication ended. She rose to her feet but couldn’t walk, paralyzed by the memory of her nearly failed mission. Instead of protecting the chosen one, she’d become distracted, and the little boy with a glorious pre-destined future could have been killed by John Ballow, a man with only one night of ties to Mack’s mother. 






  
  Chapter 18


In the pre-dawn silence of Ballou’s trapping cabin, Mack heard his host stir but stayed in his bunk as the oil lamp came to life. All he could think about was his lost communication with Toey.  
“Réveillez-vous,” the French pioneer called out. 
“I’m up,” Mack answered, staring at the glowing red stone held in his fist. Time travel, he whispered to himself. Einstein was right, after all. Setting the lanyard and stone on his bunk, he was securing his kilt around his waist when his heart skipped a beat at the sight of his name etched into his belt buckle: “James MacNaughton.” He turned the bronze over to see his Scottish clan motto, “Hope in God,” standing proudly atop a striking stone castle. 
Mack’s host placed a kettle of water on the wood-burning stove. “I h’unt today. Trap’ing. In case you had not heard, Toey and I run business from here.”
Mack practically ignored the Frenchman’s statement; his thoughts laser-focused on his situation. “How did I get here, sir?”
The question took Ballou by surprise. “You will ’ave to ask Toey. I do not believe in that hocus-pocus, and never have.”
Boots laced up, Mack rose from his bed. “After last night, you might want to reconsider,” he said with a wry smile, pointing to a piece of paper on the walnut work table. “That looks familiar,” he stated. 
The French pioneer handed it to Mack. “I find it in your clothes.”
Instantly, Mack knew what it was. The letter Ballou had written to his son in 1781, two years from now, had been locked in the glass case and hung on the wall in John Ballow’s twentieth-century store for Mack’s entire life until recently. Mack scanned the words and found his name. 
Ballou seemed rattled. He snatched the letter from Mack’s hand. “It say here that you and I are friends. Devinez quoi? Guess what?” Mack knew the question was rhetorical. “We just met!” The Frenchman nearly screamed. “I am going to work. Things like this do not ’appen in this world.” He rose to exit, and Mack approached gently. 
“Can I come with you?” Mack asked. “The least I can do is explain how I got ahold of it.” 
Mack’s host shook his head. “Non. I do not want to know,” he said, approaching the door. “But if you are looking for some’ting to do. Here,” he blurted, flipping over a sand-filled jar. “This is how I keep time. When the sand runs out, you come find Paulie out there.”
“You want me to track you down in the woods? Is this a test?” 
Toey’s uncle nodded. “You did good on the first. Let us see how you do zis time.” 
Mack raised a brow. He took a glance at his host’s feet. “What was the first?”
The legendary trapper smiled slightly as he exited the cabin door. “Cutting all that firewood without me asking.” 






  
  Chapter 19   


With his host gone, Mack stared at the hourglass. Everything seemed surreal as he tried to wrap his head around the time.  I was in this cabin no more than ten days ago. But that was in 2016. Two hundred and seventeen years from now. He stared at the river-rock floor and the stained-glass ship window. They were the same. With approximately fifteen minutes of sand left in the jar, he skimmed through the letter again.
“1781 . . .  War with the Chickamaugas 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.” Mack turned the paper over, fixated on the clothing inventory with his name halfway down: 
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 / Beard - Blond (Ash) 
Eyes - Blue 
Distinguishing Characteristics -  
Tattoo - Right Arm / Upper 
Blindness / Left Eye  
Birthdate - January 16th, 1971.”
This is me? Mack said to himself when he was done reading. I’m friends with Ballou, and he wrote this letter to his son two years from now. Who the hell is this Dragging Canoe? 
Just then, Mack’s concentration broke. Between the rustling of falling chartreuse leaves came the ting of a metallic ball tied to a string. It was the warning bell. The cabin door was opening!   
Mack bolted toward the entrance, crashing into the door with the lowered shoulder of all his might. The intruder flew backward! Mack pushed the hinged passageway aside, horrified at the spiked black Mohawk and painted red craters of an acne-scarred face looking up at him. Mack’s skin bristled. In the pre-dawn oil light, he knew it instinctively. It was Dragging Canoe!  
Dazed, the Savage stumbled to his feet, awkwardly staring through Mack for what seemed an eternity. But Mack knew it was a trick. As the intruder’s hand went for his knife, Mack kicked the Indian’s knee, sending him to the ground again. Just as Mack was about to pounce, the Chickamauga leader threw a fistful of dirt in his eyes. Mack couldn’t see. Panic overwhelmed him. The freight train of water returned only briefly when Mack heard a voice cry out. 
“Cridhe an righ.” 
The language was ancient. Its guttural sounds seemed familiar to Mack. 
“Who are you?” Mack asked. 
“Heart of the King,” the voice repeated. “Run to the stone, Macneachdainn. Put the lanyard around your neck.”
Mack hesitated as a figure began to take shape. The Savage looked at the human-like vapor trail and froze in place.   
“I am Michael, your helper,” said the creature. “There’s no time! Get to the Corazón Del Rey! Now!” it shouted.  
Mack sprinted blindly toward the ruby, and the Savage went for his weapon. Just as Mack grasped the sacred stone, a sharp steel object crashed with a thud in what should have been the back of his skull. It was a tomahawk!  
Mack wheeled around with the stone held tight in his hand. With his eyesight restored, he gazed in horror as the razor-thin edge lay two inches from his face, suspended in a force field of blackish-red light. 
Milliseconds passed. As Mack realized his predicament, his killer instinct rose to the surface. He grasped the Indian’s weapon and stepped toward him.  
“Don’t do it, Mack. Let him go,” the vapor trail called out.
Mack ignored the demand, intent on finishing his opponent off. Dragging Canoe was too stunned to move. 
“Stop!” Michael shouted, blocking Mack’s path with an unseen force. Mack halted in place. “Drop the weapon,” it continued. “It’s not your time yet.”
“Time?” Mack questioned sarcastically. “I have a right to self-defense.” 
The Savage watched intently as the white man spoke to the human-like mist. 
The mystical creature agreed. “Of course you do, but not today.” Mack seethed. His rage focused on the target as the being went on. “Listen to me. I can’t tell you everything right now, but I can say this. You’re not in control of all this, okay?” Mack glanced at Michael for a second. 
“What did you just say?” Mack asked. His conversation with Bill Walkingstick at the train bridge was fresh on his mind.
“God is steering your life. He has a plan, and killing this man right now is not a part of it.” 
Mack lowered the tomahawk, and Dragging Canoe ran away.
“Why did you call me Macneachdainn?” 
“Because that’s your real name.” 
Mack eyed the being with suspicion. “So I’m no longer James MacNaughton, I have no free will, and my entire life story has already been written. Is that what you’re saying?”
“Not exactly. You can live your daily life, but ultimately, you’re not in charge. He is.” The being paused before its following words. “The task before you is to discover His will for Macneachdainn’s life.”  
“How do I do that?” 
Michael pointed to the heart-shaped ruby around Mack’s neck. “Cridhe an righ. The sacred stone will lead you to it.” 
“The Heart of the King,” Mack responded as the force field of blackish-red light retreated into the ruby. 
Just as the human mist began to break up, it spoke one last time. “Macneachdainn. Take hold of the Corazón Del Rey. Think about where it’s led so far. You know the answers. And now I’m here to tell you something else. Wherever the stone takes you, that is the beginning.” It vanished, and Mack stood confounded. 
After digesting the being’s cryptic statement, Mack complied. The moment he touched the ruby, he remembered his Google search at the Cherokee Casino and how surprised he was to learn that all results for the Corazón Del Rey pointed to an Old Testament Hebrew Bible verse found in the book of Proverbs: “The King’s heart is in the hand of the Lord. As the rivers of water, he turneth it whithersoever he will.” 
Mack recited the passage. “As the rivers of water,” he whispered to himself. Toey and I met at the river. She brought me back in time through an underground stream and a waterfall. A shiver went up his spine, recalling the shallow basin. “He turneth it whithersoever he will.” Mack paused. “‘He’ is God, he said to himself. “‘It’ is the river, and the river is my life. So this Michael entity is right. God’s been in control of my life all along.” 
In the supernatural magic of the moment, Mack was filled with power. After harnessing the ruby’s power, transporting himself to Paul-Henri Ballou’s exact position, and scaring the French pioneer half to death, the ancient warrior teleported back to the cabin and began reading the foot-thick leather-bound book sitting on top of the walnut desk.  
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On a mud-filled path a quarter mile away, the Savage had nearly been thrown from his stallion by the deep hoof prints of a filly that had recently traveled the same route. 
Walking next to his ride and a set of fresh human tracks he correctly guessed to be Esta’toe’s, Dragging Canoe detoured left from the main path, descending straight through the purple haze of the Cherokee bubble world where his master Uktena was waiting. The snake devil had been around since the dawn of time and was well aware of God’s plan to redeem the one he considered special. And he, with his earthly Chickamauga demon, was damn sure going to do everything he could to stop it. 






  
  Chapter 20

2016 


Outskirts of the Cherokee National Forest, Tennessee 
Bill Walkingstick knew his life was in danger. With the potential release of a devastating YouTube video hanging over Delta Force’s head, he suspected the unit intended to track his whereabouts, capture his video equipment, and eliminate him.  Dead men tell nothing but lies, the Indian whispered to himself as the blacked-out van pulled into Erwin, Tennessee—a small mountain town separated from North Carolina by the Unaka Mountains of the Cherokee National Forest.  
During the ride from Fort Bragg, the Indian hatched several plans, each more complicated than the other. He had no money, no identification, and he was sure the needles he’d been injected with contained a microchip tracking device. 
Exiting his captor’s vehicle, the Vietnam veteran stepped into an Ingles grocery store with his plan complete. On aisle number five, he was lucky enough to find a woman who looked like him. After a brief introduction and a few back and forth, the Native shopper lent the Cherokee man her phone while the Tier 1 soldiers monitored both sides of the store a quarter mile down the road.  
“He hasn’t had anything to eat for at least sixteen hours. He’s probably stealing food, sir,” said the Van Operator to his commander in Ft. Bragg. 
Major Greene knew his men would stick out like a sore thumb, but he had to know what was happening. “I want somebody in there, dammit. Speak with the manager. We need a video of what he’s up to at all times.” 
“Roger that, sir,” replied the enlisted man.  
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After consuming a pre-made sandwich in the Ingles bathroom, the Indian had sprawled out on a concrete walk near the entrance to the grocery store. As customers entered and exited, no one cared to look at the gray-haired bum scooping peanut butter out of a jar, then falling asleep. 
Two hours later, Bill Walkingstick awoke. 
“Subject is stirring, sir,” said one of the commandos from the van. 
“Copy that. FISA court approval has been received. The Patriot Act’s forty-eight-hour monitoring window starts now. You got the video?” the Tier 1 commander asked. 
“Negative, sir,” said the soldier in the field. “Store cameras were down.” 
What has this guy been up to? Major Greene wondered. He was in there for fifteen minutes before the NSA went live and another twenty before he came outside for a nap. They listened to every landline and cell signal for three square miles and got nothing. Think, dammit. Think. . . . 
While six members of the most secretive military unit in the United States monitored a sixty-six-year-old Cherokee Indian on Tennessee domestic soil, a sixty-two-year-old woman with a frumpy dress and braids below her waist made her way into the store. 
On aisle number five, the woman placed an envelope filled with a credit card and cash underneath two cans of low-sodium Chicken Noodle soup. Before leaving the aisle, the same woman put three cans of tomato soup into her cart and headed for the register. After paying for her groceries, Nancy Cornsilk cracked a faint smile as she strode passed a homeless man with a mouth full of fresh peanut butter. 
Bill Walkingstick ignored her. A single glance could give his former wife away. Just after Nancy Cornsilk drove off, worry filled her heart. She was still in love with Bill, and the sudden appearance of time traveler James MacNaughton, coupled with the Delta Force domestic assault and the fear in his voice when he’d called from the grocery store, meant that her crazy ex-husband’s predictions were coming true. “The final battle for the future of mankind is taking shape, and we’re going to be around to see it,” she remembered him saying all too often. 
As Nancy Cornsilk made her way onto the freeway, she wondered if she would ever see Bill again. They had divorced because of his desire to live a rugged life in the mountains away from civilization. But as the curator of the Cherokee Natural History Museum kept driving, little did she know her covert mission to save her former spouse had already been unraveled, and not by men. Bill Walkingstick’s dystopian fears had come to fruition. It was the machines that were identifying her. 






  
  Chapter 21

1779


Nantahala Outpost
Esta’toe opened her eyes at 6:45 a.m. to an unnerving feeling that another human being was in her room. By force of habit, she reached for the stone around her neck, but it wasn’t there; the ruby’s dim red light rocked back and forth in a chair five feet away.  
“Good morning,” Mack whispered, seeing movement.
Toey nearly jumped from the bed. However alarming, Mack’s voice paled compared to his accomplished feat. “How did you . . .”
“I had to find you. Not sure how, but the stone just led me here.” Mack paused, recalling their last communication. “Are you okay? We were talking about the stone and time travel, then suddenly, you told me to run from some man. Who was it?”
Toey bit her tongue and sat up. “Nobody. It’s just a nightmare I’ve been having, and it crossed into our communication somehow, sorry.”
Mack knew Toey was hiding something. “Was it Dragging Canoe?”
“How do you know that name?” Toey blurted.  
“I just got into a fight with him.”
“You what?” Toey shouted, jumping to her feet. 
“I’m pretty sure it was him. Your uncle left, and the warning bell went off. I charged the door and  . . .” 
While Mack continued, Toey sprang toward him, checking him up and down for injuries. “Are you hurt?” 
Mack reassured her. “Got a few scratches, but I’m okay,” he said, clasping his hand in hers. For a second, he thought about telling Toey about the mystical creature Michael but held back. Toey picked up the worry in Mack’s eyes. “I was reading your uncle’s letter, and this guy attacked me out of nowhere. Why would he do that?”
Toey took a step back. “I’m not sure. Unless . . .” 
“Unless, what?” Mack asked as Toey searched for answers.
“Unless he came there for me.” Just when Mack was about to ask why, Toey explained the message from Oconosta and her trip to Joara. 
“Wow,” Mack remarked. “Chief. Now that’s something. Especially in this day and age.” Toey agreed. “So this Dragging Canoe wants to prevent you from becoming head of the tribe. What’s his deal, anyway?”  
“He’s nothing but a cold-blooded murderer. Oconosta kicked him out of our clan a long time ago.”
Mack ran through the scenarios. “Seems like he’s looking for some payback then,” he said before expanding. “Or an edge.”
“An edge?” Toey asked.
“Taking you hostage might swing the deck in his favor. It could change everything.” 
He’s right, Toey said to herself. A lump welled up in her throat. “Mack, this meeting has me scared to death. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.” 
Part of Mack wanted Toey to make history and become the first female chief, but another wanted her all to himself. Sensing Toey’s vulnerability, he took her in his arms, foregoing a retelling of the mysterious happenings of this morning’s attack, living for the moment instead. 
Mack took in Toey’s scent as he ran his fingers down the bosom-length braids of her shiny raven hair. Her breathing increased. So did his. As the rush of hormones drew their bodies tighter, they moved toward the bed subconsciously, kissing passionately, stroking gently, until the moment came when they fell upon the silky sheets, ready to make love, and Mack pulled away.   
“What’s wrong?” Toey asked, nearly out of breath. 
Mack’s chest moved up and down. “We have to wait,” he said. 
“Wait? I love you, Mack. I want you right now,” Toey said with a grin, guiding Mack to her with another kiss. 
Mack tried to resist, but the warmth of Toey’s lips vanquished his objection. All he wanted to do was submit and make love to the woman of his dreams, but his conscious wouldn’t let him, and his courage set aside the swelling of his manhood.  
Mack pulled away. He disarmed Toey’s questioning gaze with a gentle smile. “It’s  important to me that we wait,” he said, moving to a less compromising position. “I know that sounds prude, and I know that two people in love have every right to enjoy each other, but I feel we need to get married first.”
Toey’s heart skipped a beat. Mack’s words had vanquished her doubt. “You would take me as your wife, Mack?” 
“Of course, I would.”
Toey’s next words came as a shock. “But I’m an Indian, and you’re a white man. It’s not possible.” 
“What do you mean, not possible?” 
“You’re not in 2016 anymore. We’re looked down upon as savages. Even Christians like me. There’s not a single church that will let an Indian woman marry a white man. We’re not there yet, unfortunately.”
“What about a courthouse or a justice of the peace?”
Toey shook her head. “One hundred years from now, maybe,” Toey said. “But here in 1779, only the pastor of a church or the chief of my tribe could properly marry us.” Toey locked eyes with Mack. “And if you think white people are the only ones who have a problem with race, wait until you meet my step-father.”
Toey saw the concern on Mack’s face. “Don’t worry, we’ll find a way,” she reassured him. 
Mack cracked a smile, and Toey put her arms over his shoulders. “Let me settle this business with Oconosta first. Meet me in Morganton, okay?”  
Mack shook his head. He placed the stone’s lanyard around Toey’s neck and said, “I’m going with you. We’re a couple now, and I don’t want you to travel alone. Hang on to the ruby. If something happens to me, you’ll need it, especially with this Dragging Canoe prowling the area.”
Toey smiled. Male chivalry on the frontier was nearly unheard of. “Okay, we can ride together for about ten miles before we separate.”
“Separate?” Mack asked. 
“I can’t bring you to Joara. At least not yet.”
Mack suspected Toey was shielding him from something. “Will Dragging Canoe be there?”
Toey nodded reluctantly. “Possibly,” she said. “Don’t worry; he’s not strong enough to take over the tribe.” After a brief pause and a yawn, she said, “You are, though,” cracking a smile. Mack raised a brow, and Toey said, “Mack?” 
“Yes.” 
Exhaustion was creeping in on Toey. She’d tossed and turned nearly the entire night. “I need a couple more hours of sleep before we leave.” 
“Of course,” Mack said as Toey rested her head on a pillow. 
Just before she drifted off, Toey whispered, “When we first brought you to the cabin, I heard your dreams about castles and kings. I want to be your queen.” 






  
  Chapter 22

2016


Erwin, Tennessee
“Subject on the move, sir,” said the Delta Force Operator to his commander in Ft. Bragg.  
“Monitor from the vehicle as best you can. There’s a good chance this guy knows we’re following him,” replied the Army officer who’d agreed to Bill Walkingstick’s release. “No way that video can ever be made public,” the Tier 1 man whispered to himself, cataloging the puzzle pieces. Okay, so here’s what we have so far. This old Indian came to us thinking we have this James MacNaughton in custody, and O’Brien over at the CIA says MacNaughton’s a wanted man. So what’s the chief’s genuine interest here? Major Greene stared at his monitor. We never go out on domestics, and the first time we do, we just so happen to grab a former member of our unit on a mission to kill this MacNaughton fellow. What the hell is going on?
Just then, the commander’s earpiece sounded. 
“[Oscar David Alpha Seven to Chaos Red Six, over . . .]”
“<<Go ahead ODA7.>>”
“[Here at Womack. Our unidentified friendly assassin just went into a coma .]”
The commander weighed his options. “<<Get one of the nurses to cut his hair and shave him, but photograph him first. We need to ID him before he dies.>>”  
“[Roger that, sir. How long do I stay with him?]” 
“<<Twenty-four hours, then return to your post.>>” 
“[Lima Charlie. ODA7 out.]” 
With the radio transmission complete, the commander turned to the latest creation in the US Government’s war on terror, the SPDR, a Space Force-deployed real-time tracking satellite capable of monitoring everything that moved within a ten-mile grid square. Known as “big brother,” the satellite’s surveillance web included an artificially intelligent algorithm that allowed users to track targets based on specific parameters that could never be disclosed to the public. In addition to its tracking capability, the “eye in the sky” contained a top-secret technology capable of seeing human flesh through common building materials found in roofs and walls. 
“Okay, boys, SPIDEY picked up a blue Honda Civic headed southbound on US HWY 19-E. Lock it in with the drone. This sucker came off the highway, spent five minutes in the grocery store, then left. There’s a damn good chance our man set up a drop.”
“I’d agree, sir. Before leaving, the subject reentered Ingles for no more than sixty seconds. We’ve got a good high position on him now. He’s downtown and just walked into a Dollar Store off Main Street.” 
“I knew it. He’s got cash and a credit card. Maybe a phone,” the commanding officer whispered. “Get Agent O’Brien on the line and have him run the Civic’s tag number. If he gives you any crap, tell him we’re trying to clean up the CIA mess.”
“Roger that, commander. What if the spook wants an update on our assassin in Womack?” 
The Delta Force leader eyed the drone feed on his screen. A woman, he said to himself as Nancy Cornsilk’s car sped toward Asheville. 
“Are you still there, Major?” 
“Tell him he’s brain-dead, and we already pulled the plug.” 
“Will do, sir. Here in Erwin, it looks like our Indian just left the store with a bag, heading east. Wait one. I lost visual.”
The commander glanced at his watch. Sundown was thirty minutes away. “Find out what he purchased,” he ordered, typing an email with one eye on the drone feed. “What’s he doing now?”
“He’s not moving, sir. The implant device has the Indian stationary in an alleyway. Anything else from SPIDEY?” 
“Negative. NSA pulled the feed for something in Afghanistan.”
“Should we launch Dragonfly?” 
Major Greene chuckled. “A second drone? Come on, guys, I think you’ve got this on the ground,” he said, reviewing a text from an operator already inside the Dollar Store. 
“It was a pre-paid card. The clerk says our man left with a backpack, junk food, pocket knife, flashlight, first aid kit, lighter, and clothes. I’d say he was planning on sleeping outside tonight.”
Crouched behind a restaurant dumpster, the Cherokee man slathered a portion of peanut butter he’d stolen from the grocery store next to rat droppings on a concrete slab supporting a metal trash container. 
After changing his clothes, the crazy old Indian located the spot where the truth serum needle penetrated his body, placed a stick in his mouth, and, with his newly purchased pocket knife, sliced a one-inch gash through the epidermis on his forearm. Navigating the blade between blood and tissue took a half minute of excruciating pain before he spotted a flesh-colored oval object no bigger than a flea. “Son of the devil,” Walkingstick whispered under his breath. “The technology is upon us. The final battle is near.”  
With a generous layer of antibiotic covering the incision, the man from the Bird Clan bandaged his wound, entered a pizza joint through the back, exited out the front, and mingled with people along Main Street. At the same time, his eagle eyes scoured the hilltops, finding their target in the tiniest reflection of sunlight off the binocular glass. 
As the day-ending rays of the sun began to dip below the Unaka Mountains, Bill Walkingstick smiled. The sixty-six-year-old former Navy Seal had the Army’s Delta Force Commandos right where he wanted them.  






  
  Chapter 23

1779


At the Nantahala trading post, Toey slept while Mack lay awake, troubled by the morning events. What John Ballow and Bill Walkingstick had described as strange things happening in the mountains seemed to be taking an ominous turn. Not only had he nearly been killed by an Indian but a mystical entity calling itself Michael had appeared and suggested that he not defend himself because it wasn’t part of God’s plan.  All my life, I thought my fate was what I made, Mack contemplated. Now, I am being told that everything has already been scripted. Who is Michael? Better still, who am I? He called me Macneachdainn as if he knew me. Okay, I get it—the stone has magical powers, but this? A human-like mist starts talking to me about my destiny. And Toey says many of the pages from that book in the cabin came from her descriptions of my dreams. I’ve seen some of the pictures she drew. It’s impossible. 
Mack eased from the bed, lit a candle in the washroom, and splashed water on his face. In the mid-morning light, he stared at a mirror, astonished at his transformation. Since there were no mirrors in Ballou’s cabin, the last time he’d seen himself was in the hostel bathroom a couple of centuries from now but only a week or so ago. After the time-travel experience, he was fifteen pounds lighter, and the few faint lines surrounding his crystal-clear blue eyes had disappeared. His beard was gone, and his normal ash-blond hair had yellowed, reversing the aging process. As Mack studied his more youthful appearance, he guessed his age to be around thirty-five. With his left arm, he reached behind his head, touching the area under his right shoulder blade and what was once the source of his cancerous pain. There was no lump. Miraculously, there was no pain. Instinctively, he knew that the tumor he’d been recently diagnosed with wasn’t even in remission. It was gone. Immediately, his thoughts turned to the stone's power. Somehow, it must have healed him. Just then, he remembered Bill Walkingstick’s prophetic words once again:
“Mack. Don’t you see it? God wants you to find love. He gave you cancer so you’ll come back to the place you love. So that you’ll come back to him. . . . But if you’re going to survive the battle that is coming, you’ve got to have faith. You’ve got to have hope. Hope in God.” 
Mack grasped his belt buckle: Hope in God had been inscribed above a striking stone castle. “The cancer’s gone now,” he whispered to himself. I feel it in my soul. So what’s this battle you’re talking about, Bill? Is it with that Indian, Dragging Canoe? It has to be. That letter insinuates that something terrible happened to me because of him. Am I supposed to stand around and wait for it? I don’t think so!
Mack’s rage began to build as he thought about their fight. Would the outcome have been different without the stone’s shield of protection? The question was beginning to torment him. But something even more troubling had entered his brain. For a split second, he thought about transporting himself to the Savage’s location for a rematch. As quickly as the violent thought entered his mind, the spirit of God within him rejected it as a non-starter.
Lying in bed next to Toey, Mack shifted his thoughts to the book’s pages in the cabin. In the cool dampness of the inn’s early morning air, his head began to bob while his mind drifted to a far-away place. To the moist green hills of a Pictish Kingdom. Where heather-laden streams bound for the sea told tales of ancient peoples and creatures that once roamed the land. The land of Dál Riata. Where a peace-loving red-haired ruler named Nechtan repelled a Viking horde and recovered a stone. But the King had been mortally wounded, and before he died, God saw that he was good, and an archangel appeared, granting him a son. 
And the son would be called Macneachdainn. 
And the son was assigned a number. 
And his number was seven. 






  
  Chapter 24 

2016


Erwin, Tennessee
Bill Walkingstick calculated the distance to his target at just under a half mile.  Ten minutes, he said to himself, inhaling a can of Pringles and a bag of Gummy Bears on his way to the Delta Force stakeout location in the mountains above downtown Erwin. 
With his blood sugar restored, the Indian picked up the pace, leaving the brick-lined streets of the shopping district and its alleys behind. When the residential pavement dead-ended to a crossroad, a large, winged bird fluttered in the wind overhead, steering him to the east. Walkingstick couldn’t identify the species but knew it was a sign. 
“I’ve got movement in the alley, sir,” reported a Delta Force operator monitoring from inside the van. “Our subject is moving around in the alley, but . . .”
“But, what, Sergeant?”
“He just left the alley heading west, but now he’s heading east. Hang on! He just went south! Now north! I don’t get it. He should be eyes on. Could something be wrong with the tracking device?”
Major Greene barked, “Will somebody explain what’s going on?”
Another commando weighed in. “The tracking device is moving around, sir, but there’s no visual on the Indian.”
The commander perked up. “How could you lose him if he’s out in the open?”Inside the commando’s surveillance van, both soldiers zoomed in on a scurrying rat moving in and out of the alley. They had just realized the rat had ingested the tracking chip when a rock shattered their windshield! 
Scrambling to get out, the Tier 1 men went for the door locks, but they were jammed.
KAPOOW!
Both soldiers dove to the van’s floor. “We’re under attack, sir!” they shouted into their headsets.
KAPOOW! KAPOOW! KAPOOW! 
“Shit!” One of the men called out. “Those aren’t gunshots! Somebody just popped our tires!”
Bill Walkingstick ran full speed away from the van along a dirt road, disappearing into the Unaka tree line as the sun descended. 
By the time the commandos had busted through the van doors, the Indian had stopped a few hundred feet away to look back at the soldiers sighting in on him with their weapons. 
“Target acquired, sir,” said an operator peering through his night vision scope. “The Indian’s four hundred meters out. Request permission to fire.” 
The commander frowned. He didn’t want to risk losing the man’s whereabouts, but if they shot him dead, there was a good chance that whoever was helping him would release the video. “What’s he doing?” he asked, considering his options.  
“He’s just standing there. Wait a minute. He’s moving from side to side behind a tree. Now how’s jumping up and down? Hang on. . . . I hear something! Is that singing?” 
“Dammit!” the other soldier shouted into his mouthpiece, eying a jar of peanut butter next to a deflated tire. 
“What is it, Sergeant?” Major Greene demanded. 
The enlisted man zeroed his camera equipment on the van’s body and the outline of a seal sketched with peanut butter. There were three words below it.
“Army dogs suck.”  
“Son of a $%@!” the commander screamed into his microphone. “Frigging Navy squids!” 
A quarter mile away, Bill Walkingstick grinned. “Kiss my civilian ass,” he whispered to the trees. 






  
  Chapter 25  

1779


Nantahala Trading Post 
“Wake up, my love,” Toey whispered. “It’s time to go.”  
Mack opened his eyes. Toey’s bag was packed, and two cups of hot tea were on the nightstand. “Why do we have to leave so early?” he asked.
Toey kissed Mack’s cheek. “It’s nearly noon. You had an early morning, so I let you sleep in.”
Mack rubbed his face, exhausted. It seemed like a week had passed. After a minute, he sat up. “Toey,” he said, serious. “In one of your dreams this morning, you were telling me that something bad happened, and you may not have been faithful to me. What do you mean by that? I just came into your life.”  
A sheet of pale white flashed across Esta’toe’s face. “I didn’t say . . .  I mean, how did you . . .” Toey froze. She must have dreamed about confessing what happened with Tarleton. Somehow, Mack must have been reading her non-waking thoughts.  
Mack picked up on her anguish. “I assume we are talking about a past relationship? Is he still part of your world?” 
Toey was stunned. Mack had entered her lucid dreams without wearing the stone. Even with the stone, she’d never thought such a thing was possible. It had taken nearly her entire life to acquire some of the supernatural gifts Mack had somehow developed in a few days. Her eyes watered. “I’m not ready to talk about it.”
Mack rose from the bed. “I guess we better get going then.” 
Toey sensed Mack’s disappointment. “Give me some time, okay?”
Mack nodded, wrapping his arms around Toey. What he said next shook her to her core. 
“I’d like to know more about the people in this meeting you just attended. I was there the entire time.”  
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Two miles into their journey, Mack had enough of the silent treatment. “Stop the horse,” he demanded. Toey pulled back on the reins. As the beast slowed, Mack eased his way out of the saddle. “What’s wrong?” he asked Toey.
“You spied on me. I don’t know how you did it, but it was wrong.” 
Mack didn’t see a problem with it. “I wasn’t aware there were any rules.”   
Toey frowned. “Of course, there is. Trust is one of them.”
“I’m sorry,” Mack said, annoyed with himself for hurting Toey’s feelings. “I didn’t mean to. It was the weirdest thing. I’m talking with your Uncle Paul; next thing you know, I hear your voice in this meeting.” 
“So you weren’t there, but you heard everything?” 
Mack nodded. Toey was speechless. In her entire life, she had never been able to stay in the present and travel to another place simultaneously. 
Mack stepped closer to the horse. “Trust works both ways. You never answered my first question, so I’ll ask again. How did you know I would be at the river in the summer of 1978?” 
A deafening silence lingered before Toey broke the ice. “Climb back in the saddle. We’re four hours away and have lots to talk about. . . . Starting with that girl at the hostel.”  
Shivers ran up Mack’s spine. 
He climbed back in the saddle, and Toey guided the horse forward, both dreading the long unveiling to come. 






  
  Chapter 26

2016


Unaka Mountains, Tennessee
Bill Walkingstick knew the commandos hadn’t followed him, but he couldn’t be sure a thermal imaging drone wasn’t monitoring his post-daylight movements.  
With no end to the thick brush, the Indian turned off his flashlight and looked at the sky. Not a single star out there. I could be walking in circles. What to do . . . He was about to lie down for the night when he spotted a red glow in the distance. “What the hell is that?” he whispered, spotting a passageway through the brush and heading directly toward it. “There’s a second red light. And another!” he called out to the trees.
Abandoning all caution, the Cherokee man crawled a good twenty feet through the bushes toward his discovery when the brush disappeared, and a path opened up, revealing several tinier red lights emanating from the ground. “Can anybody hear me? Hello?” he shouted at the red objects. 
Almost immediately, the forest erupted with activity as dozens of human-like creatures came down from the trees. Surrounded, Walkingstick aimed his light beam for a look. They were two feet tall and covered in black hair from head to toe. Several of the creatures shielded their saucer-sized blue eyes from the light. The Native American realized it instantly. They were Cherokee fairy people. 
“Greetings, Awolhi,” said one of the creatures. 
“How do you know my name?” the Indian inquired as the fairy approached. 
“We know everything about you. We are the immortals. Your ancestors came to us for help.”  
Bill Walkingstick’s thoughts raced a thousand miles a minute. The Nunnehi. They have been around since the dawn of time. Did it just say help? “My ancestors were slaughtered on the trail of tears,” he stated. “How was that helping?”  
The creature spoke with confidence. “When the white soldiers came for your people, we warned them seven days before. Some who listened came with us, and we brought them to a large boulder. As the stone rolled away, an entrance into the mountain was revealed. Those who went in were shown the secret land of their forefathers. They learned the ancient secrets and were kept safe and hidden until their reappearance. These are your ancestors. The others who did not listen were killed or forced to leave their land.”
The Native man teared up. He’d never heard his ancestor’s story. “I have heard of this secret land. My people called it the bubble world. Others would say it’s the Garden of Eden.”
The Nunnehi creature came closer. “Listen closely, Awolhi. You are in danger. Do not go back to your home until the time is right. Return to the land of your ancestors. There, you will be given further instruction.”
“How do I find it?”  
The fairy smiled. “To know where you are going, you must examine where you have already been. Where the white bubbles of the magical river begin to flow, there you will find the boulder.” 
White bubbles, Walkingstick whispered to himself, staring at the ground. That’s the Esta’toe. It begins at a spring and . . . Just then, he remembered seeing the flare near Mack’s position and his boot print next to the stream. The very stream that became the Esta’toe as it flowed down the mountain. He stared at the creature in disbelief. “How did you know I had already been . . .” 
The creature cut him off. “Everything that happens in your life has already been written. Our lights will guide you to the river. You will find your way to the boulder from there.”
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Two and a half hours later and a hundred yards from the abandoned Forest Service cabin where Mack had been tortured, Bill Walkingstick stood in an ancient effervescent stream facing a large boulder with water jetting out from below. As the Cherokee man pondered its source, a soft white haze drifted through the ferns and gathered at the water’s edge. When the damp, moist air rose like a fog, the granite behemoth moved, revealing an entrance into the mountain. 
Walkingstick moved slowly and deliberately through the bubbles of the stream into the primordial world of his ancestors. But as the man from the Bird Clan stepped forward, all he could think about was Mack. Where was he? What had happened? 






  
  Chapter 27

1779


On the trail to Joara, Mack wondered if his relationship with Toey was progressing too fast. Although they weren’t strangers, their understanding of one another was fractured by the shards of eras and different life stages they’d encountered with each other. They’d never had a grounded, steady, day-at-a-time stretch together, so how much could they really know about one another? 
After an awkward silence, Mack addressed that night at the hostel. “Which girl are you referring to? I was hanging out with two women.”
Toey whipped around in the saddle and flashed Mack a look. “Two? I’m talking about the one you played that game with. And the one you probably slept . . .” 
“That’s not fair,” Mack interrupted. “How did you know about Nikki if you weren’t spying on me?” 
The question caught Toey off guard. While she thought about what to say, Mack turned her statement over, but something was amiss. Interesting. Toey doesn’t know that Casey turned into a Raven Mocker witch and tried to kill me. How come? Toey’s always been my guardian angel, yet she didn’t show up then. I wonder why? 
“I wasn’t spying on you, Mack. That man pointed a gun to your head; don’t you remember?” 
“Of course I do,” Mack responded. “He probably didn’t squeeze the trigger because you stopped him, correct?” 
Toey wanted to say yes but didn’t. Mack was thankful, but he kept pushing. “And I appreciate that; believe me, I do, but you didn’t leave. It seems you were checking on me afterward.” 
Toey stopped the horse and turned to face Mack. “I knew you were there with a woman, but I left just after the men who pulled the gun drove away,” she said. After a brief pause, she continued with a slight note of sadness. “I saw her walking toward your room but had to leave.”
“Had to?” Mack asked, curious. 
Toey clarified. “We talked about the stone’s power and trust, right?” Mack nodded. “This rule’s even more important.” Toey’s eyes narrowed. “Whoever possesses the stone is forbidden to interfere with human history, including people’s ordinary lives, at any time.” 
“Forbidden by whom?” 
“By God. He blesses us with this treasure and can render its powers useless if we violate the rules. Especially if our intentions are not pure.”
Mack pointed out the conflict. “So you’re the exception to the rule?” Then he eased up. “Do you have pure intentions?” he asked with a faint smile. 
Toey smiled back. “I do. And I’ve been permitted to interfere with your life. Ever since you were born, I . . .” Toey stopped abruptly.
“You, what?” Mack inquired, sensing the importance of the moment.
“I’ve loved you.” 
Mack drew back, incredulous. “I don’t doubt your love, but how can that be?” he asked. “I’m from the future, yet you know when I was born, and somehow you know enough about my life to get a job at a horse stable in 1978 so that you could be close to the river and save me from drowning. This is impossible, I tell you!”
Toey knew she had to speak up or risk losing Mack. “Nothing is impossible for God. If you must know, God sent me to the stable. He knew what would happen in the future. He sent me to protect you from your father.”
“My father?” Mack asked, incredulous. 
“John Ballow’s your father, Mack. He tried to drown you in the river but couldn’t go through with it because God stopped him.” 
Mack was devastated. Ballow had practically raised him every summer in the mountains, but his mother had always told him his father had died in the Vietnam War. “My father,” he whispered solemnly. A lump built up in his throat, followed by redness in his eyes. “Mr. Ballow’s my father?”
Toey tried to comfort Mack as best she could. After securing their horse, she sat beside him on the ground and put her head on his shoulder. “I didn’t want to tell you this. I’m sorry; I know how much you loved him.” Toey repositioned herself so Mack could see her. “I don’t understand God’s reasoning often, but I follow it. Who knows why your father acted the way he did? It’s terrible and selfish to say this, but maybe God allowed these things to happen because he wanted us to meet and be together.” Mack caught Toey’s gaze.
“But now that we’re together, I feel there’s another part of His plan for you that he hasn’t told you about. I can’t quite put my finger on it except to say that you are here at this particular time and in this special mountain place for a reason. And now you have to find out why. And I want to help you find out why. We’ll do this together, but we must promise each other one thing, okay?” Mack nodded. “We both had lives before we met. From this point forward, let’s promise not to hold a grudge for anything that happened in our past.” Toey paused. “No matter how terrible it is.”
Mack gulped. For a second, he wondered about Toey’s silent confession he’d picked up telepathically. He was about to let his worry about it go when his nose picked up a scent. Immediately, he scanned the forest in front of him.   
“Do you smell that?” Mack asked, suddenly aware of his surroundings. 
Toey drew back. “Smell?” she asked, “I thought we were just . . .” 
Mack interrupted. “Look behind me. Is anyone following us?”
Toey scanned the tree line on both sides of the trail. “It looks clear to me. What’s wrong?” 
Mack rose to his feet. “I have a strange feeling somebody’s on our tail,” he whispered, nodding toward Toey’s rifle secured to the horse. “You keep that thing loaded, don’t you?” Toey signaled yes. “Take the horse,” he said, slipping the gun from its scabbard. “Put some distance between us, move off the trail, and take cover. If you hear me call for you, the coast is clear, and you can come out. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, go on without me.” 
Shock swept over Toey’s face. “I would never leave you, Mack.” She removed the satchel around her neck. “I want you to have the stone.” 
“That stays with you,” Mack said, kissing Toey’s hand. He locked eyes with her. “I’ll be back soon. Promise.”
The moment he left, Mack thought about Toey’s words. She’d told him there was a reason God had brought him here. As he weaved through the thick brush off-trail, he thought of Toey and smiled. The reason was pretty apparent. 






  
  Chapter 28


York County, South Carolina, Pinnacle of Kings 
Standing atop a two-thousand-foot peak along a ridgeline of rock formations, Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton surveyed the territory before him.  It’s exceptionally clever, he thought, eying the wide-open, nearly flat land surrounding his position. We shall welcome Lord Cornwallis with a soirée fit for His Majesty himself. 
“Sergeant.”  
“Yes, sir.” 
“Any update on the general’s movements?” 
The enlisted man read from a brief. “Intelligence reports a delay in Lord Cornwallis’s arrival due to an American attack at Camden. The rebels were routed, sir.”  
“Camden,” Tarleton whispered. It’s nothing but swamp land. Washington is getting desperate. 
The leader of King George’s Green Dragoons surveyed his map. His orders to guard the western flank of Lord Cornwallis’s army in preparation for the Charleston invasion proceeded as planned, with one exception. What was not in the English General’s instructions to Tarleton as he departed his tobacco plantation was the pillaging and total destruction of every Indian village and non-loyalist structure along his route, leaving hundreds of people homeless and thousands burning for revenge. 
Tarleton turned to a man in civilian clothes. “And the whereabouts of the rebel witch?” 
“She was last seen on her way to Joara. Our birdwatcher says she’ll be here in three days, guaranteed.” 
Good, Tarleton thought, knowing the leader of England’s ground forces might disagree with his barbaric tactics once she was in custody. 
“There’s a recent incident you should know about, Colonel.” The civilian loyalist looked to his left and then right before continuing. “Word is that she’s conjured up a dead man to fight for the rebels.”  
“Barmy! What the bloody hell are you talking about?” 
“It happened near the Tanasi land a few days ago. The watcher was there when it happened. Quite a few others witnessed it too. Some of the men think he’s some soldier from the future. There was even a letter on his—”
Banastre Tarleton interrupted. “Where in the Tanasi Land?”
“The Watagi River Basin. There’s a trapper’s cabin where the local militia assembles from time to time. Our man says they’re harmless. Vets from the war with the French and a few disgruntled locals.”
The leader of the Green Dragoons thought about the Nantahala scout whose body had been found in the same river with a stone wrapped around his neck. Whoever had killed him was sending a message. “Does this dead man from the future have a name?” 
“James MacNaughton, sir. He’s a Sawney hailing from La Florida in Spanish-held territory. Nobody is quite sure what to make of it.” 
Banastre Tarleton’s instincts came alive. The heart of the mountain rebellion lies in Esta’toe’s secret hiding place. 
Just as the militia leader was about to speak, the civilian loyalist with knowledge of the colonel’s history smirked. “There’s another rumor,” the Tory uttered before pausing.
“Yes, yes, out with it out already!” Tarleton shot back, annoyed. 
“Rumor says Esta’toe is still a virgin.” 
Tarleton’s face turned red with fury. In a split second, the dragoon leader’s sword tip lay upon the civilian’s throat. “What did you say?” Tarleton barked. 
The man in civilian clothes turned pale white. “I did not mean to imply . . .”
Tarleton applied more pressure, and the man began to bleed. “Imply what?”
“Nothing, sir, I swear!” 
Tarleton smiled. “No, I believe you have something to say. Tell you what, I’ll drop my weapon if you tell me about this implication.” The civilian gave a nervous nod, and the English militia officer backed away, motioning to his sergeant, who took a position behind the loyalist. 
“Whew! Thank you, sir,” the man called out, sighing in relief. “For a second there, I thought you were going to kill me,” he managed.  
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tarleton stated. “Why would I dispatch one of His Majesty’s most loyal Royal subjects? Now go on and tell me about this rumor.”
The Tory spoke hesitantly. “I wasn’t at the dinner party, mind you, but some say she fought, and you couldn’t have your way with her.” 
Tarleton put forward a smile. Inside, he was raging. “So if I didn’t have my way with her, she might still be a virgin, and I’ll have a second chance, correct?” The scout nodded. “And you chose this very moment to embarrass me in front of the blokes whose lives I’m charged to protect, which I might remind you, includes yours.” 
Colonel Tarleton drew his sword and stepped closer to the loyalist. 
“Do you have anything else to report?” 
“No, that’s all, Colonel,” the loyalist said fearfully. 
The Butcher of Britain spoke quietly and deliberately. “You remember when I said I wouldn’t kill you, aye?”
The loyalist shook his head. 
Tarleton smiled. He glanced at his soldier behind the civilian. “I always keep my promises. Sergeant,” he barked with a commanding nod, “end this piece of shite’s life.”






  
  Chapter 29 


Mack moved through the underbrush at a snail’s pace. Minutes earlier, a familiar scent cut through the equestrian odor of their four-hooved transport. It was the unmistakable smell of an unwashed human being.  
With each step toward the threat, Mack’s pulse thumped in his ear as his photographic memory recalled missions from the past. Cut off the enemy. Hit the rear guard first. Strike hard and fast. Get them to panic. No, dammit! This isn’t combat. I’m not here to kill anyone. Really, Mack? Am I that set against changing history? What about Toey? You can’t risk her life. Don’t be stupid; you better be ready to fire. 
As he thought about the man tracking him, the weight of Mack’s boot cracked a branch. The second the broken twig echoed through the forest, he recalled Bill Walkingstick’s words about sneaking up on a man. But there was nothing he could do. The muzzle flash signaled it was too late.  
KAPOOW! 
Mack fell face-first into the dirt. The bullet missed him, but a second, deadlier shot could be coming if he didn’t react quickly. He low crawled to a nearby tree and steadied his rifle. Surveying his surroundings, he plotted a route to neutralize the threat. He’d zig and zag from tree to tree, drawing the man out and returning fire. Shit, he cursed. He’s close. Calculating the odds, he double-checked his weapon, picked up a rock near his feet, and let it fly ten feet like a hand grenade. 
KAPOOW! 
The threat unleashed his second shot when the stone hit the bushes.
Mack sprinted toward the gunshot source, firing a volley of his own:
KABOOM! 
The threat didn’t move an inch. He wasn’t shot, but Mack’s terrifying scream and the sight of a large adult male flying straight toward him paralyzed him into inaction. 
“ES-TA-TOE!” 
Just before the butt of Mack’s rifle crashed into his skull, the shooter shielded Mack’s blow with a heavy coat. “Please don’t kill me!” he screamed, pinned to the dirt with Mack on top of him. 
Mack struck a blow to the shooter’s head. Tossing the assailant’s weapon aside, he recovered and aimed with his own. “Hands up where I can see them,” he ordered. “Who else is with you?” 
“No one,” said the dazed shooter. “Out here by myself,” he clarified. 
Mack’s eyes scanned the forest and the surrounding brush, then back to his hostage. “You have any more weapons on you?” The man shook his head. Mack crouched to the ground. “Don’t move while I search you.” 
After a quick pat down, Mack stood. “Where’s your horse?” 
“Fifty feet back yonder.”
Mack studied his hostage. “Who are you, and why did you try to kill me?”  
“The name’s Edward Buncombe. Thought you was an Injun. Out here in ’da bush when someone’s sneakin’ up on ya, its best ’ta shoot first, ask questions later.” 
Mack raised a brow. “Don’t give me that crap. You’ve followed us this entire time, and I want to know why.”
Just then, the faint cracking of wood alerted Mack to danger. Another crack and he recognized the source. “Are you all right?” Toey asked, glancing at Mack’s hostage.  
Mack breathed a sigh of relief, then glared at the shooter. “I’m fine, considering this guy just tried to kill me.” Toey was about to ask what happened when Mack continued. “I need you to do something for me.”
“Anything,” Toey offered. 
“Bring up his horse while he and I have a conversation. He says it’s about fifty paces that way.”
“Be right back,” Toey said, starting in the general direction.  
“Hold up,” Mack called out, waiving Toey his way. “I wish you hadn’t come,” he whispered, eyeing the hostage. “This is a dangerous situation.”
Toey looked at the man. “You have him under control.” 
Mack frowned. “There could be others. We could be surrounded right now and not even know it.”
Toey touched the Corazón Del Rey and smiled mischievously. “I’d say we’re looking pretty good right now. It’s just us three and the horses.”
It took a second for Mack to figure it out. His eyes narrowed. “Were you checking on me?”
Toey bit her lip and turned to leave. “I’ll leave you two alone,” she said. But as the blue-eyed half-Cherokee daughter of Prince Felipe of Spain walked away, she let go of the object held tight in her palm. It was a circular object made from lead. It was Buncombe’s first shot—a bullet that should’ve struck Mack in the head.
With Toey gone, Mack faced the shooter. “Start talking,” he demanded. Buncombe remained silent. With the standoff continuing, Mack’s anger began to flare. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Your choice.”
The man dressed in fur spoke up. “Ya know she’s a witch, don’t ya, stranger?” 
A flash of red swept across Mack’s cheek. 
Whack! 
Mack smacked his boot into the man’s shin. “I’m asking the questions here,” he shouted to his hostage, who screamed in pain. As he thought through the next step, Toey approached with Buncombe’s horse. 
“I’ve never seen a trapper with this much gold in my entire life,” Toey shouted, holding a fistful of coins. 
Mack checked Buncombe’s face for a read, but there was none. 
With the horse secured, Toey opened a saddle bag filled with gold dust. “Is this an advanced payment for my capture? Or were you hired to kill me?” she called out, taking a position next to Mack. 
When their hostage rolled to the side, Toey tried a different approach. “Who put you up to this?”
Buncombe folded his arms. “I ain’t sayin’ nothin’,” he called out. 
Toey glared at the shooter and then turned to Mack. “I’ll hold the rifle while you get him on his horse and tie his hands.”
“We’re leaving?” Mack asked. 
Toey nodded strongly. “We’re three miles from Joara, and I can assure this man that Chief Oconosta will reserve a special place in hell for what he was paid to do.” 
A sheet of pale white overtook Buncombe’s face. “No!” he called out. “I’ll tell ya the truth right now. You can kill me afterward, but don’t take me alive to them red-skin savages.” 
Mack and Toey exchanged looks. As Buncombe told the story about his post-Nantahala Outpost meeting with Thomas Josey, the wiry brown-bearded merchant who’d paid him, Toey became deeply shaken. Not only was her Uncle Paul betrayed by his close friend Josey, but she was also to be taken as Banastre Tarleton’s prize and her village in Joara destroyed. 
Mack couldn’t fathom the deception or brutality that awaited the woman he loved. This Colonel Tarleton wants to burn Toey at the stake? Who could do such a thing? Just then, Toey’s silent confession came to mind. That’s him; I know it. Why so much rage, in any case? Did she reject him? Maybe it was something else. Perhaps he didn’t get what he came for? Mack discarded the impure thought. 
While Mack’s thoughts went back and forth, Toey’s worst nightmare had come true. The future of her tribe was on the line because of her actions alone. Her stepfather had warned her to stay clear of the white man’s war, but she ignored him and took up the cause of freedom.  
Toey motioned for Mack to come closer. “I have to make this right. We separate from here.”
“What do you mean?” Mack asked. 
Toey motioned to Buncombe. “Take this guy with you and find Thomas Josey, who paid him,” she said, handing Mack their hostage’s coins. “We have a turncoat in our midst. Bring the traitor to Morganton when you find him. We’ll meet at the Rutherford Inn.”
Mack had questions but held back when he saw the pain on Toey’s face. “As much as I want freedom,” she said, “I realize the Cherokee have to remain neutral now. We have to stop supporting the colonial cause.” 
Toey’s last statement bothered Mack. “Why stop? I think you already know how it turns out.” 
“What makes you think I do?” Toey barked. 
Mack drew back from Toey’s sharp response. “Okay. . . .”   
Toey explained. “I don’t want to know the future, Mack. Or the past, for that matter. You might find this hard to believe, but I’ve never once traveled with the stone outside of our contact.”
As Mack took in Toey’s words, she withdrew toward Buncombe. “We’ve decided to spare your life on one condition.” The man who shot at Mack perked up. “It’s not enough that we know who paid you. You’re going to bring Mack right to him.”
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Bill Walkingstick couldn’t tell if hours or days passed since he stepped beyond the boulder into the land of his ancestors. What began as a simple walk through the other side of the mountain had morphed into a fantasy world filled with strange animals, streams that hummed, endless stretches of singing sand, and hills that contained the work of ancient human hands.
As he crossed through a winter desert valley, he came upon a sandstone arch emitting vibrations that told him where the fish hide in the summer. Following the arch’s direction, he approached what looked like an orange mountain of sandstone split in two by a narrow ravine. Seeing a trickle of water near the base of the ravine, he approached the shallow pool of water but struggled with the idea of a nearly dry stream bed teaming with fish until he caught sight of a six-foot-high summer watermark accompanied by a myriad of colors above. They were petroglyphs! Hundreds of pre-historic carvings were drawn on both sides of the ravine above the waterline.
The Indian studied the images chiseled into the rock. Whatever human being had created the drawings had not only managed to carve them nearly sixteen feet in the air but the artist had somehow wedged their torso between the ravine’s opposing sides. 
The more the Cherokee man surveyed his surroundings, the greater his skepticism grew. There are no signs of fissuring, he told himself, eyeing the smooth sandstone slabs above his head. So this ravine wasn’t a single rock split in two. The left and right sides are independent of each other, but they’re so close together that it would have been next to impossible for a human to wedge themselves in between, let alone make a drawing. It took a minute before Walkingstick deduced what had transpired eons ago. One side of the ravine must have been drawn before the other. But that doesn’t make much sense either. Sandstone formations don’t move, at least not in our lifetime. Awolhi paused to consider the implications. How can artwork be on opposing Navajo sandstone slabs that haven’t moved since the Jurassic period? Recalling the known timeline of North American Native settlement, Walkingstick shook his head. Impossible, he told himself, remembering his studies on plate tectonics and the creation of the Alaskan land bridge. This would mean that men were here millions of years ago. 
“Awolhi,” echoed a voice in the ravine. “Nothing is impossible for God.” 
The Cherokee man nearly jumped out of his skin! He wheeled one-hundred-eighty degrees around and stood motionless as multiple layers of mist stormed in from every direction, forming a human-like shape. “Who are you?” he managed to ask.   
“I am Michael, guide through your ancestor’s world,” the supernatural being said. “Do not be afraid, Awolhi. We are together here for a reason. The visions you’ve had throughout your life do not betray you. God, the almighty creator, is giving you a chance to become a messenger who will prepare the way for a significant man.” Walkingstick immediately thought of Mack. 
Michael read the Cherokee man’s thoughts. “You are correct, but the man you know as James MacNaughton is no ordinary human.” The Indian took a step back, jarred by having his thoughts read. “I have been tasked with showing you the mysteries of the past and their link to the present. This will be necessary to facilitate your understanding of events that have been pre-determined since the dawn of time but have yet to occur.”
Awolhi’s thoughts moved a thousand miles a minute. “Why do I deserve this honor?”  
There was empathy in the guide’s eyes. “Your faith in the creator has redeemed you. He is giving you a second chance.”
Walkingstick’s chest welled with emotion. “What must I do?” 
“Take hold of my hand,” the being said, offering his palm. “Ask questions and learn, for I will show you things no mortal man has seen. You will be given instructions to complete your task when we finish.”
Walkingstick took a deep breath and grasped his guide’s fingers. The moment their hands touched, the Indian lost feeling in his legs, and everything went black. A split second later, darkness erupted into a stunning array of purple, red, and blue cosmic hues. 
Surrounded by a transparent cocoon of bent light, which had just been Michael’s body, the Cherokee man called out, “Are you still with me?”
“I’ve never left,” said Michael, whose voice bounced between a transport vehicle’s chrysalis walls, which now materialized around Walkingstick, who was seated. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?” 
Walkingstick agreed. “I know somehow we’re in outer space, but where exactly are we?” 
The human mist reappeared from the cocoon walls. “You are on the fringe of the Milky Way galaxy, approximately one-hundred-eighty-six thousand miles from Earth,” answered his guide. “A single light year, as you mortals like to call it.”
We traveled at the speed of light, and I survived, Walkingstick said to himself. But how. . . . 
The guide interrupted. “God is how. Look around, Awolhi. He formed all this, including you and me.” The Native American looked. “Yes, we are different beings, but the same. No matter our genetic makeup, we are all God’s children, and nothing is impossible for the creator of the universe.”
The Cherokee man’s eyes marveled at the countless stars and planets from every angle of his view. “How many are there?” he asked. 
Michael responded. “Billions in this galaxy alone.”
Walkingstick tried to grasp the number. “How much farther does it go?” 
“Traveling at this rate of speed, it would take 100,000 of your human years just to leave this one galaxy.” Michael let that sink in before continuing. “But there are other, more efficient ways to travel across your universe. Your great genius Albert Einstein was on to a few before his passing.”
Walkingstick wondered about his guide. “You obviously are not from Earth. Is your home out here in these stars?” 
Michael gave a faint smile. “This is a fascinating question you have posed, Awolhi. Although I must say it is typical for a human being to automatically rule out one possibility while opening the door to another. Allow me to answer your question with one of my own. How do you know my home isn’t the Earth itself?” Walkingstick raised a brow. “Man wants to know so much about interstellar space, yet he knows nearly nothing about what lies underneath his feet.” Michael’s body disappeared into the cocoon again. “I will give you this understanding, but first, I want you to focus on a tiny red star underneath your right foot.”
The space-traveling human moved from a sitting position to a crouching one. “I see a few red stars.”
“Keep looking,” Michael said. 
Walkingstick narrowed his gaze. “Some are moving now. But that one hasn’t. No, it shifted too. They’ve all gone out of view. All I see is pitch black,” Awolhi said. He was about to question Michael when a vast array of new light emerged. “Wow!” he shouted. “Look at those shapes and colors!” He glanced at his guide in complete surprise. “What’s happening?”
Michael reappeared next to his human messenger. “I’ve given you telescopic vision to see beyond your Milky Way—the colorful images before you are galaxies themselves. But what you can’t see is that there are others. They are more numerous than grains of sand on the Earth.” 
The enormity of his guide’s statement hit the Cherokee man like a comet. Billions of stars and planets within a single galaxy like ours. Billions, perhaps trillions of galaxies. Unmeasurable distances. Uncountable time. Walkingstick remained motionless. He believed in God and the Bible, which said God was the creator of all things, including the heavens and earth. Still, until today, he’d never felt the unfathomable size of the universe or the impact of really considering the concept of time. If God indeed was the creator, then he’d existed before all things.  
The bent light cocoon began to move, but its passenger remained seated. 
“Rise, Awolhi,” Michael said. “We must leave this place. For this journey, you must stand.”  
“Where are we going?” the stunned human being whispered. 
“Back to Earth. But it’s not the planet you will recognize. It’s very early in its development, so there are no—” Michael stopped himself. He wasn’t sure if his passenger was ready. 
“No, what?” Walkingstick asked, anxious to find out. 
“No dinosaurs yet.”
The Indian jumped to his feet. “We’re going back in time?”  
Michael and the transport vehicle merged into one. “That we are,” said his voice, now coming from the walls. “Do you remember when I said there were alternate ways to travel?” The Native American nodded. “This path opens a hole through the space-time continuum.” 
“How does it work?” Walkingstick asked as the spaceship began to move.
Michael’s voice became firm. “God did not intend for man to understand it, Awolhi. Look at that constellation on your right.” The Indian turned his head. “Can you see the outline of a warrior amongst the stars?” 
Walkingstick nodded. “Orion?” he asked, eyeing a belt and sword. 
“Correct. At one time, he was a giant on Earth, a huntsman from an island your Greeks call Crete. He was also arrogant—frequently claiming to be a demigod, a son of Poseidon.” The guide paused. “Life on Earth was much different then. Orion gave us one heck of a fight. After his death, God sent him to the underworld to serve his time. I’m the one who convinced the Father to forgive his transgressions and set his memorial among the stars.” The earthling remained speechless as the light in the cocoon turned blue. “You didn’t know that giants roamed your planet, did you?”  
Walkingstick shook his head. Nearly every word from his guide brought a stunning revelation. He could only ask why the light cocoon had turned blue.
“It’s just your imagination,” Michael voiced. “Moving through the Fourth Dimension can cause strange effects. We’re already millions of human years back in time. Another minute and we’ll have reached our destination, but before we arrive, I’d like to talk with you about some of the things you’ve just learned.” Walkingstick listened intently as Michael went on. “I know you’re struggling with the concept of God and infinity.” The Indian agreed. “And if you’re like most humans, you’re probably asking yourself the age-old question; if the world has no end, where is God from? And how could he have come into existence to create it?” 
“I am,” the Vietnam veteran said with a hint of regret. 
“You’re not alone. Many of man’s greatest minds went to their eternal sleep asking the same question.” Michael paused. “I’m here to tell you that there is no answer. God was, is, and will always be. To reconcile with this concept of infinity, you must set aside Earthly logical reasoning and believe as a child would.”
Blind faith, the former Navy Seal thought to himself. “I’ve heard this lesson before,” he responded, hardly noticing the blue light as it began to disappear. Seconds later, the outline of a black planet came into view just as everything went dark.  
Walkingstick swiveled his head. “What happened to the stars? Where’s all the light?” he asked. 
Michael gave no response. In complete blackness, Walkingstick felt like he’d jumped off a cliff. As the seconds ticked, a sudden dread overtook the Cherokee man as the ground rush of impending death roared into his life.“We’re going to crash!” he screamed, just as the supernatural time travel vehicle came to a stop. 
Flat on his back, Walkingstick opened his eyes to near-complete darkness and the scent of smoke. There was a tiny red moon off in the distance. 
“Are you okay?” It was Michael’s voice.  
The Cherokee time traveler patted his legs. “I guess I am,” he said, happy his body was intact. “Can’t see much though.”
“Close your eyes,” the guide called out. Walkingstick complied.
“That feels great,” said the Native American as a warm object rested on his pupils. 
“Open them now,” commanded the interstellar being who had transformed to his original appearance. “Your eyesight will remain green until we leave the dark side of the Earth.”  
Walkingstick sat up. Everything appeared hazy, as if he were looking through a night vision scope. “What time does the sun come up?” 
His guide’s tone turned serious. “There is no sun here. Smoke from the shaft prevents it.”
Shaft? Walkingstick wondered. 
Michael extended his hand. “We must leave now. I’ll explain as we walk.”
The Cherokee man rose and followed. Circular black shapes dotted the hazy green landscape floor. They’d only gone feet when Walkingstick heard a scream. “Did you hear that?” he called out. “That sounded like a man!” 
Michael didn’t answer. He picked up the pace while the Cherokee man tagged along, looking behind. A minute later, they stopped at one of the circles. 
It was a black-water cesspool.
Walkingstick was about to speak when his guide chimed in. “You were correct. That was a human back there.”
A questioning look flashed across the Indian’s face. “But I thought we were returning to Earth before Dinosaurs roamed the land.” 
“We did,” Michael said. “We’ve already been to space and seen infinity, correct?” Walkingstick nodded but seemed perplexed as his guide dropped the next bombshell. “Consider this lesson number two in the annals of time. God put man on Earth when he formed the planet, before he created the dinosaurs.”
The Native American nearly burst out in laughter. “I’m sure radiocarbon dating and fossil evidence would suggest otherwise.”
“Man is a funny creature,” Michael continued. “He dreams of flying through space, yet his earthly imagination is limited by that which he can dig up. In fact, humans have barely scratched the surface of their planet, but they look to others for answers.” 
The Cherokee man grew defensive. “Are you telling me that every book written on the history of mankind is wrong?” 
The interstellar being smirked. He had his future messenger right where he wanted him. “I’ll answer your question by quoting Bill Walkingstick on his recent journey with our special man, James MacNaughton. If I’m correct, you’d just dropped him off at the train bridge. Tell me if I’ve missed anything. ‘I can’t say why, Mack, but take a look around. 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.’”
Stepped into that one, Walkingstick said to himself. He glanced behind him. “This is a lot to take in. I’m not saying I don’t believe it, but if that was a man wandering near the cesspools, shouldn’t we see if he needs help?”  
Michael looked his Indian messenger directly in the eye. “There is nothing we can do. That was a human soul you heard. What was once a man who lived in the light is now a creature of darkness. Some men and women live in the cesspools you see at your feet. They cry and gnash their teeth without hope of salvation. These black pools are gateways to the underworld. Beneath the surface, they act as shafts extending deep within the Earth. At this point, what will one day become the planet you call home is only a mere thousand miles in diameter.” Michael paused so the Cherokee man could take it all in. “Take a look around, Awolhi.” The human with a partially paralyzed face surveyed the immediate vicinity. “These cesspools still exist in your world today. They are bottomless pits; born of eternal fire, they spew toxic pools of rotten iron, nickel, and sulfur from the core through the shaft and up to the crust, releasing evil into the world.” Michael’s tone turned ominous. “Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you? The eternal fire is hell. And hell is in the center of planet Earth.”  
Bill Walkingstick was speechless. He never considered eternal damnation could be an actual physical location beneath his feet. “Why would God create our planet with evil at its core?”
Michael looked up. He raised both arms to the atmosphere. “In God’s great genius, He designed it that way. He cast the evil one out of heaven, sending him to Earth. But our Lord did not abolish his darkness. Instead, He offered mankind goodness and love, which is the light. When man rejected the light, God had to destroy him. And because our eternal Father is not on a human time clock, He’s allowed thousands, even millions of years, to pass before giving man a second chance again. Waiting out the dinosaurs was just one period. I can assure you, there were many others before and after.”
The mortal man seemed dejected. “After what you told me, I feel like God has been playing a game with us.”  
“This is not a game,” Michael said. “Our Lord wants man to choose him out of his free will. But when man kept rebelling, choosing Satan and darkness over the light, our Father finally tried to save his greatest creation by sending his only son, Jesus, to Earth. Jesus is the light that shineth in the darkness. Jesus is God himself, who came to Earth as a man so that any man who believes in him shall escape the eternal fire and have everlasting life with the Father. But to achieve that everlasting life, the final chapter in humanity’s book had to be set in motion. This happened when Jesus died on the cross. Many of God’s people have foretold this end of days. The scenes are playing out now. It’s the final battle between darkness and light. Your visions have predicted it. But you couldn’t have foreseen that you would take an active part in it.” Michael slowed down so his messenger could keep up. “Listen if you have ears, Awolhi. You are a prophet. The Lord commands you to safeguard James MacNaughton at all costs. Utilize your resources. Keep him hidden. Train and protect him until he is ready.”  
The Cherokee man struggled to respond. “How can I do that? Mack’s gone. I assume he went back in time, but truthfully, at this point, I’m not even sure if he’d be dead or alive.” 
Michael responded sharply. “Of course, he’s alive, or I wouldn’t be here.” Softening the blow, he said, “And you’ll see him again, although I’m not sure when. The Lord has given him a lot to do, and as I’ve already shown you, our heavenly Father works on his timeline.”
Walkingstick couldn’t wait any longer. “Just who is this James MacNaughton anyway?” 
The interstellar guide smiled. “He’s a lot like me, except he doesn’t know it yet.”
Walkingstick questioned, “I don’t mean to offend, but who, I mean, what, exactly are you?” 
“I am Michael, archangel of justice, healer of the sick, guardian of the church, and commander of the Lord’s armies in Middle Earth.”
The Cherokee man was stunned. 
Saint Michael humbled himself. “It doesn’t matter how many angels I command or who I am. In God’s eyes, you and I are no different,” said the archangel. “We are both simple servants of the Lord.” 
St. Michael grasped the Indian's hand. “Awolhi. It is time to leave this place and go back home. As the prophet that you are, you know what’s coming. You always have. When you return, I want you to focus on world events and keep prepping. Plan your days accordingly, for the time is drawing near. Read scripture for encouragement. See the End Times unfold in the book of Revelation. Reading will be hard, but our Lord will show you the meaning of John’s prophecy if you take your time and read slowly. Now listen closely because I’m giving you something specific to do. Get back to that Army base and remove that injured man from the hospital. His contacts and knowledge of military tactics and intelligence will be critical for what’s coming. You’ll find a key too. . . .”  






  
  Chapter 31

1779


Near the trail to Joara, Toey had gone ahead to meet Chief Oconosta while Mack tied Edward Buncombe’s hands and forced him to walk in front while he rode closely behind.  
“Tell me when we are close to Thomas Josey’s property,” Mack demanded thirty minutes after leaving Toey. 
Buncombe stopped. “I’ll lead ya to him, but that’s where it ends. As soon we get on his land, you let me go.” 
“I don’t think so,” Mack shot back. “As a matter of fact, you’re going to knock on the traitor’s door. I’ll be hiding, of course.”  
Buncombe smirked. “Knock? There ain’t a chance in hell. You must be from the city, boy. Wealthy merchant like Mr. Josey got armed men and dogs roamin’ his property.”  
Shit, Mack cursed to himself, thinking about the limitations of his weapons. He’s right. Maybe I should get with Paul for backup? After briefly considering tying Buncombe up and heading back to the cabin, he tossed the idea. “Get moving,” he ordered. 
While Buncombe led the way, Mack thought about his hostage’s surname, wondering if the County of Buncombe, North Carolina, housing the modern city of Asheville, could be the same. “Tell me, Edward,” Mack called out sarcastically, “as we make our way toward this Mr. Josey, and for your sake, I hope nowhere else, please enlighten me as to why you think Toey is a witch.” 
Buncombe kept walking. “All them Injuns is devil worshippers,” he called behind him. “Not a Christian amongst ’em.”
“And just how do you know that?” Mack snapped back. 
The hostage stopped and did a one-eighty. “You seen them sacrifices they make? Fire and wind ain’t no God. None of dem go ta church either.” 
Mack blew off the first statement. Christianity had already permeated many of the eastern tribes. “Are Indians even allowed in church?” he asked.  
“Well, no, but . . .” 
Mack interrupted. “My point exactly.”
“Look, I ain’t arguing with ya, mister,” Buncombe called out. “Everybody knows that stone around her neck comes from the devil. Hell,” the hostage said, pausing. “She even conjured you up from the dead.”
“What?” Mack shouted. “How did you—”  
The shooter interrupted. “I heard about ya. At least ten men says you drown in that waterfall, yet she brings ya back to life with that stone. Now, I only know one man who could raise people from the dead, and his name was Jesus. Anything else comes from the devil himself.” What his hostage said next shook Mack to his core. “You better watch out, mister. Now the war is come, people ’round these parts extra suspicious of outsiders. Especially one that shows up a stone’s throw away from a Continental militia training site.”
Mack realized Buncombe was referring to Paul Henri-Ballou’s cabin.
“I’m gonna let ya in a little secret,” Buncombe continued, staring intently at his captor. 
“Go on,” Mack said.
“Had it not been fer the Frenchman and Robert MacNaughton, you’d already be hangin’ from a rope.”
Mack felt deflated. Standing there, all he wanted to do was escape with Toey, but he couldn’t. The turncoat had to be dealt with. “You were at the waterfall too?” 
“Nope. Ain’t a part of no militia.”
Mack drew back. “Then how do you know all this?”
“Josey was there.”
A sudden feeling of dread overtook Mack. He knew Ballou needed to be warned immediately, but an internal alarm told him something more sinister was happening behind the scenes. 






  
  Chapter 32
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Grassy Creek, North Carolina, east of Paul-Henri Ballou’s cabin 
Like many Northeastern Baptist preachers of his day, amateur geologist and summertime farmer Elisha Mitchell, Sr., yearned for the warmer climate and wide-open mountain territory he’d only read about.   
In 1778, fully a dozen years after his arrival on a ship from England, the married pacifist sold everything he had for a second chance at an adventurous life, settling on a piece of land near Cherokee Joara territory in Western North Carolina. Lots of rocks to find, mountain peaks to climb, and countless unsaved souls in a region unaffected by the war, Elisha Mitchell had explained to his wife, whose idea of risk grew no more significant than the outfit she chose for her 11:00 a.m. daily tea. 
On the same morning Mack and Toey left the Nantahala Trading Outpost, Dr. Mitchell dropped off his pregnant spouse at her midwife’s quarters and hurried back to his church. By the time he arrived, more than two dozen of his flock were waiting. 
“Reverend Mitchell, I’d like to have a word with the congregation, sir,” said a white-haired man in a blue coat as the preacher approached his pulpit.  
Elisha Mitchell stood at the podium, opened his Bible, and ignored the man’s request. 
Feeling slighted, the man who requested to speak rose from his seat. “Reverend, we asked you to post the Declaration of Independence and General Washington’s request for volunteers. I see the Declaration, but where’s the other?” 
The preacher glanced to his flock, who was listening to every word. “There’ll be no talk of politics or war in the House of our Lord, Mr. Clark. Surely, there are those in our congregation cheering just as loudly for their side as yours.”
The white-haired colonial militia man surveyed the pews. “Sir, there isn’t one British loyalist in this room,” he said before walking to the stage and addressing the audience. “Most of you have heard the news. The revolution is coming to our doorstep, and we need men who can fight. There’s a muster call in—” 
Elisha Mitchell cut the part-time soldier off. “That will be all, Mr. Clark,” he said, stepping before the militia man. “Thank you.” 
Clark narrowed his eyes at the pacifist. “I’ll show myself to the door, preacher, but I’ll cause a ruckus if you don’t let me finish.” 
Reverend Mitchell frowned, and the Continental continued undeterred. He spoke with a copy of the Declaration held high in his hand. “Men and women of Grassy Creek. This document establishes the framework for a free country. This is an idea without boundaries. In all of human history, we are the first nation of its kind. Already, the concept of freedom is spreading. Hundreds of Irish youth have set sail to defend our American cause. France has joined the war, amongst others.” Clark produced a document from his jacket. “This is a clip from an article in a British newspaper. The writer claims to be an anonymous member of Parliament. And I quote: 
‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of British evil in America is for freedom-loving men around the world to do nothing.’”
Clark dropped his hands to his side. “My fellow Americans. People are rallying across the world for our cause.” He nodded to the reverend. “After this service, I’d be honored to speak with any man willing to defend our freedom.”  
When the blue coat had left, Elisha Mitchell reiterated his position. “As most of you know, I firmly believe in neutrality. Many in the East go hungry every night because they choose sides. But our grain vats remain abundantly full.” The preacher scanned the pews before continuing. “Members of our church family,” he said, “I want you to ignore Mr. Clark’s call to action. Instead of fighting, seek comfort in Jesus. Whatever happens in the war, I assure you that victory will be Christ’s.” 
With his point finished, the reverend returned to the podium. “I’d like everyone to open their Bibles to the book of Revelation.” While the attendees turned through the pages, Mitchell continued. “In light of our conversations today, I thought the final battle leading to Jesus’s second coming would be appropriate.” Mitchell glanced around. There were several frowns. “This is hard reading, but today’s your lucky day. Lend me your ear, and I’ll interpret.” The preacher cracked a faint smile. “For those questioning whether this war with England is the run-up to the final battle, I can assure you, it is not!” Several sighs could be heard as the pacifist preacher moved on. “Now, if everyone would turn to chapter six . . .”
Outside the church, Clark waited patiently for the Sunday service to end. Five minutes after he’d given his speech, a puff of green smoke rose from the nearest tree line. Curious, the sixty-something Continental decided to track down its source. A quarter mile into the walk, Clark crouched behind a bush, shocked at the activity around a circular pool of black water. Several dozen Indians were immersing themselves and their horses in the black sludge of the pits. I’ll be dammed, he said to himself. That’s . . .
Back at the pulpit, Elisha Mitchell looked up from his Bible. Most everyone was glued to his sermon as he read the fifth verse.
“. . . and when the Lamb opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, Come! So I looked. And there before me was a black horse! Its rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. Then I heard what sounded like a voice among the four living creatures, saying, two pounds of wheat and six pounds of barley for a day’s wage, and do not damage the oil and the wine.”
“AAAAAH!”  
A piercing scream penetrated the church. Elisha Mitchell jerked his head up just as Mr. Clark stumbled through the door, holding his head and bleeding profusely.
“They hit the warehouse, Reverend. I tried to stop them, but, but . . .” 
The white-haired Continental shuddered and fell. As his body crumpled on the cherry wood floor, Elisha Mitchell and his Baptist flock watched in horror as the senior citizen’s locks separated from his skull. 
As Elisha Mitchell processed the chaotic scene, putrid green smoke engulfed the outside columns.  
At first sight of flame, several flock members shrieked and ran for the exit. Others followed, but they didn’t get very far as those who’d panicked reversed course, running full speed back through the front door.   
“It’s the black horse! We’re all going to die!” someone screamed as they reentered the sanctity of the church.
“Save us, Preacher!” a child begged.
Elisha Mitchell rushed out of the entrance and froze. Judgment day is upon us. 
Camouflaged with the black-water sludge of the circular sess pools covering their bodies, dozens of Chickamaugas surrounded the religious man on horseback. As the toxic scent of rotten iron, nickel, and sulfur from the sludge filled the air, the pacifist preacher fell to his knees and prayed as men of the devil bolted the door behind him. With every church timber engulfed in flames, a black-skinned demon with a Mohawk emerged from the smoke next to Mitchell. Hell was where the Chickamauga leader was headed. 
But not before he took one more scalp. 
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Mack and Edward Buncombe had traveled another three miles when Buncombe turned north on a less traveled path.  
“How much farther?” Mack demanded to know. 
Buncombe called out behind him, “Another fifteen minutes, then we go in on foot. Just remember what I told ya about them dogs.”
“I remember,” Mack responded. “Stop right here,” he said from his horse. 
The trapper wheeled around. 
Mack got out of his stirrups and met his hostage on the ground. “Why did you take Josey’s money to kidnap Toey and bring her to Tarleton?” 
Buncombe bristled, looking brittle. “Nobody buyin’ my furs. Been nearly a year now. The war is partly to blame, but most of it’s because of her.” Mack was about to ask when Buncombe explained. “Ever since she went in business with her uncle, my buyers dried up.”
Mack snarled. “What the hell is wrong with you? You call yourself a Christian. How could you take another human being hostage and send them to death for money?”
“Don’t judge me,” Buncombe retorted. “You not from here, and you ain’t got no idea what them savages done to the white man.” 
Mack knew arguing was useless, so he changed the subject. “You said the men at the waterfall believe Toey conjured me up from the dead. I’m curious; what do you think?” 
Buncombe held back for a few seconds. “Don’t rightly know. And to be honest, don’t care ta find out.” 
“Why is that?” Mack asked, curious.  
The trapper took a deep breath. “Because I’m spooked, okay?” 
Mack gave a half laugh. “You don’t look like the type of man who scares easily.” 
Buncombe perked up. “I don’t.” 
“Then what is it?” Mack shot back, annoyed.   
Edward Buncombe stared through Mack. “I shot ya at point blank range, and there’s no mark on ya.” 
Mack disagreed. “You missed, and I ran for cover.”
Buncombe shook his head. “I was ten feet away in dem bushes.” He leaned forward. “You should be dead.”
Mack recalled the explosion of gunpowder. He’s right. What the hell happened back there? 
Off in the distance, the sharp bark of a canine changed the conversation. 
“Josey’s dogs,” said the trapper. 
“We walk in from here,” Mack said, tying Buncombe’s horse to a tree. “Where’s your fire starter?” he asked. 
Buncombe pointed to the front saddlebag, and Mack rummaged through it, removing a leather pouch with flint and horsehair. “I’ll follow your lead,” Mack said. “Bring us through his property upwind,” he demanded. “I don’t care if getting to his house takes five more miles. Do you copy that?” The hostage’s face was blank. “Do you understand what I am telling you?” Buncombe nodded. “And don’t try any funny business. I’m not here to hurt anybody, but I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my woman.”
The man who nearly shot Mack did a double take. “The Cherokee woman is your slave?” 
Slave? Shit, I forgot about that, Mack thought before lightening the moment. “No, she’s my guardian angel.” Buncombe seemed tongue-tied, and Mack pointed. “Take your boots off and start walking,” he ordered. Buncombe looked at Mack cross-eyed. “Somebody once taught me the first rule of creeping up on a man is to take your shoes off. When I went looking for you, it slipped my mind, and I nearly paid for it with my life. I won’t make the same mistake twice.” 
Buncombe snickered. “That something them sneaky Indians do, mister. Who taught ya that?” 
Mack studied his hostage as the excitement of releasing a tidbit of his story rose to a fever pitch. “His name is Bill Walkingstick, and you’re correct; he’s an Indian, a Cherokee.” Mack smiled at the confusion plastered on Buncombe’s face. “To tell you the truth, he’s why I’m here. Well, for the most part, anyway.”
Buncombe had his doubts. “Ain’t no Indians named Bill round these parts.”
“That’s true,” Mack said, “but two hundred years from now, there will be.” Noticing Buncombe’s bewildered look, he decided to have fun. “Earlier, you guessed correctly when you said I’m not from here.” Mack smiled. “I’m not. I’m from the future.”
Buncombe burst out in laughter. He dropped to his knees, then recovered. “You crazy, mister!” he shouted. “In all my life, I never heard—”
Mack cut him off. “I’ll prove it to you.” 
The smile left Buncombe’s face as Mack’s photographic memory went to work. “I know this area like the back of my hand. You’re Edward Buncombe of Buncombe County, North Carolina. You were born to British parents on the island of St. Christopher. They raised you on a plantation on the east coast of this colony, but owning slaves and farming wasn’t your life’s call, so you moved to the mountains. Should I continue?” 
A sheet of pale white flashed over Buncombe’s face. At that moment, Mack had a revelation. “No, I don’t think I will.” He stepped closer to the man who took a shot at him. “Today is your lucky day, Buncombe. I’m going to release you right now. I’ll find this Mr. Josey on my own.” Mack stood toe to toe with the man who would one day have a county named in his honor. “Listen to me closely. I know how your life ends. There isn’t much time. Get right with God and join the colonial militia. This is your second chance, Edward. Don’t mess it up.”






Chapter 34
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Mack stepped through Josey’s land like a deer. With each passing stride, memories of tracking dangerous men in combat reared their ugly heads. But the force multipliers employed with a heavily armed Marine Corps grunt platoon differed from this mission. Technology and concentrated firepower wouldn’t be a factor. This was a solo task. It was Mack against the weather and the terrain and an unknown enemy with unknown tactics. He looked for thickets where men could hide, circling the edge of meadows to avoid being silhouetted. When animals announced his presence, he hid in the ferns, low crawling when he had to, remembering the danger messages sent out with the croak of a wide-winged, sacred Cherokee blackbird—the raven. 
Mack didn’t need the stone. His confidence and power grew with every inch forward. He ate Indian potatoes and sweet carrots along the way. He drank mineral-rich water from the streams, camouflaging his body and hair in mud. He had a bloodhound’s nose, and his eyes were sharper than an eagle’s. 
There was a bliss that fell upon Mack at this moment. In the great enigma of living, he faced death with every step on Josey’s property, yet he never felt so truly alive. It was a high that could have never arisen without the complete forgetfulness that he was alive. He was a man. He was an animal. He was one with the forest. The forest was one with him. This great joy of living comes to the soldier on the front lines and to the pastor when he redeems a soul; it comes to the nurse who heals, and to the novelist creating new worlds. And it came to Mack, marching headlong into danger through an ancient forest, listening for the call of the raven, hunting like countless generations before. 
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Miles into the hunt, Mack spotted and took a heavily worn footpath. Seconds into the new trail, the echo of metal on metal drifted through the air. It was human activity. Mack braced for a barking dog that might appear at any moment. 
“Croak . . . croak.”
The frog-like call from above alerted Mack to danger. He glanced to his left, to his right, then behind. With the coast clear, he stepped off-trail toward a group of trees that appeared to be planted.
And then came the smell. Iron and sulfur permeated the air. The green underbrush turned brown. Look at that, Mack said to himself. Those trees are burnt like a fire swept through. Hang on . . . I’ve seen these before. As Mack studied the forest, putrid green smoke drifted toward him. Just then, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and panicked, dropping to the prone position in front of a bush. Oh my God! he worried, peering around the foliage. There are several men over there in a circle. Are they chanting? Wait! I can’t see them through all this smoke.  
While Mack decided what to do, brilliant flashes of yellow light exploded from the green cloud as a mighty wind crashed like a phantom from the east. And just like that! The cloud and the men disappeared, but something had taken their place. It was an altar. Made from cedar and gold, it hovered above a circular cesspool of black water surrounded by burnt trees. 
Confident he was alone, Mack rose to his feet and approached the water for a better view. On top of the five-foot-wide, four-foot-tall, rectangular altar rested a fist-sized gold object resembling a human eye. Strange symbols had been etched into the altar. Triangle shapes filled with human eyes next to compasses with the letter G in the middle. Celestial constellations and five-pointed pentagrams dotted a gold altar landscape with hundreds of drawings depicting human-like beings with horns. 
What the hell is this place? Mack asked himself, eyeballing a snake making its way toward the pit. 
To Mack’s surprise, a laser beam shot from the altar to the ground at his feet. “Come to the altar. Walk on the plank of light,” called out the golden eye, which seemed to have come alive. “Take me in your hand, and I’ll show you the future,” the contraption continued. 
Mack didn’t budge. “I could care less about what lies ahead.” He almost laughed at his following words. “Already been there.” 
“I see,” the talking metal object responded. “Does this mean you have no concern about your mother, who weeps over your death?”
Mack couldn’t move. The sharpness of the object’s statement penetrated his soul. Until now, he hadn’t thought about his mom and the life he’d left behind.
“How do you know about . . . ?”
A voice boomed from behind the altar. "We know everything." Just then, a man in a hooded red robe appeared out of nowhere, standing at the water's edge.
Mack drew his pistol. “Don’t move,” he demanded, pointing the weapon. “Or I’ll splatter your guts all over the ground.” 
“Good,” replied the mysterious figure. “Let the rage build within you.”
Mack stepped closer. “I assume you’re Mr. Josey?” he blurted. The man nodded. “May I remove my hood?” 
Mack agreed, alarmed by Josey’s appearance as he pulled back the fabric. The man who wanted to harm Toey had a flaring nose, a wiry brown beard, and long, greasy hair parted in the middle. But there was something about Josey that was mesmerizing. It was his unpredictable eyes. They were blacker than a moonless sky.
Mack stood ten feet from Josey. “I should kill you right now,” he said, “but—” 
Josey interrupted. “Be my guest,” he said, throwing his hands up. “But then you would never know about us, would you?”
Mack glanced at the pentagrams and demons drawn on the altar. “I’m not interested in your witchcraft.” 
The red-robed man reached into his pocket. “Witchcraft?” he said, removing several folded-up pieces of paper currency. “I would say that George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Paul Revere, and John Hancock would disagree with the term ‘witchcraft.’ They’ve joined us too. Here,” he said, tossing Mack the money.
Mack caught the wad of bills, staring in disbelief at a one-dollar Federal Reserve Note. There was a picture of George Washington on it. “Where did you get this?” 
Josey smiled. He pointed to the golden eye on the altar, which had moved to the water’s edge beside Mack. “I’ll show you. Place the eye against your left pupil.” 
Mack hesitated. “I’m not falling for any of your tricks.”
“I’m not here to deceive you,” Josey said. “I know why you came. Set aside your violent intentions for a moment and do me a favor first.”
“A favor?” Mack asked, confused. 
Josey pointed to the dollar bill. “Turn that piece of currency over.” Mack flipped the paper bill. “Does anything catch your attention?”    
Mack zeroed in on the dollar. Almost immediately, he saw the triangle with the eye. He glanced at the triangle shapes on the gold altar. They were the same. “What does this mean?” he asked Josey. 
The nostrils on Josey’s nose grew large. “The triangle represents strength and duration. The eye is the eye of providence. Amongst other things, it sees the dawn of the American empire upon us.” What the red-robed man said next left Mack stunned. “The New World Order is here.”
Mack was stunned. From what he understood, the New World Order, or NWO, was a twenty-first-century conspiracy theory about a  power  ruling over the Earth with an  globalist agenda leading to a one-world government. “Who are you, people?” he asked.
Josey deflected. “Our ancestors were simple stone masons in King Solomon’s temple. But our membership has evolved. And I have said enough. Place the eye against your left pupil.”
Mack glared at Josey. “If you try anything.”
Josey put his hands up. “I’ll stand right here,” said the man with a wiry beard. 
Sidearm at the ready, Mack placed the contraption against his eye socket. Immediately, the virtual reality-like device transported him from 1779 to a future desert environment surrounded by millions of network cables intertwined like strands of spaghetti. Mack scanned his new climate. A warehouse building received the cables from every direction a short distance away. Mack followed a particular line into the wire center, amazed at what he saw. The cables had been separated into countless glass strands wrapped inside insulated casings. Mack took hold of a strand. He’d seen the pulses of light before and knew it was fiber optic cable. Beyond the fiber optic lines, a vast array of industrial-sized servers took in the strands, storing terabytes of information every minute of every hour. 
Exiting the warehouse facility, Mack spotted a sixty-inch-round steel casing pipe transporting the fiber optic to a shiny yellow structure a long distance away. It was a coliseum—a gigantic golden stadium. 
Mack pulled away from the contraption to look at Josey, who stood in the same position. Satisfied, he set the eye back in place. Instantly, he found himself on the outskirts of the stadium, surrounded by people forming a line. When he stepped away for a better view, a figure in a white tunic directed him back in line. Mack was stunned. There were endless numbers of human beings lined up to get inside. He studied the entrance. The price of admission was a full body scan and the swallowing of a black pill. 
“What are they ingesting?” Mack asked a man standing next to him. 
The man looked Mack up and down. “Please tell me you haven’t crawled from underneath a rock?”
Mack drew back. “What do you mean?” 
“It’s the tablet of everlasting life,” the man continued. “Everybody was given a certain time to get the implant device. Then you come here for the pill and the scan, and they seat you according to your genes.”
Mack studied his surroundings. What he first thought was a coliseum had morphed into a temple of some sort. “Where am I?” he asked the man. “Better still, what the hell is going on here?” he nearly shouted. 
The man seemed nervous. He glanced left and then right. “You must be one of the hiders,” he whispered. “Okay, here it goes. We’re in Utah. This building is a tabernacle. It belonged to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.”
“The Mormons?” Mack asked.  
A sheet of pale white came across the man’s face. “Never say that word. It’s been banned.” The man signaled for Mack to move closer. “Everybody laughed at them, but they figured it out,” he said softly.
“Figured what out?” Mack whispered back. 
“Compiling the genetic code. For fifty years, they collected DNA samples from nearly every family in every country. They stored everything here in the tabernacle until he was ready.”
“He?” 
The man scoffed. “You’ve really been kept in the dark, haven’t you?” 
“I guess so,” Mack said with a hint of worry. 
“The savior,” the man continued, moving forward in line. “The greatest man in all of human history. He used artificial intelligence to take control of the stored DNA and decipher the beginning of life. The second he recreated the Higgs particle, he received a message from God. You are truly blessed to be here. On the temple stage, the savior will unveil the altar containing the universal source of life two hours from now. Today is the day we meet our creator. God will be on stage waiting for us. Anyone who has taken the pill and received the chip will be guaranteed immortality.”   
Mack remained motionless. He didn’t know what year it was, but in his 2016 world, mapping of the Human Genome had already occurred, and advances in Microchip Technology were moving at breakneck speed. Television and print advertisements for determining ancestry were as commonplace as commercials for food and toiletries. At some point in his life, Mack had read an article claiming that the Mormon Church had amassed the world’s most extensive collection of genealogical material. In addition to the DNA sampling, hidden underneath a mountain of granite and behind several vault doors, it was rumored the church had more than five million microfilm reels of parish records, marriage indexes, necrologies, census reports, pilgrim registers, and tons of other documents. 
As he stood in line, the horror of all that confidential genetic information being used to deceive mankind shook Mack’s soul. 
“Come on, we’re up next,” nudged the man Mack had been talking with. 
At the black-water pit in 1779, Mack was unaware that Josey kept inching toward him, but the events unfolding in the eye kept him from pulling away.  
“Why separate people by genes?” Mack whispered quickly as they reached the head of the line.  
The man leaned in. “It started with the Muslims in Spain. Please tell me you know that much?” Mack shook his head. “They got access to the gene pool before the savior stopped them. That’s how World War III started.”  
A booming electronic voice interrupted their conversation. “Next.”
The man in line said goodbye. “My turn. Maybe we’ll see each other in the Promised Land,” he said, opening his mouth for the pill.
Mack gave a half smile. 
“Next,” announced the white-robed figure. 
Panicked, Mack sidestepped the pill and bolted through the scanner. A second later, a pulsating screech vibrated through his body like the noise from a five-alarm fire.
Mack covered his ears and fell to his knees, disabled by the volume. He looked to the right, and two chiseled-looking humans ran toward him shouting. 
“Alert! Alert! We’ve got a hider! South entrance. Area 51.” 
Mack panicked. He jumped to his feet and ran for it! He’d gone ten paces when a guard tackled him. In the ensuing struggle, Mack poked the chiseled man’s eye. To his shock, the man’s eyeball fell to the ground. There was something strange about the flesh. It seemed artificial. Mack looked back at the man. Behind the flesh was a steel ball bearing! The guard wasn’t human, after all. It was an android! Mack struggled to process the scene when a second android ripped his shoulder blades backward, handcuffing him from behind. Mack screamed! But not from the shoulder dislocation. The sight of a hypodermic needle and the robot’s words were the last things Mack remembered before everything went black:
“Microchip insertion now.” 
In 1779, standing near the edge of the black-water cesspool, Mack slammed the virtual reality device on the altar, struggling to catch his breath.  
“Who the hell are you? What is that thing?” he shouted to Josey, now standing just a few feet away.  
Josey gave a deviant smile. “To understand who I am, you must join our group. The golden eye is a simple extension of my power. This altar and the circle of black water are our church. The one who sent me and I are one.” The red-robed man extended his hand. “Join us, and the knowledge of the world will be yours.”
Mack studied Josey’s fingers. They were nearly black and looked more like spears than human appendages. He knew right then that he was dealing with pure evil.
Josey saw the look on Mack’s face and readied himself to go for Mack’s weapon. “I’ve shown you the eye of providence,” said the ghoulish-looking man, “but you might need more convincing. Tell you what, look closely at the dollar bill again. What else do you recognize?”  
Mack spotted it immediately. The currency was printed in 1978. The pores on his skin bristled too late! Josey sprung toward him, sinking his fingers into Mack’s skull like a claw! “Now you will understand our power!” screamed what had been posing as a human being.  
Immobilized in the demon’s clutches, Mack’s life flashed before him. In an instant, it was the summer of 1978 at Devil’s Claw, North Carolina. Although he was a seven-year-old child at the time, he was now watching the scene play out from above as an adult observer. Downstream from the campground, he watched as a man in faded green coveralls closed his store early and went fishing. As Mack looked on, the man baited his hook when a terrible scream came from upriver, and the fisherman ditched his rod and sprinted toward the boy who had stolen a raft and gone missing. Tears streamed down Mack’s observing cheek when he realized it was his seven-year-old self who’d screamed, and the man fishing was John Ballow. But amid this supernatural revelation, adult Mack sensed Ballow wasn’t alone. Someone else was in the forest! In a horrid, dream-like state, caught in the clutches of Josey, Mack watched the river scene play out. While John Ballow hurried toward Mack, Ballow suddenly convulsed, his arms twisting, staggering, and was caught from behind, his body morphing into something else. It was Josey! The demon had somehow traveled through time and overtaken John Ballow completely. But why did this happen? As Mack searched for the answer, he left the river to observe a tiny mountain cemetery. Opening the gate, Mack fixated on a white slab of marble:   
Jimmy Ballow
Age 7 
The Lord Called Our Angel Home
“No!” Mack shouted, fighting for his life in Josey’s clutches. “No!” Mack screamed at the realization of seeing his grave in the trance. “You didn’t mean to kill me, Mr. Ballow! It was a demon that overtook you! I’m alive. I swear I didn’t drown.”
The finality of his last statement gave Mack pause. “Mr. Ballow, can you hear me?” Mack remembered their first overnight wilderness trip. He loved spending summers with him. John Ballow must have been his dad.  
Still in Josey's grasp, time then shifted, and Mack was all grown up. After Bill Walkingstick dropped him off at the train tracks in 2016, he was on a mission to find Paul-Henri Ballou’s letter and his 1779 clothes John Ballow had stashed for him when he stumbled on a chimney in an abandoned mountain ghost town. Something just happened; he remembered that day when a sudden dread overtook him.  
Mack now had a vision of what caused the ghost town dread as the events of that 2016 day traversed the annals of time to his current predicament. “Mr. Ballow, why did you close the store early?” Mack worried as the scenes unfolded. “Wait! After I found the cabin and Bill Walkingstick, you wrote out your will and assigned all your assets to your wife, then jumped in the river with your clothes on? Since when do you go tubing?” Mack’s thoughts spun at a breakneck pace as his father’s raft moved beyond the picnic shelter. “He’s heading right for Devil’s Claw!” Mack moved the frame forward, spotting three spears of black rocks forming a pitchfork. “But he’s terrified of drowning! Oh no! He’s going to commit suicide.” Mack panicked, measuring the distance. His father’s head was on a collision course with the razor-sharp middle spear. He screamed! “I forgive you, Dad! God will forgive you too! Please don’t do it! Oh no! Dad! Dad!” 
















      [image: image-placeholder]Mack awoke face down on the forest floor. His knife and pistol lay at his feet. An injured man and a whimpering dog were close by. Green smoke billowed off to his right. After determining his only wounds were his bloody knuckles, he grabbed his weapons and wandered off to the man. 
“I suppose you’ll finish me off now, mister?” said the wounded man.
Mack’s recollection of events was just a blur. He studied the black and blue marks on the man’s face and glanced at his fists. I did this. But when? 
“This is Josey’s land, correct?”  
The wounded guard nodded. “He’s long gone now. Ain’t nobody ever got this close ta him,” he said, coughing.  
Mack didn’t answer. The putrid smell of the black-water cesspit behind him sent a chill up his spine. He glared at the guard. “Give Josey a message. The Cherokee know about his plan to kidnap Toey and burn down her village. Soon the Continentals will too. Tell him to cease all activity. Leave the area and never come back.”
The wounded man tried to sit up. “I’ll tell him, mister, but I can’t guarantee anything. Mr. Josey’s a man who lives by the quarrel.” 
“So do I,” Mack said ominously. “Trust me. He doesn’t want me to come back,” he said, walking away.  
“Wait,” the guard called out. Mack held up. “You could’ve killed my dog and me. How come you didn’t?”
Mack came around. He still couldn’t recall the night’s events, but there had to be a reason they were alive. “I must have shown you mercy,” he said. “Get away from Josey and do the same for others.”  
As Mack retraced his steps through the billowing smoke, he noticed an odd-shaped lump on the outside of a sugar maple not ten feet away. It was a burl. But this wasn’t an ordinary knot. It looked like a human face trapped within a tree. Mack approached the curiosity with caution. With each step closer, the bark seemed to soften. A twist up and to the right. A wiry turndown. A split of the wood in the middle. The flare of a nostril. Horns emanating from a skull. But not the head of a human being. It was the face of Mr. Josey! Mack ran as fast as he could as the demon from the night before came alive. Had he looked behind him, Mack would’ve seen the red-robed being cut the throats of the man and dog before it slipped back into the black-water pit that had been on Earth since the dawn of time. 






  
  Chapter 35

2016


Qualla Boundary, North Carolina 
“Good morning, gentlemen,” said the Cherokee Natural History Museum clerk as two anabolic men walked through the entrance door. “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 would you prefer?”  
A muscular man with a full beard dressed in khaki cargo pants and an olive drab shirt approached the counter. “Can you tell us who owns the Blue Honda Civic?”
The museum greeter grew defensive. “What’s this about?” 
The second man flashed a badge. “That car ran a speed trap. We clocked it 90 mph in a 40.”
At the counter, the man in khaki chimed back in. “Is it yours?” he asked.
The clerk remained silent.
The tattooed man with a badge came to the counter. “In case you didn’t know,” he said with a snicker. “Double the posted speed is an arrestable offense in this state.” 
In an office behind the front desk, museum curator Nancy Cornsilk kept an ear on the conversation and an eye on the Ring Doorbell showing a blacked-out van in the parking lot.  
“I’m well aware of our traffic regulations, officer,” said the chipper museum host protecting her boss. “But I’ll remind you that you’re outside your jurisdiction. This is Cherokee territory. Neither state nor federal law can be enforced on our land.” 
The Delta Force soldier in khaki glanced at his partner. “I’m getting a little frustrated here. Will you tell us who owns that damn car, or should I break every piece of glass in this friggin’ place?” 
A flash of panic swept across the clerk’s face when a voice from the office called out. 
“It’s mine!” shouted Nancy Cornsilk, setting her office phone receiver on her desk before storming out. “I don’t know who you are, but you have about thirty seconds to vacate this premises,” she barked.  
The commandos looked at each other. “Excuse me?” said the tattooed soldier in disguise. “I don’t think you understand, mam. You see this badge?” 
Nancy Cornsilk stood next to her clerk, eying the man’s identification: “Federal Anti-terrorism Unit.”
“We were joking about the speed limit before.” 
The museum director cast a suspicious eye.
“The provisions of the Patriot Act say we can do whatever the hell we want to anyone we want, wherever we want.”
“Is that a fact?” Nancy Cornsilk asked as four police vehicles sped into the parking lot with their sirens blazing. 
The instant both men turned for a look, the reserved and proper museum curator removed a sawed-off twelve-gauge shotgun from the folds of her skirt. 
“Click, click.”
Both operators froze. Just as the man in khaki reversed to face his threat, the museum doors flew open. The sight of ten heavily armed Indian police officers storming through the entrance and Nancy Cornsilk’s words made it a day the commandos would never forget.
“Go ahead,” Cornsilk said. “Reach for your weapons. Make our 'trail of tears' disappear.”






  
  Chapter 36


Fayetteville, North Carolina
It was 9 p.m. in a motel room when Bill Walkingstick looked up from a passage of scripture to the noise on the television. Half around the world, an Al-Jazeera update blasted the US Army’s helicopter gunships across the screen. The expansion of the Syrian Civil War into northern Iraq made for headline news. As the Cherokee man watched, the volume from a dozen Apaches flying in attack formation seemed to turn itself up.  
After his trip to the bubble world and his life-changing journey with Michael the angel, the Native American hitchhiked and stayed overnight in three separate towns, purchasing supplies while putting his plan in place. He started and ended his day reading the Bible. He traveled to Womack Medical Hospital in the late mornings and early evenings, camouflaging his way in and out of the Ft. Bragg Forest, stealing IDs, keys, and uniforms as the opportunities presented themselves. He surfed underground blogs for news, resisting the temptation to contact Nancy Cornsilk while thinking about who Mack was, where he’d gone, and when he would return. How can I be a prophet? He questioned. I’ve killed people. And who is this other man the angel wants me to get out of the hospital? Then what? I saw his injuries. He’ll probably never walk again. Am I supposed to be his caretaker? Never mind, focus on the mission, dammit.  
Distracted by his thoughts, the Cherokee man glanced back to the priority list on his yellow legal pad when it hit him. Oh my God! He nearly screamed, eyes on the television for only a moment when he reached for his Bible, frantically turning through the book of Revelation and the pages he’d read that morning. Found it! 
“The fifth angel blew his trumpet, and I saw a star falling from heaven to earth. The key for the shaft to the pit was given to him. He opened the shaft to the abyss, and smoke came up out of the shaft. It was a putrid-smelling smoke. Born of rotten iron, nickel, and sulfur, smoke from the great furnace blocked the sun and choked out the air over half of the earth.”  
Awolhi looked up from the text, stunned. In Revelation, John writes about the end times on Earth, but he also describes the beginning. I’ve been there! The angel Michael showed me Earth’s dark side and the pits that led to hell. Hang on. . . . He read through the passage again. 
“I saw a star that had fallen from heaven to earth. The key for the shaft to the pit was given to him.”
The Vietnam vet recalled his conversation with the angel. Michael said that God had cast the evil one out of heaven, sending him to earth. I know the evil one is the devil. He took a deep breath. The devil is this falling star. 
Walkingstick rose to his feet. Michael was right when he said the answers were here in this text. As he moved to turn off the news and head for the shower, he froze in place, eyes darting from the Apaches on TV back to scripture: 
Chapter nine reads, “Locusts appeared out of the smoke onto the earth’s desert, and greater power was given to them than all the scorpions on the earth. They had chests like iron breastplates with heads that seemed to turn, and the sound of their wings rumbled like the noise of many chariots rushing into battle. They had tails with stingers like scorpions, and flames spewed fire from their mouths.” 
Walkingstick stared at St. John’s description of a modern-day helicopter as it would appear to a man two thousand years ago. The Cherokee man knew it immediately. St. John had been given a vision of the future and predicted this moment. The end times have already started. The final battle between good and evil has begun, he thought. Where are you, James MacNaughton?






  
  Chapter 37

1779


Six hours after Mack left Josey’s property, he checked into the Rutherford Inn in Morganton with coins Toey had given him. After an hour’s nap, he went downstairs to the tavern, where all eyes turned toward him as he approached the bar. Mack ignored the stares, focusing on the two-sided fireplace in the center of the establishment.  
“What tickles ye fancy, mate?” the barman asked as Mack found a seat. 
Mack knew his favorite Scotch had been around for a couple of hundred years, so he gave it a shot. “Laphroig, please. Neat.”
Without a word, the barkeep left to speak with a patron at the other end before returning. “This es an English establishment,” the drink server said abruptly. “We don’t serve Scottish piss whisky round here.”
Mack seethed at the attitude. “Where I’m from, some of the best whisky in the world comes from Scotland. What else do you have back there, you arrogant British prick?” 
The liquor-serving man glanced beyond Mack and then turned away. 
Mack rose from his seat. He was about to call the barmen when a voice rang behind him. 
“Yer wearin’ that wrap around yer waist like yer from the home country, but yer sure as hell not,” someone with a Gaelic accent called out. 
Mack wheeled around. Two men in Highland attire stared at him. He remembered both being present at the Nantahala trading outpost meeting that Toey had walked in on. Outside of their red hair and curly beards, they could’ve been mistaken for his brothers. 
“Never said I was,” Mack shot back, remembering the tension and trouble they’d raised over him. “What’s it to you, anyway?”  
Both men shared looks, surprised at Mack’s snarkiness. “We were at the waterfall,” said Ian MacNaughton on Mack’s right. “Where did ya get that?” he asked, pointing to Mack’s buckle. 
Mack struggled for words. “It’s mine,” he said, trying to remember. “I mean, I think it is, anyway.”
“Ya see, Robert,” said the Highland man. “He dinnae talk like us and has no idea where our clan buckle came from. I told ya he’s a fraud. That Indian wench conjured ya up from th’ deid.” He pointed to the exit. “This is our place. Now, get th’ hell outta here before we . . .” 
Mack lost his temper and crashed his foot onto the man’s shin, buckling him to the floor. While his brother on the left struggled to understand what had happened, Mack swept his legs out, withdrew his pistol, and moved behind both so their backs were to him while he faced the bartender. 
“Now about that piss whisky,” Mack called out, jabbing the barrel of his Flintstock into each man’s back. “Tell me, brother Robert. Does our barmen have it?” 
“Aye,” said the Scot reluctantly. 
With his weapon, Mack pointed to a quiet spot in the tavern. “Tell him to bring a bottle with three glasses and three ciders over to that table,” he called out loud before addressing the brothers. “We’re going to have a little talk about the home country. Do you understand?” 
“Aye,” the brother answered Mack. “Do as he says,” Robert shouted to the bartender. 
Mack tucked his weapon away. “You can get up now,” he said, eying them closely as they rose. “But don’t try anything stupid, or I’ll show you what my hands can do.”
As they approached the table, Robert asked, “Why did ya attack me? Was only watchin’.”
Mack pulled out a chair. “You would’ve defended your brother,” he replied.  
With everyone seated, Mack dropped a bombshell. “Tell me, my fellow MacNaughton clan brothers, when did you desert the Continental Army?” Both men looked like they’d seen a ghost. “I know about you two,” Mack continued, his clan conversation with Bill Walkingstick fresh in his mind.
“But how did ya . . .” one of the red-haired men was about to ask. 
Mack ignored the interruption. “The British stole your ancestral land, so you jumped on a boat and enlisted as soon as you arrived.” He glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “And since you’re not in uniform on the east coast, I assume you’ve abandoned the cause.”
Mack’s knowledge of their actions caused Robert to slump in his chair. “Not completely,” he managed. “How do I say this?” he asked with a look at his brother. “Congress didn’t pay us for over two years. We have families ta support, so we moved west and joined th’ militia instead.” 
After the bartender left, Mack filled each empty glass with whisky and leaned in close. “I understand your reasons.” He looked each brother in the eye. “You’re not deserters, and I’m not a spy for England, okay?” Both brothers lowered their guard, and Mack went on. “I want to tell you many things, but I can’t. Just know there are strange things in this life that have never been written down in a book. Where and when I’m from are just two of them. How Robert will end up with George Washington fighting in the final battle of the war is a third.”
A sheet of pale white flashed across both brothers’ cheeks, and they downed their drinks. Mack smiled and removed his belt, setting the engraved buckle with an outline of a castle on the table. “Look at you and look at me,” he said. “There’s no doubt we’re MacNaughtons. Now I’ve just given you a glimpse of your past and future, and I only want one thing.” Mack nodded toward his buckle. “In a dream, I’m on the bow of a ship sailing the high seas toward a striking stone castle. This castle,” Mack emphasized with his finger on the buckle’s etching. “I want to know everything about it. Including the MacNaughton land, which was stolen from you.” 






  
  Chapter 38     


Cherokee town of Joara 
Toey had arrived in Joara to discover Chief Oconosta was out on patrol and wouldn’t be back until the following day. After an extended meal, she gathered around a fire as several members of her tribe put on a song and dance. The clan knew Dragging Canoe was coming. The colors on their faces and the weapons in their hands were a call to war. Fifteen minutes into the ancient ritual, Toey withdrew to her sleeping quarters, worried more about Mack than the upcoming clash. She tried contacting him through the stone, but there was nothing—no line of communication. No sounds. No images. Frustrated, she went to bed early but couldn’t sleep. The silence in the wee hours of the morning screamed like a lamb. It was the deafening sound of a dark place. And the man she loved had been there. 
With a sleepless night behind her, the sound of multiple riders on horseback drew Toey from her bunk. Oconosta had returned, but the ensuing commotion bypassed his quarters. 
“We’re in danger, Father,” Toey called out, entering the seven-sided council house. 
The Cherokee leader dismissed his sentries. “That why I call you here. Dragging Canoe sense opportunity. His warriors are close.” 
A shiver went up Toey’s spine. “I was talking about the settlers. Some of them want to kill us.”
Oconosta seemed confused. “But why? We support this colonial cause.”
Toey frowned. “They have bad people just like we do. Some of them hate us just because of our race.” Amongst other things, Toey wanted to say but didn’t. After a brief pause, she got the courage to speak her mind. “Given everything that’s happened, I want the Cherokee to keep their hands out of this war. We should withdraw our support starting tomorrow.”  
His stepdaughter’s words took Oconosta by surprise. “Supplying white soldiers with food has been profitable. Perhaps this threat you speak of could be eliminated.”
Toey replied sharply, “Money isn’t worth our lives. It’s best to remain neutral.”
The aging head of the Cherokee tribe stepped closer to Toey. “Then so be it. You have spoken as a true leader. I will announce my decision tonight.” Oconosta put a hand on Toey’s shoulder. “Are you ready to take your place as my successor?” 
Toey closed her eyes and turned away. 
“Daughter,” the chief said, “I’m getting too old for this. The white man’s war is coming whether we want it or not. Our people need someone like you who can lead them into the next century. You are the one who can negotiate the final peace.” 
A tear streamed down Toey’s cheek as she turned for a look at the man who’d adopted her when her parents were killed. For the first time in her life, she sensed his vulnerability. “Why can’t things stay the same, Father?”
Oconosta dropped his guard. “I love when you call me father,” he said with a slight smile. “Unfortunately, change is in the air. It is the way of the wind. But change can be good too. Never before could Beloved Woman be elevated to such a position. And yet, here you stand today. Strong and intelligent. Kind and beautiful. Ready to become chief.”
Toey took a deep breath. She had to tell him about Mack. “I’m not always strong, Father,” she said, biting her lip. With her cheeks bright red, she continued. “I have something to tell you.”
Oconosta sensed Toey was in love, having heard enough of her stories about Mack to know what it was about. His stepdaughter had always said they would one day be together.
“He’s here,” Toey said, excited. “I found him at the waterfall, and we’re supposed to meet in a  . . .”
“No!” The Cherokee man roared. “Our people will come to accept female leader. They will never embrace her white husband!”
Toey was rattled by Oconosta’s response. “But I love him, Father. I always have,” she said with deep affection.
“Then you cannot be chief,” the aging tribal leader snapped back. “And I have no sons. And not one man in our clan is worthy of filling your shoes. Daughter,” Chief Oconosta said solemnly, “this war has our people on edge, and I fear rebellion from within. The last thing we need is a return to the savagery we left behind.”   
A questioning look swept over Toey’s eyes. “What do you mean?” 
Oconosta’s gaze became stern. “Our people are warriors. Many long for glory days of the past. If they detect weakness, they will convince others to choose Dragging Canoe over you.” The chief softened his next words. “But there is no honor in savagery. Fighting the white man will only bring heartache, pain, and destruction.” 
Toey was flush with the stress of his words. “I love our people and don’t want this to happen,” she agonized. Then her face stiffened. “And I’m sorry to disappoint you, Father. But I’ve thought this through, and I choose Mack. He’s the love of my life.”  
The tribal leader dropped his head. The consequences would be catastrophic. He took a deep breath. “Then you must be separated from our people and live as the white men do.”
Toey was gobsmacked by this. “But father . . .” 
Oconosta choked up. “It must be so.” He looked at Toey and struggled to continue. “And now I must make confession.”
Toey drew back. “A confession?” she asked. 
The chief swallowed hard. “About your real father. And your mother.” 
Esta’toe’s heart skipped a beat. 
KAPLONK! 
At that very second, the door to the council house swung open. It was the Savage. Two of Oconosta’s men accompanied him. 
“You talk too much, old man,” Dragging Canoe called out as he barged into the structure. “Cherokee people no accept woman as chief. Make me leader and tribe survive.”
Oconosta glared at the man he’d banished. “Yours is the way of the past. We make peace with white man and flourish.”
“Wrong!” Dragging Canoe screamed. “I fight, and warrior soul live forever.”
One of Oconosta’s men approached their chief and spoke to him privately while Toey looked at the crater-faced killer with disgust. “We find Savage camp,” he whispered. “His forces are strong. Over a hundred warriors on horse.”
“How many of our men did we trade to bring him here?” Oconosta asked. 
“Ten,” said the Cherokee sentry. “We return the Savage, our men live. If not, they will die.” Satisfied with the conditions, Oconosta was about to speak when the sentry stated, “There is more.” The statement took the chief by surprise. “White men camp nearby.”
“White men?” Oconosta asked. 
“Supporters of English King,” said the sentry. 
A frightened look came across the chief’s face. The Savage has English backing, he said to himself. They attack tonight, he guessed. 
Dragging Canoe became impatient. He turned toward Toey and pointed to Oconosta. “Woman. Did he tell what happened to the ones who birthed you?” 
Toey recoiled. A sheet of pale white flashed across her face.
Oconosta glanced at his stepdaughter then back to his uninvited guest. “No! Do not do this. The tribal council will consider your request tonight. Leave now.”
The Savage smirked. “For many moons, you keep her in the dark. Make me chief right now, and she will never know truth.”
Esta’toe panicked. She stared at Chief Oconosta. “You said you had a confession to make. What were you going to say?” 
One look at the Savage and Toey’s stepfather knew he had to be the one to tell her. The tribal secret had been bottled up for too long. “I am responsible for your parents’ death.”
A dead silence fell over the council cabin. Seconds later, Toey shook her head. “What are you talking about? They fell over the waterfall and drowned in the river.”
Chief Oconosta stared at the ground and remained silent. 
Toey grew suspect. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
Dragging Canoe moved closer to Toey. “He does not answer because he is old and weak. I become chief. Take you as wife.” 
Esta’toe glared at the Savage. “You’re despicable!” she shouted. “The worst kind of human being. I would rather die than marry you. Live with that.”
Dragging Canoe smirked. He stared at the heart-shaped treasure around Toey’s neck. Inside, he was raging. “You born with white spoon in mouth. Given stone because of ancestors. I come from nothing.” 
The Savage turned toward the chief. “All these years, he lies to you. He had your parents killed.” A flash of horror swept across Esta’toe’s face. “You want to tell her why, old man?” Oconosta glanced at Toey and then at the Savage. The chief’s blood pressure skyrocketed as Dragging Canoe continued. “Because your mother—his sister—married a white man. A White Spaniard with thick head of hair and eyes like yours. Yes, princess. Dragging Canoe remember them like yesterday. Eyes that stare at me as I take scalp.” The Savage’s admission rattled the souls of everyone in the cabin as the murderer went on. “I kill father first. And because today is day of truth, I tell another secret.” The Chickamauga leader flashed a devious smile. “Oconosta suddenly change mind—take back his order of death, but Dragging Canoe ignore and kill mother too.” The Savage turned to face Toey. “And now, my precious Esta’toe, you will live with that.”  
“YUUUUT!”
The bloodcurdling scream rattled every timber of the tribal council as Oconosta pounced on Dragging Canoe’s back, sending him face-first into the floor. In punch after punch, the aging chief rendered the Savage unconscious. When the beating had finished, the Cherokee leader turned to his stepdaughter. “Your mother was my sister. As much as I hate white husband, I couldn’t go through with it and take back the order, but it was too late.”
Esta’toe stared into the eyes of the man who’d lied to her. As the anguish of her parents’ murder built up in her heart, she knew her relationship with her stepfather was over. Exiting the council building to meet Mack in Morganton, it was the first time that Toey felt truly alone.






  
  Chapter 39 


Inside the tavern below the Rutherford Inn, Mack had listened intently as both MacNaughton brothers described their homeland. As the drinks went down and the day grew older, Mack shared tidbits of where he was from, carefully sidestepping the outcome of historical events about to go down. While the men forged a bond, Mack remembered his conversation with Bill Walkingstick.  The Cherokee man said Robert would make it to the war’s end, but what about his brother? Will he die on the battlefield so I can grow up in a free country? Is that right or wrong if I’m here and don’t fight?
“Tell us more aboot this flyin’ carriage yer people call an airplane,” Robert asked with a heavy buzz and a bright-red face. 
Robert’s brother downed another whisky. He could barely speak his words, overcome with laughter. “Ya say people can fly like a bird cause of some black stuff en th’ ground called oil?” The drunk Scot turned away from Mack. “Haidh Robert, this is some first-class shite. This gille sound so believable, I’m certain he could entertain the laird back en th’ homeland,” he said with a giggle. 
Mack smiled from ear to ear. “I’m glad I could amuse you,” he called out to the brothers. Tossing several coins on the table, he rose from his chair. “That does it for me, gents. To my fellow McNaughton’s, I say goodnight and farewell. Maybe we’ll meet again someday.”
Robert extended his hand, and Mack gripped it tight. “Will ye come ta our meetin’ on the morrow?” the Scot asked. 
“Maybe,” Mack replied. “I’m not making any promises, though.” 
Just as Mack turned to leave, he saw Toey in their room and stopped. Time seemed to stand still. What’s happening to me? He asked himself. I’m not wearing the stone, yet I can see her. 
“Are ye okay, Mack?” Robert asked. 
Mack nodded nervously and left. Bolting from the tavern through the lobby and up the stairs, he stepped into his room and found Toey sprawled out on the rug. Mack rushed to her side and dropped to his knees, looking for any sign of injury. “Toey! Are you okay?” 
Toey didn’t respond—a blank stare across her face. 
“Tell me what’s wrong,” Mack said in a panic.
A few seconds later, Toey offered her arms. Mack lifted her upright to a sitting position. “Hold me,” she sobbed. 
Mack obliged, wrapping Toey tight in his arms. Instinct told him to remain quiet. Whatever pain she was experiencing wasn’t physical.
“I turned Oconosta down,” Toey managed to say as her tears dried up. “It’s just you and me now.” She lifted her head from Mack’s chest. “All I want to do is leave this place and start over somewhere else. Can we go tonight?” 
Mack seemed confused. “Leave? Where would we go? Wait, aren’t they expecting you at the meeting tomorrow?” 
Toey crossed her arms. “I’m not going.”
A questioning look swept over Mack’s face. 
Toey picked up on it. “I've been thinking about this a lot. If my people continue to support this war, bad things will happen.”
Mack knew the incident with Josey weighed heavily on Toey’s decision. “I agree, but the Continentals rely on the Cherokee for many things. You can’t just leave them hanging. There could be repercussions.” 
Toey realized the wisdom in Mack’s statement. “You can represent me, Mack. Tell them to deal with Oconosta directly.” 
Mack shook his head. “We’ll have to think of something else.”
“Why?” Toey asked. 
“It won’t go well. Half these guys think I’m a British spy.” 
Toey drew back. “Who said that?” 
Mack was already two steps ahead. “Let’s talk about it later. Isn’t your Uncle Paul going to be there?”
Toey nodded. “He should be.” 
“Good,” Mack said. “I’ll explain the situation and let him deal with it. After all, it was his good friend that betrayed his trust. Once the militia knows there’s a traitor in their ranks, they’ll understand the Cherokee position.”  
Toey seemed hopeful. “Okay, then.”
Mack felt relief, but it was only fleeting. As soon as Toey asked about Edward Buncombe and Thomas Josey, he tensed.
“Mack?” Toey persisted. “What happened out there?”
Mack looked away. “I don’t know. Buncombe brought me to Josey’s property, and I released him. I woke on the forest floor with a man and a dog beside me. There was blood all over the place, but they were alive.”
Toey spotted the cuts on Mack’s knuckles. “They must have attacked you.”
Mack frowned. “I don’t remember defending myself.” Then, with an uncertain glance, he said, “It seems like something else happened.” 
“What do you mean?” Toey asked. 
Mack did his best to explain. “It was the weirdest thing. I feel like I was time traveling a long time ago. Even before we met. I know it sounds crazy, but strange things have happened over the last few days. You’d think I was nuts if I told you half of it.”
Toey encouraged him with a smile. “Try me.”
Mack wondered where to begin. “I was downstairs in the tavern when I saw you enter the room.”
The revelation stunned Toey. “But how could you know that? You don’t have the stone.”
Mack shrugged his shoulders. “I know. I was saying goodbye to the brothers when it happened.” 
“Brothers?” Toey asked, confused. 
“The ones that gave you a hard time about me,” Mack responded. “Bumped into them downstairs. I can’t be certain, but I’m pretty sure we’re related.” 
Toey hadn’t digested Mack’s last statement when his mood turned somber. His following words didn’t come easy. “Now, I'm worried.”
Toey swallowed. “About what?”
Mack glanced to the floor and back to her. “I’m getting a feeling that my life isn’t my own.” 
Toey placed her hand on Mack’s arm. “What do you mean?” 
“We haven’t had a chance to talk about this yet, so here it goes.”
Toey waited nervously for the next shoe to drop. 
“I didn’t mention this, but the morning Dragging Canoe attacked me, some creature interceded. It said my real name is Macneachdainn, and I’m supposed to take the stone on a mission to find God’s will for my life.” Mack went on. “Then it disappears. And I flip through that book in the cabin and meet these brothers, and they tell me where they’re from. It’s almost like my home is somewhere else.” Mack took Toey’s hand in his. “But there’s no place I’d rather be than here with you.” He stared into Toey’s eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know what’s happening.”
Toey nearly burst into tears. “I don’t want you to leave me, Mack.”
Mack was shocked. “Leave?” he muttered, “I would never do such a thing. What gave you that impression?”
Toey realized her deepest fear may have blindsided Mack. “Nothing. I’m sorry for saying something like that. I’m just upset about everything.”
Mack dried the moisture underneath her eyes and pulled her close. “I’m not going anywhere,” he reassured her. Seconds passed, and Mack changed the subject. “You told Oconosta about me, didn’t you?”
Toey nodded. “He said the tribe wouldn’t accept me having a white husband. That’s when Dragging Canoe barged in.” A shiver went up Mack’s spine as Toey continued. “He told the truth about my mom and dad.” Mack braced for the bad news. “They didn’t drown in the waterfall like I was told. It was all a lie.” Toey took a deep breath. “Oconosta had Dragging Canoe murder my parents, Mack!” 
“Oh my God,” Mack whispered. “But why?”
Toey sobbed silently. “They were slaughtered at Devil’s Claw,” she whispered.
Mack was stunned. He’d been raised to believe the black rocks on the river were pure evil, and now he knew why. 
Mack held Toey tight, rocking her gently. Then he quietly said, “We’ll start our new life tomorrow. Where should we go?”
Toey perked up. “East of Uncle Paul’s cabin, there’s a hidden cove of flat land filled with deer, streams, and meadows. It’s the perfect spot to get lost and build a home.”
“Lost Cove,” Mack whispered.
“I love that name,” Toey responded. 
As they held each other tight, Toey felt a yearning move through her body. “Mack,” she said, looking up at him with a twinkle in her eye, “when we get there, I want to do more than build a home.” 






  
  Chapter 40

2016


It was 10:00 in the morning when Bill Walkingstick stepped into an ACE Hardware store in downtown Fayetteville. After handing the clerk a $20.00 bill to sort through a fifty-key janitor’s ring, the Native American browsed the aisles while the clerk used his skills to properly identify the proprietary teeth pattern of an elevator key. Satisfied with his payoff, the Cherokee man placed several uniquely fabricated Schindler Elevator Corporation keys into a small paper bag and left the shop for another retail establishment, depositing the balance of the Womack Medical Facilities key ring into a garbage can.  
“Package for you, Mr. Steel. Came in from Amazon late last night,” said a brown-haired female attendant at Gina’s Pack and Ship, when Bill Walkingstick approached the counter. 
Walkingstick glanced at the label and smiled: 
From: ACME Uniform Co.
To: Steve Steel
456 Main St.
Fayetteville, NC 28310
“Thank you,” the Indian said, stepping from the counter to the anonymous brass post office box he’d rented. Right on time, he whispered silently, opening the pack and ship mailbox and removing a freshly laminated identification from an envelope. Lawn and garden store next. Walmart for a cell phone. Gun shop tomorrow. Almost ready, he said on his way to a local coffee shop, tucking his new disguise in a bag. 
Upon entering the brew house, Awolhi noticed the stares. For the better part of three weeks, nearly everyone he’d come in contact with had quickly made eye contact and glanced away, frightened by his face and the Bell’s Palsy which had been thrust upon him after drinking the elixir that night Mack had first arrived at the hostel. Now, with his long grey locks dyed jet-black and cut short, people took notice of the handsome, naturally tanned man with blacked-out prescription Ray-Bans set high upon tall cheekbones, covering his deformed eye. But his clean-cut hairdo wasn’t the only thing that changed. Snakeskin boots, bellbottom jeans, and a burnt-orange suede jacket he’d picked up at a thrift store created a pep in the step of the Cherokee man who would launch his plan on Tuesday night. 






  
  Chapter 41

1779


Rutherford Inn, Morganton, North Carolina 
After a restful night of sleep, Mack opened his eyes to the burgeoning daylight and a handwritten note beside his pillow. To his surprise, the stone lay next to the letter.  
“Buying a wagon and a horse to pull it. Take a look at the store across from 1st Street. We’ll need wood and stone tools to build our new home from scratch.
Love you muchos, Toey.”
Mack nearly smiled. He’d watched off-grid home-building shows for years, dreaming of how he could build a cabin from raw land, but he was concerned for Toey’s safety. Why had she left the stone for him? After a swig of water, he placed the lanyard around his neck, left the room, and stepped outside to a town already bustling with activity. 
“Is it normally this busy around here?” Mack called out to the clerk as he entered the tool shop. 
“Haven’t you heard the news, mister?” 
Mack headed toward a display of axes and shook his head. 
“This morning’s the big war meeting.” 
Of course, Mack thought. He casually glanced at the store worker. “What side are you on?” 
The clerk shrugged his shoulders. “Neither.” 
“How come?” Mack asked, trying not to pry but curious at the man’s neutrality. 
A few seconds passed as the storekeeper pondered Mack’s question. “Guess I don’t want things to change. Make a pretty good living as it is. The British don’t bother us, so why should I risk my family and fortune over a couple of east coast ideas?”  
“Never thought about it that way,” Mack responded as he shopped. He’d read a dozen books on the root causes of the American Revolution but hadn't considered the shopkeeper’s dilemma.
“What about you?” the store clerk asked. 
“I’m not at liberty to say,” Mack shot back, amused at his choice of words. 
The shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed. “And why is that?”  
Mack grinned. “Because I already know how the war turns out,” he said, sliding a finger on a particularly sharp axe blade.
“Huh?” the clerk asked, confused. 
Mack changed the subject. “I need a good axe. Can you make a recommendation?” 
The store manager refocused. “What kind of work?”
“Cabin building,” Mack responded. 
“Round these parts?” the clerk inquired. “The type of wood makes a difference.” 
“Nope,” Mack said with a grin. “It’s far from here, and a place where no one can find me.”
The shopkeeper was about to ask why when Mack’s tone changed.
“I’ll give you some friendly advice. Change isn’t always bad. If you stay neutral or choose the British side, you might also need a cabin in the middle of nowhere.” 
A look of disapproval came over the clerk’s face, and he disappeared into the back.
Mack brushed it off and continued to shop, impressed by the inventory. There were wood chopping tools and saws of every type, including numerous chisels, augers, braces, and drawknives. For measuring and fitting, the store held various compasses and calibers whose Trammel points could calculate the length and the precise distance required for arcs and circles. As he moved from aisle to aisle, Mack began to feel overwhelmed when a familiar voice rang out. 
The accent was French. “Get two of every zing, and you will be all right.” 
Mack whipped around to see a man at the doorway. It was Paul-Henri Ballou. “You are not hard man to track,” Toey’s uncle said with a grin.
“How’d you find me?” Mack asked, happy to see John Ballow’s ancestor again. 
The French pioneer knocked his boots clean before entering. “Zat Florida accent you got, boy. Nobodie hear it before. All I had to do was ask around.”
Mack approached, and the two men shook hands. 
“The meeting is an hour away. Toey with you?” Ballou asked.
Mack nodded. “She went to buy a horse and cart.”
Ballou seemed confused. “What for?”
Mack glanced around. The clerk was still in the back, and two new shoppers had entered. “We need to talk. A lot’s happened in the last two days.” 
Ballou motioned for Mack to follow. In a back corner of the store, Mack brought the Frenchman up to speed. 
“Somebody tried to kidnap her. I caught him before it happened.”
Ballou’s face grew red with anger. “Tell me they do not breathe anymore.”
Mack swallowed. “I let him go.”
“Tu quoi!” Ballou shouted, drawing the clerk onto the sales floor.
“Can I help you, gentlemen?” the shopkeeper called out. The moment he recognized the pioneer’s face, he apologized. “Please excuse me, Mr. Ballou. Didn’t mean to interfere in your business, sir,” he said, retreating again. 
After the interruption, Mack said, “I traded his life for information.” With a serious face, he filled in the missing pieces of what had transpired since leaving Ballou, including the details of Edward Buncombe’s plan to kidnap Toey. “It gets worse. Toey was going to be killed and the village of Joara destroyed.”
The Frenchman seethed. “Give me a name, Mack.” 
Mack took a deep breath and let it out. “Josey.” 
A sheet of pale white flashed across the Frenchman’s face. “Thomas,” he muttered after Mack announced his name. That is how the Indiene came through ze meadow and found my cabine. Nobodie but Thomas Josey knows the escape route up to ze boulder and down to the Watagi. Ballou bit his lip as the sting of the betrayal got the better of him. “He was mon ami. My friend.” 
“I’m sorry, Paul,” Mack whispered. He quickly glanced around and said, “I might as well tell this to you now.” Ballou braced for what was next. “Toey wants out of the war completely.” Mack made sure to maintain eye contact. “And I agree with her. She’s not going to be at the muster meeting. We want you to explain her situation to the colonials. They need to know there’s a traitor in the militia. From this point on, somebody else will need to deal with Chief Oconosta.” What Mack said next hit Ballou like a ton of bricks. “First chance we get, Toey and I are leaving.” Ballou was about to object when Mack cut him off. “I’m not taking her away from you,” Mack said with a smile. “I just need to borrow some of your property.” The Frenchman became hopeful as Mack explained. “The flat cove of land behind your cabin will do,” Mack said his words proudly. “With your blessing, Toey and I will build a home together. And hopefully, someday, we’ll get married.”
The Frenchman looked away. “It sounds like you have every’ting figured out,” he said with a hint of regret. 
Mack knew Ballou would come around in time. “Not everything,” he said. “I have a lot of building experience but no clue how to construct a cabin.”
Ballou motioned to the tools on the shelves. “I could help with zat,” he offered warily. 
“Thank you,” Mack replied, grasping a light ax. “And after our home is complete, I need your help with one more thing.”
“What is zat?” Ballou asked.
Mack raised the axe’s blade as something deep within him rose to the surface. 
“Indians. We’re going to hunt down the Savage who killed Toey’s parents. It’s payback time.”  
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Over two hundred men had gathered in the Morganton town square by the time Joseph McDowell climbed a flight of five steps to a temporary platform constructed for this very event. As the twenty-two-year-old Continental militia leader took the stage, he surveyed the crowd for signs of the Boone family from the Tanasi land, and none were present.  
“Men,” he called out to the audience. “You’re all here because you’ve answered the call to arms. General Washington needs five thousand troops for the war. Any man that signs up today gets five hundred acres.”
“And a bullet in the head if we lose,” shouted a doubtful man. 
McDowell sensed the importance of squashing dissent. “Give me a break, Mr. Jones! I know you’re familiar with the Declaration of Independence, correct?” Jones nodded yes. “Great,” the militia leader continued, “then I’ll ask you a question. When you’re sitting at the fireside with a grandchild in your lap in twenty years, and he asks you what you did in the great Revolutionary War, will you say you went off with the real men to fight? Or will you tell him you stayed on the family farm and shoveled shite?” 
Jones’s face turned beet red as the entire crowd burst into laughter. McDowell had made his point. 
On a raised porch near First Street, Mack and Paul-Henri Ballou had been scanning the audience for any sign of Thomas Josey. “He’s a pretty good speaker,” Mack told the French pioneer, referring to McDowell. “If Josey’s here, how do you want to do this?” 
“Discreetly,” Toey’s uncle responded. “We grab him after ze meeting. I do not want public scenery.” 
Mack agreed. Accosting a rich and powerful man in public would be a gamble.  
As the audience settled down, McDowell spoke to the crowd again. “In a minute, you’re going to be given a briefing on the status of British forces. Then we’re going to break into groups. Those with long rifles and those without.” The militia leader paused, making eye contact with several volunteers near the platform. “Make no mistake, gentlemen,” he shouted. “The British intend to conquer us. After living your entire life in freedom, how would you feel about being His Majesty’s sweet, submissive subjects?”
“Never!” screamed several men at once. 
“King George can kiss my Royal arse!” shouted another.  
McDowell waived to a Continental Army officer standing behind him as the crowd reached a fever pitch. “Captain Taylor, they’re all yours,” he called out, motioning for him to speak. By the time McDowell came down the steps, Ballou was waiting for him. 
“We need to talk,” the French pioneer said sternly. 
Caught off-guard, McDowell said, “Can it wait until after the meeting, sir?”  
Ballou shook his head. “Thomas Josey est un traître.”
The militia leader stuttered. “But he’s your—“
Ballou cut him off. “Not anymore. He hatched a plan to kidnap Toey and burn down her village.”
“My God,” McDowell whispered. “That would have wrecked our corn supplies.”
Offended by the rebel leader’s callous statement, Ballou shouted, “Au diable ça! To hell with that!” he growled. “This is my daughter we are talking about.”
The young officer realized his mistake. “My apologies, Mr. Ballou. How the hell did this happen? And why kidnap her?”
Ballou ignored the first question. “Tarleton has a bountie on her head. You know that.”
McDowell seemed doubtful. “It’s a pittance for a merchant like Thomas Josey.”
He is right, Ballou thought to himself. “Good point. We will flush zis out later.” McDowell agreed. The pioneer trapper suspected his following words would cause a stir. “What is important is zat Toey is safe. But she wants out of the war, and there is nothing Paulie can do to stop ‘er.”
The militia officer drew back, defensive. “I understand, but we have agreements with the Cherokee. Our vital interests are at stake.”  
Ballou knew he had to salvage things. “I will meet with Oconosta and smooth zings over. My ‘unch is that he is not too happy about all this, but will keep his commitment. He of all people understand zat bad people scattered among good.”
McDowell breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you for that. And we’ll handle Josey, but you know him best. A man like Josey has a lot of high rollers in his pocket, and we need to be careful. Let’s meet at the Rutherford after the muster and discuss some details.” The Frenchman agreed and was about to walk away when McDowell stopped him. “One last thing,” the militia leader added, concerned about Ballou’s penchant for violence. “If you get to him first, I only request that you give him some rights. Bring him to us for questioning. If he’s guilty, we’ll hang him on the spot. If there’s a reasonable doubt, then . . .”
Ballou interjected before McDowell could finish. “Alors je m’occupe de lui. Then I deal with him my way,” he said, stepping past McDowell and weaving through the volunteers.   
With the legendary Indian hunter gone, McDowell returned to Colonel Taylor’s update on the war.  
“As we speak, General Cornwallis continues southward into North Carolina,” Taylor called out. “His army has moved through Camden and taken the courthouse there without much of a fight. Although our troops withdrew, we were able to pick up valuable information on British tactics and resupply.”
“Withdrew?” somebody shouted. “Don’t you mean that we lost, sir?” 
“What about the sea? We heard ships were coming,” another man yelled. 
The army officer’s face foretold the letdown. “Unfortunately, our vessels could not hold them off,” he said. “Cape Hatteras has fallen, and their frigates control the Pamlico River. It won’t be long before Cornwallis is completely resupplied for his push to Charleston.”
A voice rang out near the platform. “If the British are headed to South Carolina, why must we worry?” 
Taylor glanced at McDowell, who shook his head. Only Taylor, McDowell, and General Washingston’s staff knew that red-coat troops had arrived on a horse farm east of Morganton. Until they knew their intentions, the information had to be kept secret. 
“I can’t tell you everything,” the colonel answered. “But what I can say is this. Our troops wouldn’t last very long without the food produced in these mountains. Cornwallis knows it too. He also knows that a successful attack on Charleston depends on cutting you off. In fact, they’ve already set up a flanking force not too far from here.” Taylor paused. His following words were ominous. “This is why we need men to fight. If Cornwallis wanted to move on our position, we estimate he could do so within two weeks, virtually unopposed.”
Gasps could be heard across the audience as the starkness of Taylor’s words set in.  
Nearly a minute after Ballou reconnected with Mack, a horse charged down First Street at a breakneck pace. Its rider’s face was colorless.  
“Mr. McDowell!” The disheveled rider yelled, jumping off the saddle into the volunteers. “I bring news from the frontier!” he hollered, pushing his way through.
“Let him pass!” McDowell shouted from the stage. 
As the man approached, everyone felt his sense of urgency. 
“Who are you?” the colonial militia leader asked as the rider reached the platform.
“Tom Wilson,” the man said, out of breath. “Bear hunter up in the blacks. Came down to Grassy Creek for some trading, except there ain’t no more Grassy Creek.”
“What do you mean, sir?” McDowell called out. “It’s a town.”
“Not no more,” Wilson replied. “Every building razed to the ground. Gets worse,” he said, with the tragedy fresh in his mind. “Must’a happened on Sunday. Someone set fire to the church on purpose. Counted twenty men, women, and children till I couldn’t take in no more.” 
Murmurs could be heard throughout the crowd as word of the evil act spread. 
“It’s those damn Indians, I tell you!” someone shouted out.
McDowell ignored the comment. “Who did this, Tom?” 
“Had to be Indians,” the bear hunter said. “Fifty or so riders, and not a single boot print.”
“I knew it!” another man called. “Don’t trust them Cherokee savages—never have!”
“Oconosta wouldn’t do this,” McDowell called out to those around him. “It has to be another tribe.”
Knowing he had to act quickly, McDowell bolted toward the platform steps. “Stay here, Tom. We’ll need you.”
“Listen up, men!” McDowell shouted to the audience. “Many of you just heard the terrible news about Grassy Creek. Immediately following our registration, we’ll organize a posse and ride out. I need all volunteers to follow Colonel Taylor and get in line. You’ll be given a promissory note for your land and a report date. You’re free to go after that, or you can stick around and bring these killers to justice.” McDowell shielded the sun from his eyes. “By a show of hands, how many will join the posse?” A dozen arms immediately went up. Then another. Seconds later, the number had reached a hundred. Satisfied with the count, the militia leader barked his following command, “Fall in!”
But as McDowell stepped from the platform toward the long-barrel line, the young man from an east coast farm had no idea that the first battle of the Revolutionary War in the mountains was about to begin. And the Morganton rebel militia was headed to a slaughter. 






  
  Chapter 43

2016


Fayetteville, North Carolina
On a Tuesday night at 2250 hours, Bill Walkingstick slipped through the Fort Bragg Forest dressed in an infrared-resistant, three-dimensional, woodland Ghillie suit he had purchased on the dark web. Thirty minutes later, the former Navy Seal crouched behind a thicket, removed the hood of his camouflage disguise, and opened his backpack.  
Downing a half gallon of water, the Native American wiped the sweat from his brow as the lights from the US Army’s Womack Medical facility beamed through the woods. “Shift change soon,” he whispered to the trees, removing several twelve-ounce plastic bottles filled with ammonium nitrate and a five-hundred-foot roll of flexible plastic tube injected with pentaerythritol tetranitrate. Fire department is located a half mile away, he said to himself. It will take me fifteen minutes to secure an ambulance and ten minutes to the fourth-floor restricted area afterward.
Donning his hood, the Vietnam veteran stepped from the brush, uncoiling the detonating cord and fusing the bombs. With a cell phone trigger in place, he took one last look at his target and said a silent prayer. Lord, please don’t let them try and stop me. This is a rescue mission. No casualties. 






  
  Chapter 44 

1779


Morganton—Rutherford Inn 
“We haven’t been properly introduced, I’m Mack,” Mack said, extending his hand in friendship as he and Ballou approached the twenty-two-year-old militia leader’s table.  
The rebel leader stood up. “Lieutenant McDowell,” he said with a firm handshake.
With everyone seated, Mack said, “I like what you did with the posse.” A questioning look flashed across McDowell’s face before Mack continued. “You know how close the British are, so you delegated the task to your best man while you protect the city. That’s the hallmark of a good leader.” 
Ballou jumped in. “Or a dumb one. What ’appens if this posse of yours fails?”
McDowell shot back. “It won’t. I trust Robert MacNaughton with my life.”
The Frenchman remained doubtful. “How about the men who rode out with him? A lot of citie boys, no?” 
Lieutenant McDowell glanced at Mack before responding. “Wilson said there were fifty horses at Grassy Creek, and nearly a hundred of ours went out. We have the advantage,” he said smugly.  
The French pioneer snickered. Mack kept silent as the drama unfolded. 
“Is there something you’re not telling me, sir?” McDowell asked.
Ballou signaled for Mack and McDowell to move closer. After a quick look around, he whispered, “This war ’as already started. In the past twenty-four hours, we have Thomas Josey’s betrayal and now zis massacre.” 
McDowell shrugged. “Sorry, but I don’t see the connection.”
Ballou persisted. “Think about it. No Indiene would boucher an entire town without major support. Even Dragging Canoe is not that stupid. And I can say with certainty zat he is the one responsible.” Mack and McDowell were digesting the information when the Frenchman went further. “It is the same for Josey. Ask yourself who benefits from both acts of terrorism, and you will ’ave your answer.”
McDowell offered his opinion. “The British would, of course, but it doesn’t seem like tactics they would approve of.”
“They do not. At least not publicly,” the pioneer trapper said. “No, this is classic Tarleton. Remember zat flanking force in your Colonel Taylor’s report?” 
“Of course.”  
“It is Tarleton. Guarantee you. He has moved dragoons to the east and unleashed ze Savage and Thomas Josey to do his dirty work.”
The young rebel leader deferred to Ballou. “What should we do next, sir?” 
Ballou thought things through. “When do the volunteers report for training?” 
“Three days for most,” the militia leader said. “Depends on where they live.”
With the dates in his head, Ballou spoke decisively. “Get a message to General Washington. Tell him we are going after Tarleton. He will have to do without our troops.”
McDowell swallowed. “With all due respect, Mr. Ballou, you want me to give George Washington an order?”  
The Frenchman signaled yes. “Oui. Say it came from me if you want.” Then, smiling, he said, “Would not be ze first time.”
Mack exchanged a surprised glance with McDowell and said, “Can I make a suggestion?” 
“Please do,” McDowell replied.
“Send Robert MacNaughton to deliver the message.”
Ballou chimed in. “Why is zat?” asked the man who helped raise Toey.
Mack smiled. “No reason. Just a hunch I have.” 
McDowell’s tone turned serious. He addressed Mack by motioning to Toey’s uncle first. “I see you’re in good company, but many rumors are floating around about you, and I’m hoping you can set the record straight.”
Mack was about to respond when his internal alarm rang out. He sprang from his seat. “What time is it?”
Ballou removed a pocket watch from his shirt pocket. “Almost four. What is wrong?”
“I left Toey a note in our room to meet us here. She’s been gone since early morning.”
Ballou raised a finger. “I will go with you,” he offered to Mack. Turning toward McDowell, he handed the rebel leader a list of names. “Here,” he said, “these men live on the south side of town near ze water wheel. I fought with them during the First English War. They will fight for a price, and so will their children.”
McDowell raised a brow. “You want me to pay people to join our cause?” 
Ballou rose from his seat. “Do it quick. Ride out before sundown if you can.” The French pioneer glanced at Mack, and then back to McDowell. “You sent zat posse out too hastily, Mr. McDowell. Their intentions are good, but they are not’ing but sheep. I will catch up with you when we find my fille.” Ballou went to leave but stopped himself. “One more thing,” he said to McDowell. “After zis Grassy Creek situation is handled, I need to take a little trip.” 
McDowell placed the list on the table. “A trip? Where to? I thought it was all hands on deck now.” 
“It is,” Ballou responded. “This is not vacacione I am talking about, sir.” Adjusting his raccoon hat, the pioneer trapper explained. “I will visit the Boone familie in the Tanasi land.” Ballou paused for effect. “We need wolves.”

      [image: image-placeholder] 
Not a minute after Mack and Ballou left the tavern, Toey’s uncle watched from the lobby as Mack ran down the inn stairway.  
“She never came back to the room,” Mack called out. “Everything’s the same as it was this morning.”
The Frenchman pointed to the heart-shaped satchel around Mack’s neck.
“What about zat thing?”
Mack shook his head. He removed the ruby from the pouch and held it tight. “I’m not getting any connection,” he said regretfully. “I don’t know where she is.” 
A flash of doubt shot across Ballou’s face. “Never believed in zat hocus-pocus until you came around. Now it does us not one bit of good.”
Mack drew a blank. “I feel like something’s blocking us from communicating, but I can’t explain it.”
Toey’s uncle considered Mack’s words. “I have some ideas,” he said. “We go to ze horses, and I will tell you what Paulie think.” 
“Where are we going?” Mack asked. 
Ballou pointed to the front desk. “Propriétaire say three places sell wagons, and only one carries the ’orses to pull them. Here,” he said, handing Mack a scrap of the inn’s stationery, “we are going to zis one first.” 
Mack glanced at the proprietor’s penmanship.
“Hoof and Wagon, London Farms”
He looked back to the Frenchman with determination. “Lead the way, Mr. Ballou.” 
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Two miles east of Morganton’s city limits, Ballou pulled the reins on his horse and waited for Mack to catch up.  
“How much further?” Mack called out as he approached.
The Frenchman glanced at his watch. Sundown was still a few hours away. “Five more kilometers,” he said, motioning to his surroundings. “You see zese farms?” Mack glanced at the surrounding countryside. Horses and cattle dotted the landscape. “Some of the best horses in the colonies come from right here. But make no mistake, zis is Tory country. There is little support for our cause out here.” 
Mack felt that Toey’s uncle was building up to something. After a few seconds of awkward silence, he touched on Mack’s inability to communicate with Toey. 
“I have seen some crazy t’ings around you. Things that make me question my life and where I might be headed. After you disappear ze other day, Paulie read that Bible again.” Mack listened intently as the Frenchman continued down a path he didn’t expect. “First passage I open, and I see it. If a man searches for evil, evil will find ’im.” Toey’s uncle proceeded with confidence. “You see, God was talking to me like I am talking to you now. You cannot find Toey with zat stone because you ’ave hate in your heart.”
Mack fired back defensively, “I don’t need to be preached to. All I want to do is find her, okay?” 
Ballou frowned. “Of course you do. But I alreadie know you, Mack. You are thinking what you might do to anyone who ’arms her.” 
“And you’re not?” Mack retorted.
Ballou tossed his hands up. “I would be lying if I say no.” Softening his tone, he made a request. “I need you to do Paulie a favor.” 
Mack’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that?” 
“Release zat anger. Toey said her motives had to be pure for ze stone’s power to work. So do yours. Now do this and find ’er.” With an ominous pause, his next words offered a warning. “I will deal with ze rest.”
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Nearly an hour later, Mack took stock of what he’d seen. The painted wood fence that began just after his conversation with Toey’s uncle continued to zig and zag through grassy hills as far as the eye could see. Cattle and horses moved peacefully through recently harvested tobacco fields, and late-blooming cotton plants peppered the area in white.
And then came the slaves. Just as Ballou spotted the first negro, he motioned for Mack to dismount. Walking behind their horses toward a stand of moss-covered oaks, both men took cover in the last remaining tree line of what seemed like an endless plantation. 
“I do not think we have been spotted,” Ballou said as he tied up his horse. “But my plan just went to merde.” Mack didn’t respond. The sight of people treated as property greatly disturbed him, and Ballou sensed something was wrong. “You still with Paulie?” Mack gave a curt nod, his eyes glued to the slaves. “See that farmhouse way out there?”
Mack squinted. “Barely,” he managed.
“What bothers you about it?” The Frenchman asked. 
Mack knew what Ballou was getting at. “It’s out in the open. The only trees around it are the ones lining the road.”  
Ballou slugged back a drink of water. “Exactly,” he said, offering Mack the container. “They would see us coming a mile away.”
Mack waived away the chance to quench his thirst. “Who cares?” he said, annoyed. “We’re not here to shoot up the place.”
Ballou considered Mack’s statement. “You are right,” he said. “I guess I am wary. We do not even know if she . . .” 
The Frenchman stopped mid-sentence when Mack fell to his knees, hands cupped over his ears. There was panic in his eyes. 
“Toey!” Mack shouted to the woods, “I heard you! Are you there?”
Seconds passed. In the silence of supernatural wonder, Mack heard Toey’s call for help. It was faint, but she was close. He jumped to his feet and was about to speak when the earth rumbled. 
“Get down!” Ballou shouted. “Riders. Lots of zem.”
Mack dropped to his stomach, face in the dirt. As the ground shook, he low crawled toward his horse when something bit down on his calf. It was a snake! 
Mack screamed as the reptile’s fangs punctured his flesh, stinging his body with bone-jarring pain as the poison entered his blood. He was about to cry out again when Ballou jumped on his back, the fingers of his rough hand clasped tight over Mack’s lips. “‘Ang in zere, boy,” he whispered. 
As the men on horseback rode by, Ballou took a quick look. Redcoats, he said to himself. What are English regulars doing out ’ere? 
When the last riders passed, Toey’s uncle sprang into action. “We have to get the poison out,” he said, kneeling beside Mack. “Jésus,” he whispered, eying two deep holes in Mack’s leg. “Be right back.” 
Mack could barely breathe. As the venom paralyzed his lungs, the diamond-shaped head of a snake with glistening scales and horns tormented his mind. In a weakening condition, his thoughts turned to Toey.
“Stay wit’ me!” Ballou shouted, returning with a branch. “Come, let us get you upright,” he said, maneuvering Mack against a tree. “Open up, bite down on zis stick.” Mack complied, wincing as the Frenchman sunk his teeth into his bite wound. After three unsuccessful attempts to suck the poison out, Ballou withdrew his knife and paused to gather his composure for the messy operation ahead. Just when he was about to slice into Mack’s flesh, a bright red orb hidden under Mack’s shirt came to life. It was the stone. 
Mack grasped the heart-shaped ruby and managed a faint smile. As the Corazón Del Rey grew brighter, Ballou watched in shock as fluorescent green poison oozed from his wound, and Mack began to recover, slowly at first, then rapidly, as his lungs regained their strength. 
Ballou shook his head in disbelief as Mack tossed the branch from his mouth into the woods. “Never seen somebodie so close to death jump right back as you did,” said the Frenchman, relieved. “Glad you goin’ to be all right, boy,” Toey’s uncle confessed. “I feel ashamed,” he said, motioning to the ruby. “Every time Toey brought up zat stone and things it could do, I tell her it was not’ing but hocus-pocus. It did not matter to me that she could prove things. I refuse to listen. Especiallie when it came to stories about you.” With water in his eyes, his gaze fixed on Mack. “I do not know if I see ’er again.” He glanced to the ground and then back to Mack. “She would cry much when she was younger. I thought it was because she did not ’ave her real parents. But now that I am here with you and seeing what I have seen, I know why she was crying.” The French pioneer swallowed. “It was because of me. Whether I believe her stories or not, all I had to do was play along. Instead, in my ignorance, I ignored ’er feelings. I discarded my fille’s dreams.”
Mack placed a hand on the French pioneer’s shoulder. “You are going to see her again, Paul. And you’re the one that found her. She’s being held against her will in that house we were just looking at.” 
“Merde!” Ballou cursed. “At least two platoons of English regulars just arrived on ze propertie.”
Mack frowned. “You think Tarleton knows she’s here?”
“Not yet. If Colonel Taylor is correct, it is three-day ride to his flanking position.” He looked at Mack for a reaction. “We return to Morganton, organize militia, and bust her out.”
Mack objected. “You want to leave and come back? What if something happens to her?” His anger boiled over. “What if something already did?” 
Ballou stood firm. “There are twenty armed soldiers down zere, maybe more. Will you ride up to that structure, tap on the door, and say ‘pretty please, give ’er back?’” 
Mack jumped to his feet. “Stay here, Paul,” he nearly shouted. “I’m going after her.” 
“Imbécile,” the Frenchman whispered as Mack removed the rifle bag secured to his horse and leaned it against a tree. “I see you leave your Flintlock too,” he continued. “You are going to take on soldiers without a single weapon?” 
Mack tuned out Ballou’s attempt to dissuade. Strength and determination flowed through his body like never before. Confident in his abilities, he sprang onto his horse without any stirrups. Had it been 2016, it would’ve been a world-record vertical leap. But it was 1779, and it was James MacNaughton’s time. His time to search and not give up. To keep and not throw away. A time to speak and not stay silent. It was Macneachdainn’s time. Today, the ancient warrior would live or die. 
Mack maneuvered his horse next to Ballou. He grasped the bright-red stone around his neck and smiled. “Let’s see what this baby can do.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]
A half-mile closer to the farmhouse, Mack tightened the leather straps of the stone’s satchel, tucking the ruby’s pouch underneath a second shirt and safely between the pecks of his chest. As he rode past the negroes, he made eye contact with every man and woman in the fields. His heart broke for their plight as some stole sideways glances at the man from the future while others broke for a sip of water, dangerously stopping work as their brains were electrified by a flurry of telepathic messages being emitted from Mack.
“A great war is coming. When hostilities break out, abandon this farm and join the rebellion. When the war is over, move north past Virginia if you can. You will be safe from the white man there, and in less than one hundred years, your people will be free at last. Do what I say, and God will break your chains.”
After a few ascents and descents, Mack was surprised by a checkpoint. The hilly terrain had obstructed the manned gate, and he slowed to a stop as the guard rose from his chair.  
“You here to purchase wagons, horses, or negroes?” the farm hand called out. 
Mack was speechless. The idea of buying a person seemed incomprehensible. 
“Which is it, sir?”  
“Neither,” Mack managed to stutter. “What I mean is . . . I’m not here to make a purchase.”
The gatekeeper was stumped. “Then how can I help you?”  
Mack steadied himself. “I need you to escort me back to that farmhouse. I’m taking the Indian woman with me.”
The guard’s eyes narrowed. He looked Mack over and went for his sidearm. “Just get off the horse.” 
Mack kicked his horse, and it sprinted toward the gate!
The guard fumbled for his weapon, terrified at the thousand-pound beast stampeding toward him. With lightning speed, Mack yanked on the reins and leaped from the stirrups, rendering the guard unconscious with a flying knee kick to the head. After tossing the gatekeeper’s guns into a field, he remounted his horse when a shot rang out from behind. Two armed farmhands were charging in fast. On the dirt path behind them was a cloud of dust. Another threat had emerged! Mack squinted but couldn’t tell what it was. His muscles tightened as the riders drew near. “That’s far enough!” he shouted. 
Ten feet away, the gunmen stopped with their rifles at the ready. Mack picked up movement behind them but ignored it.  
“That’s a fine specimen of a horse you have there,” said one of the sun-wrinkled gunmen.
The armed farm worker next to him laughed. “I guess ole Jester at the gate didn’t offer you a fair price, huh?” 
Mack ignored their remarks, focusing on the coiled whips hanging from their saddles. “Are you slave drivers?” he called out with disdain. 
“I guess you not from around here, boy,” said of the men. “Negroes do that. We, the overseers.” 
“Masters,” said the other man with a snicker.  
Mack nearly lashed out but steadied himself. A single gunshot could crater his rescue plan. “Cracking a whip on the backs of people who can’t defend themselves ain’t much of a living.” Mack paused for effect. “Boy.” His jab had the desired effect, and as both riders exchanged looks, Mack moved closer to them, confident in the outcome. “Want to know what I really think?” he continued, not giving the armed men a chance to respond. “You’re cowards.” Mack lit their ire with his next comment. “Stupid cowards too.”
“Stupid, huh?” said the wrinkled man, raising the barrel of his gun.  
“Yep,” Mack said as the stone around his neck grew warm. “Ya’ll sittin’ here talking to me and don’t even see the man behind you.”
Both overseers whipped around to a large caliber bear rifle staring them in the face. “Souriez, idiots,” Paul-Henri Ballou called out with a devilish grin. “You have just been shot in ze head,” the Frenchman blurted.
Mack quickly disarmed the riders. “Now, what are we going to do with YOUR horses. . . .”   






  
  Chapter 45

2016


In the pouring rain of the Fort Bragg Wilderness, Bill Walkingstick pulled the strings of his camouflaged poncho hood tight to the Ghillie suit covering his head. After a thirty-minute hike from a dirt road on the base’s perimeter, the former Navy Seal felt a chill go through his body as the cold mid-fall rain cut through his body heat. Pausing for a look at his entry point, the Native American studied the branches he’d placed to cover the trail he’d cut to the Womack Medical Facility. None had been disturbed.  
Adjusting his pack, Awolhi moved through the soaking wet woods, glancing to his left and right, turning three-hundred sixty degrees every two minutes. But the former point man for the US Navy’s Vietcong kill squads didn’t need a watch to check his back trail. Everything he’d been trained to do clicked like clockwork. 
Step by step, the drops grew heavier. Loud torrential rain made a distinct sound as it bounced off vinyl in the forest. Bill Walkingstick recognized the poncho’s noise. It had been forty-four years since that fateful day he’d donned a raincoat with John Ballow in a Vietnamese jungle storm along the Ho-Chi Min trail. Just as he spotted a broken branch on his Womack trail, the dangerous noise from his combat past reared its ugly head. 
“Found a break, John. We need to stay here for the night. This is too much rain.”  
“No friggin way, Walkingstick. Our objective is three clicks from here.”
“I can’t see a foot in front of me.”
“Feel it out, boy; you’re an Indian.”
“It doesn’t work like that. There’s Vietcong all around us. We could walk right into an ambush.”
John Ballow’s anger grew. He’d grown up with Petty Officer Third Class Walkingstick, and they enlisted in the Navy together, but ever since arriving in Vietnam, his friend’s caution was beginning to wear on him. 
“All right. We bivouac here until this storm breaks. I’ll signal the men.”
Walkingstick took a position next to his platoon leader. A series of flashes from a blue lens on Ballow’s flashlight relayed the order: “Take shelter. No light.”
After securing his hammock between two trees, the exhausted Cherokee point man hoisted himself into the net and drifted off to sleep. 
Two hours into the darkness, Walkingstick opened his eyes to a pitter of drops falling through the jungle canopy. “Rain’s gone. Don’t hear any movement. Guess it’s on me to wake everyone up,” he whispered silently. 
Casting aside his poncho, the point man changed his light lens to red, gripped his M1911 Colt Pistol, shook John Ballow awake, and set off for the others. Steps later, a flat piece of canvas came into view. “Is that you, Smitty?” he called out quietly. There was no response. “Hey! I’m talking to you,” he said, tossing the tent material aside. 
The instant Walkingstick’s eyes took in the sight, he unleashed a torrent of vomit. The Vietcong had slipped into their camp and cut Smitty’s throat.
Moments after his flashback, the former Navy Seal refocused on the split branch. Determining the break had been caused by an animal, most likely a deer, he cast aside his worries for the next leg of the Womack Trail.
A short time later, the Cherokee man double-checked his work from the night before in the forest beyond the hospital grounds. With the high explosives good to go, he created a temporary shelter with his poncho, changed into his disguise, and swapped out his pack for a medical bag filled with household tools and multiple ziplock bags containing, amongst other things, several elevator keys and a cellular telephone. 
Spotting a dark corner of the hospital parking lot, Walkingstick eased his way from the tree line over a grassy knoll onto the pavement where a row of ambulances sat. Blackjack in hand, he went from vehicle to vehicle, ready to break glass, if necessary, until he found an unlocked door.
Inside the cab, the Cherokee man placed a flathead screwdriver into the keyhole. “Turn over for me,” he whispered, twisting the tool handle to the right. “Dammit,” he cursed when the engine failed to start. Using a Philips, he went to work on the steering column. There’s the access panel, he said to himself. Screws out. Battery wires, check. Come back to the starter. Maneuvering his fingers around, feeling for the ignition, he nearly shouted excitedly when he found it. Aha! Okay, strip and twist these together. The vehicle showed signs of starting when two bare copper cables touched. Bam! Got a radio and lights. Walkingstick peeled the protective coating from the starter wire with a quick look in the rear-view mirror. “Here we go,” he said to the empty cab, twisting the starter wire around the other two. Immediately, the hospital transport vehicle shook. “Yeah, baby!” he nearly screamed as the ambulance engine roared to life. 
Inside Womack Medical Center, it was a busy Friday night as Steve Steel, a.k.a. Bill Walkingstick, pulled up to the emergency room entrance. After unloading his stretcher, Steel pushed through the exterior glass entry doors, calling out to the security guard as he veered right, expecting the metal interior electronic doors to open wide. “Third floor ICU.”
“Wait a minute!” the hospital guard half-shouted. 
“Shit,” Walkingstick whispered, half-expecting to get right through. 
The protective officer rose from his seat. “You’re new here, aren’t you?” he said, drawing closer.   
The Cherokee man in disguise smiled. “Yep, first day. I’m Steve.” 
This guy’s a little old to be a paramedic, the emergency room employee thought, eying the name on his uniform. “Chad,” he replied. “Welcome aboard. Been a crazy start to the weekend, huh?” 
Steel pointed to his watch. “Wouldn’t know, just got on shift,” he said, glancing around. Several soldiers and civilians were scattered about the waiting room. 
“Half the 82nd Airborne just came in from overseas,” the security guard whispered as if others were listening. 
The Cherokee man lowered his voice to that of the guard. He knew exactly what the assault troops were up to. “Lot of fighting and drinking?” 
Chad nodded. “A few gunshots too.”
The ambulance driver shook his head. “Not much has changed, I guess.” Just then, two soldiers barreled past the glass doors carrying another. 
The security guard turned toward the commotion. “Gotta run, Steve!” he called out with a clicker in his hand. “Just buzzed you in.”
Awolhi glanced at his watch as he pushed past the electrified doors. Shift change in fifteen minutes, he said to himself, trying not to panic. On his first trip inside the Womack facility, the Delta Force Soldiers had shielded him from view. Now, nothing about the emergency room looked familiar. As he moved through the sterilized halls, there were no elevators in sight, and every turn seemingly led to a new corridor. A woman’s voice called out when he reached the nurse’s station a second time.
“Are you lost, honey?” 
Bill Walkingstick couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Behind a two-level countertop sat a twenty-something nurse practitioner who could’ve easily been mistaken for his daughter. Except the aging Cherokee man never had any children with Nancy Cornsilk. And to his knowledge, his former wife had never gotten pregnant on the few occasions they attempted to reignite the spark. 
Steve Steel locked the stretcher wheel in place. “This is my first shift,” he said, nearing the administrative counter. “Where are the elevators?” 
The nurse offered an understanding smile. “I know it’s a little confusing,” she said. “Where are you headed?” 
The ambulance driver spoke confidently. “ICU, third floor,” he said, knowing it was a lie. 
The ER nurse rose from her seat. “Use the north elevator. Come on; I’ll show you,” she said, grabbing a clipboard. 
After a fifty-yard walk, Steel’s escort banked a hard right and stopped. “Here we are,” she called out, with her finger on the button. “I’ll come up too.”
Shoot, Steel cursed under his breath. “Thank you, but I can take it from here.”
The triage nurse stepped into the elevator first, to the Cherokee man’s dismay. “I’ve got a few beds to check,” she announced. “Who are you here for?” 
The question struck the Indian imposter like a dagger. Dammit, he thought. I never played this scenario out. He pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and pretended to squint. “I’ll have to give this to the nurse up there. The name’s kind of hard to pronounce.” Casting a sideways glance, his escort pressed the button for floor three and was about to speak when the paramedic changed the subject. “What’s on the fourth floor? I see you need a key to get up there?” 
The nurse, who resembled Bill Walkingstick, remained silent. When the machine began to rise, she grew suspicious. Turning toward him, she said, “Steve Steel, is it?” 
Taken aback, the Cherokee man nodded. “Yes?” 
The elevator came to a stop, but the door remained closed. “You don’t look like a Steel,” said the nurse, suspicious.   
Frozen by her accusatory tone, Walkingstick’s plan seemed to unravel by the minute. After what felt like an eternity, a mysterious but familiar voice entered his consciousness. 
“Don’t be afraid, Awolhi. A roadblock has been put in your path for a reason. Trust your feelings.”
The Cherokee man honed in on the practitioner’s name tag and used her tactic against her. “You might be correct, Daisy,” he replied, pointing to her uniform. “And you don’t look like someone whose last name should be ‘Wight,’ Miss Daisy Wight,” he nearly snickered. The nurse grew defensive as he drove home his point. “No, I’d say that white name of yours does a pretty good job hiding the Cherokee ancestry you got there, Ms. Wight.” A second later, he added, “No pun intended.” 
The nurse’s face turned bright red. In a matter of seconds, a total stranger had just unearthed a great source of her distress over the years. She stepped on the track when the elevator door opened, forcing it to remain on the third floor. “Who are you?” she asked loudly. 
Walkingstick took a deep breath and exhaled. Something told him he could trust her. “I am Awolhi, Cherokee messenger from the Bird Clan. God, the almighty creator, has bestowed on me the great honor of rescuing a man on the fourth floor of this building.”
The nurse seemed stunned. “The Delta Force wing,” she stuttered. “That’s off limits,” she fired back. “National security stuff. How are you and he involved?” 
Awolhi kept his voice down. “For your security, I can’t tell you everything. I found out that the commandos did something terrible, so they kidnapped me. To make a long story short, they let me go thinking I would never return.”
Daisy Wight raised a brow. “So why did you come back?”
“To get him out of here.”
Walkingstick anticipated her next question. “And he is?” the nurse inquired.
Steve Steel shook his head. He knew it didn’t look good. “To be honest, I have no clue.”
The nurse stepped away from the elevator. “This is preposterous!” she called out. “Don’t move,” she demanded. “I’m calling security right now.”
Awolhi stepped on the track. “Wait!” he barked. There was no other staff nearby, so he pleaded his case. “Why would I risk my life over a total stranger?” The nurse had the same question, so she listened intently. “This guy is a witness to a crime. Your commandos know it. What do you think’s going to happen to him?” The nurse shrugged. “I’ll tell you. Once they get the information they want, they’ll kill him or let him die.”
The nurse objected. “C’mon,” she said. “This is a hospital. We abide by the Hippocratic oath.”
The Cherokee man waved off her statement. “Those aren’t normal doctors and nurses up there, okay? They take orders from the US Government. Why did you think it’s restricted?” Nurse Wight was about to respond when Awolhi beat her to it. “Better still, let me ask you this,” he continued. “Outside of the commandos needing treatment, have you seen many injured civilians go up there?”
“At least a dozen since I’ve been here,” the nurse responded.
“Right. And how many have come back down?” 
The statement hit the nurse like a ton of bricks. “Well, now that you mention it, none, I would say. But that can’t be right. I mean . . . I’m working, so I don’t really,” Daisy paused to gather her thoughts. She made sure to make eye contact. “There was one. Couple weeks ago, as a matter of fact.” 
The Indian saw his chance. “Did he have long gray hair?”
“He did! How did you—”
Steve Steel interrupted. “What about his skin? Was he tan or white?” 
“Tan,” said the nurse. “But it was so quick, and commandos surrounded him, I didn’t get a great look at him. Now that we’re talking about it, I remember there was something very off about him.”  
Walkingstick stepped closer to Daisy. He knew what it was. “Did he have high cheekbones?”
“Maybe,” the nurse said. “But I can’t be sure.” A couple of seconds went by. “Wait a minute! I remember what was so odd. It was his face. It was all distorted.”
The Cherokee man removed his Ray-Bans, exposing a fishlike eyeball above his drooped cheek. “Like this?”
A sheet of pale white flashed across the nurse’s face when she realized the individual standing before her was the same man wheeled through the emergency room two weeks earlier by the most secretive soldiers in the United States. 
Awolhi put a hand on the nurse’s forearm. “Help me get him out of here, Daisy. We’re his only hope.”  






  
  Chapter 46 

1779


Outskirts of Morganton, North Carolina
Inside a third-floor room at the London Farmhouse, a half dozen British officers sat around a ten-foot-long refectory table, taking notes as the senior intelligence officer moved from point to point in his daily briefing.    
“By the time General Cornwallis arrives at Pamlico Station for resupply, we estimate the remainder of the North Carolina rebel force could be taken by complete surprise. Given our current station, our recent Victories to the north in Virginia, and Tarleton’s deployment on the General’s Western flank below us, Washington’s southern troops will not only be cut off from their food supply but they’ll also be forced to retreat to Charleston where his army will be surrounded and destroyed.”
A junior officer spoke up. “Sir, pardon my ignorance, but why are we here if Tarleton’s Dragoons are stationed this close to us? It would seem the action is to our east.”  
The intelligence staff member gave a serious look. “What I’m about to tell you shall never leave this room. General Cornwallis desires our presence here to go unnoticed. Twenty additional infantries will arrive every fifth day until we have a fully armed regiment ready to strike.” 
Another redcoat spoke up. “What’s our target, sir?”
The briefing officer glanced at the head of the table for permission. The approval came with a nod, and he pointed to a map at the center of the table. “The city of Morganton, the Cherokee town of Joara, and every surrounding river valley.” While the remaining staff eyeballed the map, he continued. “But this isn’t an attack, gentlemen. We will safeguard the rebel crops and protect every grain silo and farm before Tarleton burns them to the ground.”
Glances were exchanged around the table.
“How do you know Tarleton will do that, Captain?” a supply lieutenant asked. “And why would we guard the food supplies of the enemy we’re trying to destroy?” Several staff members mumbled agreement, forcing the intelligence officer to explain. 
“I’m not at liberty to discuss your former question, Lieutenant. Suffice it to say; that our espionage network has tentacles in the most unusual places. Regarding the latter, I can tell all of you, with the utmost of confidence, that this treasonous, four-year, colonial war for independence is nearly over.” The briefing officer paused to get his point across. “You heard me correctly, gentlemen. With victory in sight, Lord Cornwallis believes it’s time to start winning the hearts and minds of the people. By protecting their crops, not only will we prevent a mass starvation event but the act of kindness will be remembered whether we win or lose. In the unlikely scenario we do not claim victory, it will be Tarleton hanging from a rope, not us.”
“Pure genius!” shouted a portly major wearing a curly white wig. Standing, he signaled for two negro servants to prepare multiple servings of French brandy. When they finished pouring, he said, “I propose we have a drink. If you could all raise your glasses to General Cornwallis,” the senior administrative officer announced. “A gentleman who captures the hearts of those he conquers and a tactician brilliant enough to preserve the food source his army may well require as it marches to final victory in Charleston,” he said with a smirk. 
“To the General!” several redcoats shouted before downing their drinks. 
“Here, here!” others called out. 
“Long live the King!” another officer blurted to a few laughs. 
As the snifters were recharged and banter exchanged, an ensign outside the room received permission to enter. Approaching the most senior officer, he said, “I beg your pardon, Colonel, but there’s a chap downstairs demanding the release of the Indian woman.” 
The English commander recharged his glass, then turned to his staff, most of whom had just overhead the reason for the interruption. “Can you believe our luck, gents? Fifty pieces of gold trotted right up to our entranceway earlier. The Cherokee bint had no clue the innkeeper at the Rutherford recognized her. We’ve been paying that bloke for a quarter of a year now?”
“You are correct, sir,” an officer replied. 
The colonel sipped his Remy Martin and addressed the ensign. “By any chance, does this fellow have Tarleton’s bounty in his possession?” 
The junior officer shook his head. “He does not, Colonel.” 
Annoyed, the infantry commander said, “Remind me why I am entertaining this conversation.” 
The ensign moved closer to the colonel, speaking quietly. “He wants to trade the Indian woman for information, sir. After hearing what he said, I think you should speak with him.”
The commander wasn’t having a private conversation. “Oh, you do,” he called out sarcastically. “Why don’t you enlighten the group then? Tell us what he said.”
A flash of nerves swept over the junior officer’s face. “His name is James MacNaughton. He claims to be from the territory of La Florida in the future. The year 2016, to be exact. He says he’s traveled back in time because General Cornwallis is about to make a major mistake.” The entire room fell silent as the guard paused before continuing. “There’s more, sir. An hour ago, this man captured three armed farm hands without any weapons and swears he’s been in this staff meeting the entire time.” 
As if orchestrated by a conductor, every officer in the room laughed.
The redcoat commander finally recovered. “Blimey! This meeting is adjourned,” he called out to the staff before addressing the ensign. “Bring this comedienne up here. By golly, any man with a story like that deserves to be heard. After this, I might call it a day and retire to the smoking room with this fine bottle of Napoléon.” 
The intelligence officer approached. “Do you mind if I sit in, sir?”  
“Suit yourself,” the colonel said. “Grab a bottle, Captain. I’m pretty certain we will not receive a lesson in tactics.” 
While the two officers made small talk, there was a knock at the door.
“Here’s the man you asked for, sir,” said the junior officer, escorting Mack into the room. 
The commander eyed the comedian up and down. He rose from his seat to his desk, placing a Flintstock within reach. “Leave us,” he ordered. “Post three men outside.” 
With the ensign gone, the infantry commander addressed Mack. “Take a seat over there, and don’t try anything brash,” he said. “Before we get started, I want to know what side you’re on.” 
Mack took a corner seat, eying the intelligence officer at the table. “Neither,” he replied to the colonel. “I’m not here to choose sides.” He smirked. “I’m not a fighter. I’m a lover.” 
Both redcoat officers looked at each other and cracked up. “That’s a good one, mate,” said the captain, smiling from ear to ear. “A bit cheeky but a jolly good laugh, nonetheless.”  
Mack’s tone turned serious. “I mean it. I came to give you information that will save your life. In return, you will release Esta’toe to me.”
The commander officer grew defensive. “What information? Who is she to you? And just who the hell are you, anyway?” He glanced at the captain and back to Mack. “Don’t give us the La Florida shite either. That’s Spanish territory. No English-speaking gentlemen live there.”
Mack stood his ground. “Not yet, but they will. When I left, there were millions.”
A look of suspicion came over the senior redcoat officer. “You left this territory when?”
Mack looked at both men. “Like I told your sentry. 2016.”
The commander kept up the pressure. “You are correct,” he said, “and since you also claimed to be in today’s briefing, perhaps you can enlighten us on our troop movements now.” When he’d finished, the commander gave his captain a nod. 
The intelligence officer picked up on his signal. “And, of course, details on where General Cornwallis is going astray. He’s about to commit a major miscalculation; I believe you told our staff.”
Mack stood from his chair. “Do we have a deal?”
The colonel wasn’t convinced. “The Rebel Indian has a high price on her head, so letting her waltz out of here with you would greatly depend on what kind of information you claim to have, sir.” Mack was about to speak when the officer’s tone grew threatening. “Let me also say that should your information lack credibility, you will not exit this facility either.” The commander pulled his pistol closer. “Don’t think you can manipulate me. Now,” he said, downing a brandy, “just what did you disclose to my officer?” 
Mack understood the seriousness of the moment. He rose from his chair like a confident instructor. “A little lesson about history is all.”
The intelligence officer leaned forward. “History,” he said, disappointed. 
“Don’t look so glum,” Mack called out. Then, addressing the senior officer, he said, “Your name is Thomas Gage, correct?” 
The commander seemed offended. “It’s Colonel Gage or Sir to you,” he said smugly. 
Mack addressed his attitude right off the bat. “It’s colonel now, but it was general,” he said, eyes locked on the commander. “Isn’t that correct? . . . Sir,” he emphasized.
Gage’s face turned bright red. “How did you—”  
Mack cut him off. “I read a lot. Especially about you,” he blurted to Gage. Moving away from the demoted general, Mack addressed the intelligence officer. “I’ll bet you didn’t know the demoted general here is single-handedly responsible for the outbreak of this war.” 
Gage jumped from his chair! “That’s a load of crap!” he shouted.   
“Is it?” Mack calmly asked, noting the questioning look on the intelligence officer’s face before proceeding. “You locked down the entire city of Boston because unfairly taxed people threw tea in the water. Then, to make matters worse, you quartered armed troops in the homes of the same people.”
The colonel had fury written on his face. “They deserved it!” he shouted. 
Mack kept pushing. Aware of Gage’s weapon, he closed the distance between himself and the colonel’s desk. “How about the Boston Massacre, sir? Did those same civilians deserve to be slaughtered too?” 
The senior British officer looked to the intelligence officer for support, but none was offered. Mack picked up on it, knowing his next words would strike deep. 
“Let’s continue with history, shall we?” Gage braced himself for what was coming next. “After your defeat at Bunker Hill, you were recalled to England so you could give an account. I ask you now, four years into the war,” Mack said pointedly, “how many lives could have been spared had you not lied to Parliament about the abhorrent conduct of your armed forces, which directly led to the outbreak of this war?” 
As Mack’s statement sunk in, he studied the look on Gage’s face. For a split second, the senior officer glanced at his sidearm.
Mack felt the Corazón Del Rey’s warmth on his skin. “There’s no need for violence, Colonel.” He motioned to the table. “I’ll spare the captain here a complete list of your failures on one condition,” he said, turning back to Gage. “Do we have a deal?” 
The irate colonel took a deep breath and exhaled. “Agreed,” he mumbled reluctantly. 
“Excellent,” Mack replied, grasping a pointer stick and aiming it toward the map at the center of the meeting table. Studying the colonies’ outline and opposing forces’ current position, he asked the junior officer, “We’re in 1779, correct?” The intel man nodded, exchanging glances with Gage as Mack pointed to various regions with the stick. “Cornwallis is moving toward Charleston, but the big fight will be here.” 
The intelligence officer seemed doubtful. “Yorktown? We’ve already conquered that Virginia territory.”
Mack fired back. “Not exactly. General Washington sacrificed it for New York, but he’ll be back.”
Colonel Gage chuckled. “You’ve betrayed your neutrality, I’m afraid. I love how you Americans claim victory out of the jaws of defeat.” The snide comment drew Mack’s ire. “So you know something about me and the war. I’m not impressed. To tell you the truth, I’m tiring of this little exercise,” he said, catching his intelligence officer’s stare. “What do you think, Captain Lloyd, should we saddle up Tarleton’s squaw, quarter this man, and collect the bounty ourselves?”
Mack nearly lost it. He snapped the stick in two, gripped the stone’s satchel under his clothes, and quietly said a prayer. Dear Lord, these men are responsible for uprooting my ancestors, killing my fellow countrymen, and holding Toey captive. I came here today to prevent the bloodshed which is coming to all sides. But now I see their true colors. Unless there’s a sign, let them die.
Weapon in hand, the infantry commander rose from his seat. “Farewell, comedienne. The next time you see me shall be your last.” He was ready to shout for the sentry when Captain Lloyd sprang from his chair. 
“Just a moment, Colonel!” the intelligence officer called out. 
Gage couldn’t hide his shock. “Pardon?” he barked to his junior officer.
Lloyd took a position next to Mack. “With all due respect, sir, I want to hear what this man says.” With Gage fumbling for words, his junior officer pressed Mack. “Forget the past or the future,” he demanded. “Give an account of the here and now.”
Mack nodded. “Where should I start?” 
The intelligence officer glanced at his superior. “Tactics,” he said. “You mentioned General Cornwallis makes an error moving south. Give us specifics, and we might be persuaded to believe you.”
Mack smiled. As the two officers watched, he poured himself a full glass of brandy. Then, much to the Englishman’s surprise, he refilled their cups. 
“What is the meaning of this?” asked Colonel Gage.   
“It’s a toast,” Mack said confidently. “A celebration is in order, sir.”
Captain Lloyd chimed in. “And just what exactly are we celebrating?” 
Mack raised his glass. “To the American victory along a ridge line of Monadnock formations south of here.”
“Excuse me?” Gage said. 
Mack wandered back to the map. “Oh! I’m sorry, gentlemen. Here it is,” he said, pointing to the York plateau discussed in their meeting. “This is the western flank you mentioned earlier, correct?” Gage and Lloyd exchanged glances. “Unfortunately, the unit positioned there is about to be overrun.” Mack had them right where he wanted. “Have you heard of King’s Mountain and the Green Dragoons?” 
A sheet of pale white flashed across both officer’s faces when they realized Mack knew everything. “Tarleton,” they mumbled in unison.
“That’s right,” Mack whispered. Brimming with confidence, he said, “Saddle up Toey’s horse. I’ll be waiting outside.” 
As both officers watched, Mack stepped toward the exit, and then stopped. “I almost forgot Cornwallis’s mistake. Do you know about France yet?”
“The French?” Colonel Gage managed. “What do they have to do with any of this?”
Mack smiled regretfully. “Cornwallis intercepted a letter from the French Ambassador and thought it was fake. It wasn’t,” he said. “As we speak, the entire French fleet sails for America. France will declare war on England as soon as they arrive.”
Just before he walked out the door, Mack thanked his hosts. “That was a fine Remy Martin, mates. Liberté!” he shouted with his best French accent. 
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On the western end of London Farms, a cloud of dust rose from the gravel road. Riders, Ballou said to himself. 
When the men on horses stopped at nearly his exact position, the French pioneer reached for his rifle and then stopped. The man who’d raised Toey since she was a child thought his eyes were deceiving him. Surrounded by redcoated soldiers, Mack and Toey emerged unscathed as two senior British troops waived goodbye like they were old friends. 
“Soyez tous damnés. All be damned,” Ballou said as Toey ran toward him. 
“Uncle!” Toey shouted, embracing the man she loved like a father.
Tears streamed down Ballou’s cheek as he held Toey tight. “Ma fille! Did they hurt you?”
Toey pulled back so they could see each other. “I’m okay,” she said.
Ballou took a deep breath and exhaled. “Thought I would never see you again.”
Toey took in her uncle’s eyes. “I knew you would come for me,” she said, resting her head on Ballou’s shoulders. Then, eyeing Mack with a loving gaze, she whispered, “All my life, I never had any doubts.” 
“I owe you a debt of gratitude,” Ballou called out to Mack. “How you do it, boy?” he asked. 
Mack loosed the buttons on his shirt. Handing the heart-shaped satchel to Toey, he replied with a grin. “Used a little of that hocus-pocus is all.” 
Ballou grunted. While Toey adjusted the ruby around her neck, the Frenchman filled her in. “Mack told me about every’ting that has happened since you left. McDowell’s going after Thomas Josey. I will join zem soon enough,” he said before pausing, carefully choosing his next words. “I am sorrie you learn the truth about your parents. It was my deepest fear when you were growing up.”
Toey drew back. “You knew all along?” she questioned. 
Ballou nodded. His eyes reflected shame. 
Toey’s shock turned into anger. “How could you keep such a secret from me?” she blurted. 
The French pioneer glanced at Mack, and then to the ground. “Thought I was protect’ing you.”
A whirlwind of hurt flooded through Toey. “I want out of this! The war. My tribe. Everything!” Then, motioning to Mack, she said, “I have my future now. I want out of the past.” 
Toey’s words put Ballou in distress. He looked at Mack. “So he is the one, no?” 
Toey smiled. “It was never in doubt.”
Ballou mounted his horse, stung by the pain of Toey’s independence, but resound to get through it. “Stay in my cabine and use the tools. Start felling timber for your new home. Paulie will get you a wagon as soon I come back.” 
Ballou waived Mack over. “Walk with me for a minute,” he said so that Toey couldn’t hear their conversation. “Not a word about Grassy Creek,” he said to Mack. “Toey had familie there.” 
“Oh God,” Mack whispered. “Who?” 
The Frenchman frowned. “We talk about zis another time, okay?” Seeing the confusion on Mack’s face, he explained. “I know it sounds strange, but she will find out soon enough.” He glanced at Toey, who was watching like a hawk. “She is fragile. Take good care of ’er, Mack,” he said. “She is your responsibilitie now.”
Mack saw the look in Ballou’s eyes and knew there’d be trouble. “Where are you going, Paul?” 
“Hunting,” the pioneer trapper said with a smirk. 
Indienes, Mack whispered to himself. 
As the French and Indian war veteran trotted away, Mack grasped Toey’s hand, gently pulling her close to him. “It’s our time now,” he whispered with a kiss.  






Chapter 47

2016


 Fayetteville, North Carolina 
When the elevator doors to the fourth floor restricted wing of the US Army’s Womack Medical Center opened at 11:50 p.m., nurse Daisy Wight banked a sharp left toward the patients with ambulance driver Steve Steel pushing his stretcher close behind.   
While the emergency room employee went from room to room, the paramedic impersonator wearing dark Ray-Bans stayed out of sight, slipped a hand in his pants pocket, and applied pressure to the most prominent button on a pay-by-minute cell phone, turning it on. 
After a fruitless search, nurse Wight met up with Steel. There was panic in her eyes. “I can’t find him anywhere,” she whispered. “There are a few men with beards, but nothing like you described.”
“Darn it,” Walkingstick whispered. “They might have shaved him.” 
Daisy offered another explanation. “He could have died.” 
The Cherokee man shook his head. “No,” he said, remembering his conversation with Michael, the angel. “I know he’s alive. He had a bad leg injury; is the only other thing I can remember.”  
The Cherokee nurse brightened, her resemblance to “Steve Steel” still arresting as he gazed at her. “Room 3,” she said, peaking. “We can’t take him, though.” 
Steel almost shouted. “Why?” 
Daisy looked to her left and right. “He’s on life support. He’ll die if I unhook him.” 
The ambulance driver reiterated his case. “Remember what I told you, right? As soon as they get the information they want, he’s a dead man anyway. We’re his only chance,” he said, checking the time, inadvertently revealing the faint black outline of a seal on the underside of his forearm. 
A jolt of electricity shot through Daisy Wight when she saw the tattoo! Her knees buckled. Bill Walkingstick bolted from the gurney, catching her fall just in time. 
“Got you, Daisy,” said the Cherokee man, holding her upright. “Are you okay?” he whispered, eyes darting left and right. In the fast-approaching shift change, no one had yet detected their presence.  
Nurse Wight steadied herself, and her rescuer let go. “Lost my breath for a second,” she managed. “I saw your ink. When were you in the Navy?”
“Vietnam.” 
An uncomfortable silence passed. “What’s wrong?” the Cherokee man asked. 
Daisy bit her lip. Not here. Not right now, she told herself. “Nothing,” she lied. “Well, that’s not entirely true.” She hemmed and hawed. “I was told that . . .”
Walkingstick caught movement out of the corner of his eye. “Hold that thought!” he whispered loudly as two fourth-floor employees passed nearby pretending to review clipboards. “I’ll deal with them. Get him downstairs. There’s an ambulance waiting outside the glass doors.”
The Cherokee nurse shook her head. “They’ll stop me before the elevator.”
She’s right, Awolhi thought. “How long to get those tubes out?”
“Five minutes, give or take.” 
The Cherokee man removed his cell phone, touched the clock icon, and pressed start on the stopwatch. “Meet me at the elevator in four,” he said. 
Daisy Wight seemed doubtful. “What’s the plan?” she asked. 
Steel smiled. “Leave that to me,” he said, making his way to the nurse’s station. 
The Cherokee nurse took a deep breath, watching the stranger, who was, in fact, no stranger at all, approach the staff.  
“Good evening, doctor,” greeted Steve Steel. 
The head nurse took charge right away. “Can I help you?” 
The paramedic smiled. “Yes, mam. I’m here to pick up the patient in room three.”
The doctor intervened. “He’s in no condition for transport. Who gave this order? And where’s your clearance badge? This area’s off-limits to Womack Staff.”
Steve Steel calmly glanced at his watch. His tone was severe. “This hospital does not employ me, but it needs to look that way,” he answered. “My orders come from Major Greene. You know who he is, correct?” The nurse and doctor exchanged looks. “Good, then you know what he does for a living. Now, unless you want to get involved, don’t ask any more questions.” 
A flash of worry came across the staff nurse’s face. “Sir, we never release prisoners, I mean, detainees, without Major Greene’s explicit approval. I’m sorry, but we must call him on this.”
The Womack imposter knew he had to act. Any second, Daisy would exit room three with their patient; the last thing he wanted was violence. “Wait one,” he said to the staff. “I’ll get him on the line.”  
As the doctor and nurse looked on, the Native American punched a button on his cell and held the phone to his ear.  
“There’s an issue with the release,” Steve Steel said aloud on the first fake phone call he’d ever made. After a brief pause, he nodded. “Roger that, sir.” Eying Daisy’s progress, he hung up the phone and addressed the staff. “He’ll call us back in a minute, and I’ll hand the phone to you,” he said, motioning for the fourth-floor employees to come closer. He continued with his cover story with the staff only a couple of feet away. “Listen closely. The patient in room three is a terrorist. He’s a foreign national. Fortunately, Delta Force caught him just in time.” Steve Steel continued with a glance to his left and right for effect. “Unfortunately, him being here puts everyone in danger.”
“How so?” asked the staff nurse. 
“This hospital is no secret. It won’t take his terrorist friends long to figure out who snatched him. Major Greene wants the detainee transferred to a black site immediately.”
The doctor chimed in. “But we’re on an Army base,” he whispered. 
Awolhi overcame the objection masterfully. “That doesn’t make you any more secure,” he said. “Trust me on this. I know from personal experience.”  
“Line two, Annie,” a voice called from behind. “It’s that sergeant from Team Green again. He wants an update on our patient in room three.”  
Steve Steel locked eyes with the head nurse. The moment he saw the doubt on her face, Daisy Wight exited room three with the patient. It was now or never. For the second time in his life, Bill Walkingstick made a fake phone call. But the cellular device remained in his pocket so nobody could see. When his finger pressed number one on the keypad, the pre-programmed number made an outgoing call to another device—a device hidden in a plastic bag seventy-five yards away in the Womack Forest. When the incoming call came in, the reconfigured cellular telephone shook the bag, sending a burst of electronic energy through a copper wire connected from the phone to a blasting cap, which then exploded, instantly igniting a string of detonating cords fused to multiple fertilizer bombs. 
KABOOM! 
The high explosive blast rocked the entire medical facility! Several panes of glass shattered as a wall of flames shot from the forest floor to the tops of the trees. 
“It’s the terrorists!” Steel shouted as he sprinted toward the elevator where Daisy had inserted the key. 
With the door opening, the staff nurse arrived in a panic. “What do we do?” she screamed. 
“Stay right here!” Walkingstick ordered, pushing the stretcher into the elevator. “I’ll send the cab back up. Lock it down with your key, then brace the stairwell door. In ten minutes, this place will be crawling with soldiers.”
“Will do,” the nurse replied. 
“One more thing,” the Cherokee man added. “Call that sergeant back and tell him the terrorists came in from a trail just east of here.”
“Got it. And you’re Steve Steel.”
Walkingstick tried his best not to smile. “That’s right,” he said, scribbling on a sticky note he removed from his shirt. “Here,” he said, handing her the note. “This is classified, so you can’t say it over the phone. Give it to Major Greene in person.”
The charge nurse glanced at the writing:
“A-W-O-L-H-I”
Steve Steel stepped away from the door track and pressed number one. “Don’t worry,” he said as the doors closed. “God’s in control of all this. Everything’s going to be all right.”













   


      [image: image-placeholder]Under the Porte cochere of the emergency room, Steve Steel waited nervously inside the ambulance while Daisy Wight reconnected their patient’s tubes. There was chaos around them as fire trucks and military police arrived. “All set,” the Native American nurse called out from behind, slamming the double doors closed.   
Before the ambulance impersonator could reply, Daisy opened the passenger door and climbed in.  
“What are you doing?” Bill Walkingstick asked. 
“Drive,” the Cherokee nurse barked. Steve Steel didn’t have time to object, so he pressed the accelerator. “You’ll need somebody to look after him,” Daisy said as the ambulance exited the Womack parking lot. “Besides,” she continued, “I couldn’t go back in there. The commandos won’t be too happy about me freeing one of their detainees.”
The Native man looked in the rearview mirror. The coast was clear. “I’m sorry, Daisy.”
The Cherokee nurse buckled her safety belt. “What for?” 
“I asked you for help without thinking of the consequences. Now you’re out of a job.”
Daisy didn’t seem bothered. “I wasn’t happy there anyway.”
Steve Steel turned toward his caretaker passenger. “It’s not that simple, Daisy. You may have just given up your career for me. It seems my selfishness has a way of destroying things,” he said with a hint of regret. 
Daisy Wight snuck a peak at their patient. “Where are we headed?”
The Cherokee driver’s voice turned firm. “You’re getting off at the next exit.” 
The finality of Steel’s statement wounded her. “But I don’t understand,” she said, offended. 
“I’ve gotten you in enough trouble, Daisy,” Awolhi explained. “Go right to the police. For your safety, this needs to be part of the public record. Tell them I pulled a gun on you, and they’ll get in touch with the base and smooth everything over.”
The Cherokee nurse thought it over. “Where are you going?”
Walkingstick considered how much to say. The less Daisy knew, the better. “I’ve got a van not too far from here. When I ditch this ambulance, I’ll head for the Qualla boundary.”
Daisy Wight’s thoughts moved a mile a second. Say something, dammit. “Why did Delta Force let you go?” 
The question blindsided Awolhi. “I can’t talk about it.” 
Daisy persisted. “You found out the commandos committed a crime, yet they released you. I’m wondering why?” After a few moments of silence, Daisy closed her eyes. The vision had returned. “Were there helicopters involved?” Walkingstick whipped his head to the right as Daisy nodded, seeing his expression. “Two birds a couple of weeks back. Am I right?” 
The Cherokee driver squeezed the steering wheel. What is going on here? he asked himself. 
Nurse Wight wasn’t finished. “What year did you go to Vietnam?” 
Steve Steel turned to his passenger. “Is this a game of twenty questions?”
Daisy didn’t get it. “Was that like a boomer board game or something?”
“Unbelievable,” the Cherokee driver whispered under his breath. “1972,” he said as the vehicle left the base. “Gone four years. Came home twice on leave.” 
The Native American nurse’s next question hit the ambulance driver like a punch in the gut. “Did you get married on your second trip back?” 
Walkingstick slammed the brakes. Nurse Wight braced herself as the vehicle screeched to a halt. 
“How did you know—”  
Daisy interrupted before he could finish. “You must be part of the Bird Clan to know these things. Before I was born, my mother would talk to me. I was in the womb, but I could hear her, and sometimes she could hear me. 
‘Oh, sweet eagle child of mine,’ she would rock me in her pregnant belly and speak. ‘Where is your father? Use the gift of our ancestors and fly, my darling. Search for him. Tell me he’s all right.’”
Daisy Walkingstick locked eyes with the father she had never met. 
“I found you before I was born, Dad. You were fighting in the jungle. But I never sent a message to Mom when I was in her belly because I could only hear helicopters and screams.” 







  
  Chapter 48       

1779


Nantahala Trading Outpost 
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Mack opened his eyes to the song of a black-throated blue warbler. After Toey’s rescue at London Farms, she insisted they bypass Morganton and ride through the night, stopping only to tend to their horses, arriving at the trade post inn at half past four in the morning.
“I don’t think I can walk again,” Mack said, hours later, as Toey stirred beside him in bed. “My legs feel numb.” 
Toey sat up as the sun peaked through a window. “I’m sorry, my love. I felt we needed to get out of civilization as fast as possible.” 
Mack winced. “Can you pass me the stone? I’m sure it’ll help.”
Toey glanced at the satchel hanging from a rocking chair, then pulled the sheets back. “I can make you feel better,” she said with a devilish grin. 
Mack knew what Toey meant. The only things stopping them from making love when they arrived were the sores from eighteen hours in the saddle and his promise to himself. “Soon,” he reassured her with a gentle touch, wincing as his feet touched the floorboards. 
Toey noticed Mack staring at something. “What’s wrong?” she asked as Mack’s gaze remained fixed on the scenery beyond the window.
“It feels like I’ve been here before,” Mack answered, spotting a familiar body of water in the foreground of a black mountain range. 
Toey took in the view. “Tell me about it,” she said. 
Mack looked at Toey, and then stood up. “I have!” he nearly shouted. “These are the mountains I grew up in! I’ve hiked that ridgeline a hundred times.” Peering through the glass, he recognized the site they were on. “There is where John Ballow’s store is. I mean, will be,” he said, not acknowledging Ballow as his father yet. Raising the window sash, he peaked right, then left. “That’s the parking lot out there. And that river—”
Toey interrupted. “Is where we first met,” she called out. Her next words said with sadness. “And where my parents were killed.” 
Mack froze at Toey’s last statement. His conversation with Bill Walkingstick tore at him. “Does the river have a Cherokee name?”
Toey shrugged. “Not that I know of. It’s a branch of the Watagi.”  
“Was there a village here at some point?” 
“No,” Toey said. “Our hunters may have camped here, but that’s about it.”
Something’s not right, Mack thought. I know this as the “Toe River.” Short for Esta’toe and Toey. That night at the museum, Bill said Toey was named after the village where her parents were murdered. Is there more to the story? 
Standing there looking at the river, Mack thought it through. The river had been given Toey’s name for a reason. Was it fame or tragedy? Or just because she lived here? The fact that Toey wasn’t aware of the village led his thoughts down a dark path. Had Bill Walkingstick hidden the truth because of a tragedy? As the seconds ticked by, Mack was convinced something terrible had happened. He reached for the woman he loved. 
Toey embraced him. “What’s wrong?” 
Mack shook his head. “Let’s get out of here, okay?” 






  
  Chapter 49  


Nearly a month had passed since Toey and Mack had arrived in Lost Cove. Using Ballou’s cabin as a base camp, Mack traveled to and from their building site, felling trees, stripping bark, and leveling out the future logs of their home while Toey continued the full-time work of trapping and maintaining a home.  
The jobs were exhausting, and every day, Mack came home with cuts, bruises, and bites, yet he would leave and return home the happiest man in the world because Toey was there to take care of him. 
When they’d first arrived at the cabin, Mack placed the leather-bound book laced with twine under a bunk on the river rock floor. He never told Toey the reason he wanted it out of his sight. Instinctively, she knew Mack was setting aside the memories of another life lived for her.  
Over walks and hot baths and dinners created from ancient Cherokee recipes, the young couple discovered each other’s likes and dislikes, quirks, habits, and social and political leanings. But politics didn’t matter. Neither did their age difference or centuries on the calendar. Mack and Toey’s love transcended time. As their affection grew, so did their desire. And when the moment came, it was cosmic. On a bright sunny day in the soft reed grass of a meadow cut from the canopy forest, Mack proposed to Toey, and she said yes, and they made love for the first time. 
It was the early evening of that same day when, upon returning to the cabin, Toey’s uncle and father figure, Paul-Henri Ballou, at last arrived back home to the blissful couple. 
“You are décent?” the French pioneer asked with a knock at the door. 
Mack undid the latch he’d recently installed, extending his hand to the cabin owner, who gripped it tight. Eying Mack up and down, the Frenchman said, “You look like somebodie took a chisel to you, boy. She feeds you, no?”
Mack smiled. He’d lost at least ten pounds working with the timber. 
Toey rushed to greet the man who’d raised her. “Of course I do, Uncle,” she replied. “No husband of mine will ever starve,” she said with a hug. 
Ballou froze for a second before looking at Mack. “Vous êtes marié? You have married?” 
Mack nodded. “She’s my wife, Paul. Since we can’t have a formal wedding, you have my word; I’ll honor and cherish her for as long as we both shall live.” 
Toey’s uncle knew the vows. “In sickness and in ’ealth?”
Mack reached for Toey’s hand. “Yes.” 
Toey smiled at Mack and addressed her uncle. “Until death do us part.”
The Frenchman smiled. “Eh bien, I guess that make it official,” he said, entering his home. “Some ting smells good.” He turned to Toey. “What is for supper?”
Toey hung Ballou’s gear on a spike. “Bean bread and grouse fried in bacon grease,” she called out. “A side of onions and mushrooms too.” 
Ballou turned to Mack. “She cooks like zis all the time?” 
Mack knew Ballou was impressed. “Every night,” he replied, having fun with his following statement. “But she changes the menu.” Winking at his wife, he went on. “Toey never cooks the same thing two nights in a row.”
The French and Indian War vet narrowed his eyes. “Nah,” he said, cracking a smile. “Vous tous pulling Paulie’s leg.” He motioned to Mack. “I do not stay long. Let her be. I could use a hand outside.” Mack complied, following Ballou to a wagon. Toey locked eyes with Ballou on the way out. She’d seen his steely-eyed gaze before and braced herself for what was to come. 
Like a proud father, the Frenchman removed the cart’s cover. “I bring supplies,” he said to Mack. 
Mack’s eyes widened. He hopped aboard the wagon’s axle for a better view of the contents. There were tools, food supplies, cooking devices, and miscellaneous gadgets of every type. “My God, Paul,” he said to the Frenchman as he sorted through the collections. “This is too much. I could never repay you for this or the land.” 
Ballou wouldn’t accept. “Considére it a gift,” he said with a smile. “No’ting is too good for ma fille or the man she loves.” He raised his finger to make a point. “I only ask one thing,” he continued. “Protect her at all costs. Even if it means giving up your life.” 
Mack agreed. “I will,” he stated firmly. “That, I promise.” 
Ballou glanced at the cabin. “Good.” Then, with regret in his voice, he continued. “Because I will not be ’ere to watch after her no more. I leave for good zis time.”
Mack didn’t understand. “What do you mean? You just got here. And we’re going to be living right next to each other.”
Ballou explained. “The English know who I am. Paulie being here puts you and Toey at risk.” Mack was about to interrupt when the Frenchman continued. “Remember ze Grassy Creek posse which leave from Morganton?” Mack nodded. “It was too late by ze time I get there. Robert MacNaughton and a few others were the only ones who survive.”  
Jesus, Mack whispered to himself. “We watched those men march out,” he said dejectedly.
Ballou nodded. There was sadness in his demeanor. “I miss the first fight because we rescue Toey. Paulie cannot miss the second.”
Mack wasn’t having it. “Of course, you can. You already had your war. No one will hold it against you if you don’t fight.”
Ballou shook his head. “I am in too deep. If the English win, zey will settle old scores and come after me. It is best I leave and start fresh somewhere else.” 
Sadness welled up in Mack as the finality of Ballou’s intentions dawned on him. “Where will you go?” 
Ballou disconnected his two horses from the wagon. “I will settle in Morganton after I visit the Tanasi land. Paulie have familie there. It is time to know them again.” 
Mack watched as the French Pioneer placed his foot in a stirrup. “Could you at least stay for dinner?” he asked. 
The Frenchman took a deep breath. Telling Toey his plans would be too difficult, and he’d decided beforehand not to risk letting his emotions get the better of him. “I best be on my way,” Ballou managed, safely in the saddle. “You should know zat General Washington has agreed with my plan. We are going to throw every’ting we can muster at Tarleton.”
Mack interjected. “What about the Savage?” 
Ballou’s eyes narrowed. “We go after him first. Hopefullie, he will be hanging from a rope by this time next week.”
Taking the cabin and surroundings in one last time, the Frenchman reflected on his life. Then, clearing his throat, he said, “I think zat war just follows a man sometimes. You understand what Paulie mean, no?” Mack signaled yes but stayed silent as the sight of a tear streaming down the French Pioneer’s cheek got the better of him. “If I do not see you again, Paulie wants you to know zat I am proud to have met you.” Ballou motioned toward the cabin. “You will give her my love, won’t you, boy?” Mack nodded.
As the legendary Indian hunter rode off into the sunset, Mack’s heart broke for Toey, but he understood his friend’s reasoning. Sometimes, it’s best when you don’t say goodbye. 






  
  Chapter 50 


After the sudden departure of the man who’d raised her, Toey didn’t speak for nearly forty-eight hours, waiving off Mack’s attempts to engage as she unloaded everything from the ten-foot-long wagon into the cabin.   
On the morning of the third day, Mack rose from his bunk to a flickering candlelight casting shadows on Toey’s head, which was immersed in a catalog. With a quick stir of the coals in the wood-burning stove, Mack touched his wife’s shoulders gently, and Toey turned to face him. “Will you build this for me?” she asked, putting the literature in Mack’s hand. 
Mack’s eyes watered at the sound of his wife’s voice. He glanced at the paper. A stone chimney took up nearly the entire first page. At the bottom was a sketch of a fireplace damper—an iron device that could open and close, keeping the warmth of a fire inside the home. Mack saw the contraption in an open crate near Toey’s feet. He’d never constructed a fireplace on his own, but after everything that had transpired, he was not about to say no to the woman he loved. 
“Yes. We’ll do it together,” he said proudly. “Are you okay?”
Toey’s gaze traveled up and down the bulging muscles of her husband’s chiseled figure. 
“I am now,” she said, guiding Mack’s fingers to the buttons on her blouse. 






  
  Chapter 51 


“Thomas Josey’s gone, sir.” 
Colonel Banastre Tarleton set his drink down. “What do you mean gone, Sergeant?” 
The Green Dragoon sentry explained. “It’s been nearly two months since his last check-in, Colonel. At some point, there was a fire on his property. Skeletal remains of a man and a canine were found, but nothing else.” 
“Who reported it?” Tarleton demanded to know. 
“The Savage, sir.” 
“Dragging Canoe,” the English militia officer whispered with a grin. “And what has our paid assassin been doing besides terrorizing local populations at my bequest?”  
The enlisted militiaman spoke with confidence. “Our spies in the Cherokee tribe say he’ll make a move on their chief within days.” 
Tarleton adjusted his uniform jacket. “Good,” he said, admiring himself in the full-length mirror. “He’ll starve the rebels out just like I planned. By the time those savages are done, every colonial from the mountains to the sea will beg us to restore order.” Tarleton rubbed the raised flesh of a three-inch scar underneath his eye. “And what of Oconosta’s witch daughter? I’ve been quite bored sitting on Cornwallis’s flank, waiting on our supreme commander’s orders. Thought our bounty was high enough for a blinding burning at the stake by now.”
The sentry remained silent. His nervous eyes avoided his commander.
The Green Dragoon leader refilled his sherry glass. “You thought this a rhetorical question?” he said to the guard. 
“No, sir!” the green-coated militia man called out. “It’s just that . . . well, how do I—”
Tarleton cut him off. “End the suspense, you cock-up.” 
“She’s gone too, sir.”  
“Vanished like a fart in the wind, eh?” the Butcher of Britain blurted, anger rising. 
The sergeant shook his head. “Not exactly, Colonel. She was captured by Crown forces and released.”
Tarleton’s white cheeks turned red. “By whom?” he seethed. 
“Colonel Gage, sir. The man we interviewed says her bounty wasn’t paid either.” 
Tarleton flew into a rage! He slammed his drink on the command post floor; shards of glass scattered everywhere. 
The sentry shielded his face. Annoyed at his commander, his following words pissed off Tarleton even more. “I know you want revenge for that gash on your face, but you must listen to the whole story. The man we spoke with said it was the oddest thing.” 
The enlisted soldier paused as a twisted look flashed across his leader’s eyes. “By all means,” Tarleton said, opening the bottom drawer of his desk with a devilish grin. “Don’t hold anything back now, Sergeant.” 
“I won’t, Colonel, and thank you,” the guard replied nervously, petrified of what was in store given Tarleton’s violence. “It happened at London Farms amidst a full company of armed soldiers. This man waltzes into headquarters with only the togs on his back, demands the witch’s release, and gets it!” the sentry said with enthusiasm. Then, in a tone far too friendly, he pricked Tarleton’s skin with each new word. “It must have been quite the spectacle, especially when they are keenly aware of the sovereigns you’ve offered. If I could’ve been a fly on that wall, I’d—” 
Banastre Tarleton raised his palm. He’d had enough. “That is quite the astounding story, Sergeant, and I want to thank you for sharing your opinion about the disfigurement on my face. Tell me, does the source of this report divulge the name of the man to whom this bitch was released?” 
The sentry nodded. “James MacNaughton, sir. He hails from the Spanish territory of La Florida. Our spies tell us he and the Cherokee woman have taken shelter on the Indian hunter’s property. The one they call the Frenchman.”
“Is that so?” Tarleton said smugly. Grabbing an ink stick, he scribbled on a piece of paper next to a coiled leather cord he’d removed from the drawer of his desk: 
“From Banastre Tarleton—Execute the following individuals on the spot: Cherokee woman Esta’toe, James MacNaughton, her likely companion, and Paul-Henri Ballou, adversary of King George himself.”
“Get this message to the Savage right away,” Tarleton barked to the sentry, adding his seal to the words. “And put some extra padding on your saddle before you ride out.”
The guard seemed confused. “Padding, sir?” 
Tarleton giggled as he picked up the cord and closed the command post door. “For your arse, of course.” The sentry still didn’t get it. Tarleton unfurled the round leather switch. “Have you ever seen one of these?” The sergeant shook his head. “We get them from Spain. It’s called a bull-whip.” The Butcher of Britain smirked. “Again, I want to thank you properly for sharing your thoughts regarding the wound to my face.” The enlisted man braced for what was coming. “Now,” the twisted Dragoon ordered, “face the wall. Put your hands on the desk and lean over. The lashes will only take a minute, but the lesson should last a lifetime.” 






  
  Chapter 52  


Mack and Toey worked tirelessly on their new cabin, setting logs and stacking chimney stones in a race to complete their new home before winter. As the year drew to a close, they’d winterized and sealed up Ballou’s trapping cabin so anyone stumbling upon it would think it hadn’t been occupied for a while and had placed the last shingle on their new structure’s roof framing when the snow began to fall. It was the night before Christmas. While Toey dressed their first turkey, Mack returned with the perfect Fraser fir. After building a stand, he rested on the warm stones of the fireplace hearth, watching Toey decorate the tree with miniature wood animals she’d carved as a child. As she fastened her toys to the branches, Toey sang a little song that Mack recognized immediately. The lyrics were published in 1779. It was “Amazing Grace.”  
With the crisp, sweet terpenes of tree sap filling their home with Christmas smells, Mack and Toey fell asleep by the firelight. And when they awoke, their present had come. But it wasn’t under the tree. It was inside Toey’s belly. 
She was with child. 






  
  Chapter 53 

1780


With the cabin interiors complete and Toey growing increasingly pregnant, Mack shouldered the trapping responsibilities, leaving for days as animals moved through the land.  
East of their home site, Colonel Gage had been diligently verifying the information Mack had given him, requesting a face-to-face meeting with the British Ambassador, amongst other things. South of Gage, Tarleton’s Dragoons found the remnants of Dragging Canoe’s men scattered about. Since his beatdown by Chief Oconosta and a Cherokee nighttime raid on the Chickamauga position, neither the Savage nor the loyalist forces accompanying him had been seen. 
As the days passed, it seemed Mack and Toey had been forgotten about. But storm clouds were gathering on the horizon. 
After a two-night adventure in a forest filled with early spring blossoms of chestnut trees, Mack stumbled on a familiar sight thirty minutes from Lost Cove. It was a clearing. In fact, it was the same plot of land he’d visited two hundred years in the future. As he stood in what would become a cemetery, strange things started happening as he eyed a lichen-covered mound some distance away. Confusion took the place of clarity. His perfect life came crashing down as the memories of hunting Thomas Josey returned to life. Mack wasn’t sure what had happened after his encounter with Josey. Somehow, he fended off one of Josey’s guards and a dog and had either lost consciousness or fallen asleep near the black-water cesspool for what seemed like days. But it couldn’t have been. It was only one night. Or was it? 
Standing there, caught in a dream world of Josey’s witchcraft in which he seemed to travel backward in time to a familiar place, trapped in an Orwellian nightmare of a future filled with microchip implant devices, robots, and end times prophecy, the only other thing Mack could remember about that night was the anguish in little Jimmy-Mack’s voice as he hovered over his own burial plot to forgive the man who’d killed him. 
Bewildered, Mack began questioning himself. All he wanted was the perfect life with Toey, and now everything seemed to be splintering, and all he could think of was why. Finally, he pulled himself away from the clearing and stumbled home, where Toey was waiting on the porch. Immediately, she knew something was wrong. 
“My God,” Toey whispered as her husband approached the cabin door, “you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Mack gave his wife a look, stepped inside, and hung up his gear. 
Toey embraced him. “What’s wrong, my love?” 
Mack withdrew. “That book over there, for one,” he shot back, pointing to the leather-bound pages laced with twine. “Those sketches you drew came from dreams. You even said it yourself. It’s like I’ve lived another life. And now it’s tearing me apart.”
Toey tried to calm her husband down. “Mack, the stone can—”
Mack cut his wife off. “Can it bring somebody back from the dead?” 
Toey didn’t know what to say. “I don’t understand.”
Mack frowned. “Have you seen the cemetery?” 
“Mack, you’re scaring me.” 
“You’re scared?” Mack asked. “I don’t even know whose life this is.”
Toey became more troubled. “What are you talking about?”
Mack raised his arms in frustration. “You said John Ballow’s my father, correct?”
Esta’toe nodded. “I did.” 
Mack continued. “And you also said he tried to kill me, but God stopped him, right?” “Yes,” Toey whispered.
“Well, guess what?” Mack barked. “That’s not true!” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been to the cemetery and seen my own grave. Jimmy Ballow died in the summer of 1978. He drowned in the Toe River. That’s the white man’s name for the Esta’toe: your river, Toey. I thought you saved me from drowning this whole time, but you didn’t. You drowned too! That’s why they named the river after you.” Toey was speechless. “Don’t you see what I’m getting at?” he said, storming out of the cabin. “We’re just a couple of freaking ghosts!” 
Toey’s husband didn’t get far. A weathered-looking white man appeared on the horizon in the open field east of their cabin, and there was a woman just behind him with several children in tow.  
Toey came up from behind, popping her husband in the butt with a stick. “How does that feel, Mr. Ghost?” she said sarcastically. “I’ll go see what they want. We’ll talk about our situation later.”   
Mack ran for his rifle and stood ready as Toey conversed with the strangers. After a minute, his wife returned. “Some Chickamauga raided over their farm,” she said, “and they need a place to stay.” Mack was about to respond when Toey’s eyes turned fierce. “All they do is destroy.”
Mack knew they had to help. “All right. We don’t want anyone near your Uncle Paul’s cabin, so they can stay on our porch for now. Tomorrow, we’ll get moving on a shelter.” 
Toey kept silent. Beyond the field, the tops of the trees began to sway as a gust of wind blew in from the east. She glanced at the homeless family and then back to Mack. “There’ll be others.” 
Mack narrowed his eyes. “How could you possibly know that?” 
Toey gave a half smile. “You have to be an Indian to know these things.”






  
  Chapter 54


Day after day, white colonial refugees who’d lost everything to the Savage’s group of terrorists came trickling in. Although there were no recent sightings of Dragging Canoe, a week after the first family arrived, a dozen more people found their way from the surrounding countryside into Lost Cove. Ten days later, the population had doubled, and a meeting was held. Temporary grants of land, shared responsibilities, and rules for living were agreed to, and a community was born with Toey at the helm and Mack in the shadows, keeping the peace and enforcing rules as necessary. Everyone had to work and contribute. Crops were planted. Timber and game restrictions were put in place. A church and a school sprang up. Mack played hide-and-seek with the children when he wasn’t trapping or with his wife. He threw a crudely made ball with their fathers while Toey shared the Cherokee way of living with the white women. Medicinal secrets, embroidery lessons, and recipes were passed along. Nightly bonfires brought the community together. Stories were told. Rumors were squashed. There was peace in Lost Cove.  
At half past four on a Saturday, twenty-five armed men arrived on the outskirts of the community. Mack was finishing his chores outside when a cowbell sounded near their cabin. “Shit!” he called out, hearing the community alarm for the first time. Toey bolted out the door. “Stay here,” Mack called out, grabbing his weapons. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“I’m coming with you!” Toey shouted. 
Mack was stern. “No, you’re not.” He pointed to the bulge in his wife’s belly. “We talked about this, okay?” 
Toey relented. She removed the leather satchel from her neck. “Take the stone.” Mack hesitated. He didn’t want to leave his wife without the stone’s shield of protection. “Mack,” Toey emphasized. 
Toey’s husband agreed. He grasped the ruby and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Okay, but don’t forget the signal. Two shots back-to-back, and you take the escape route through the forest.” 
“Done,” Toey said. “Te llamo, mi amor.” 
“I love you too,” Mack called out as he sprinted toward the danger. 
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Several men in the village had already gathered when Mack ran up to them. “Soldiers or Indians?” Mack called out. 
“Neither,” somebody shouted. “Frontiersmen. Couple dozen is my guess. Carrying lots of weapons too.”
Not good, Mack said to himself. 
A heavyset farmer with a pitchfork spoke up. “What should we do?” 
Mack surveyed the Lost Cove defenders. “Stay put; I’ll go see what they want.”
A doubtful man spoke up. “I already know what them Tanasi men come here for,” he said. “They gonna take our women.” 
“That won’t happen on my watch,” Mack said firmly. 
“With all due respect, Mr. MacNaughton,” a villager called out. “You’re just one man. We have a better chance if we stand together.” 
“I agree!” another shouted. 
Mack surveyed the group. “That’s enough!” he screamed. “I know about these men. Y’all don’t stand a chance.” Mack looked every man in the eye. “I go by myself,” he called out defiantly before walking away. 
As he headed toward the threat, Mack was rattled. Not only had his peaceful life with Toey been disrupted, but with each passing day, he was getting deeper and deeper involved in the affairs of 1779. But it wasn’t just that or the fact that he might be a ghost, which unsettled him. Mack had been given a vision of the future, which scared him half to death because his heart told him that somehow, he’d be involved. Was this the real reason God put him here at this time and at this particular place? 






  
  Chapter 55 


On the edge of the forest at the western end of the village, Mack holstered his sidearm and slung his rifle over his back in a sign of peace to a group of men the likes of which he’d never seen before. None of the books he’d read or the movies he’d watched about the men from the future state of Tennessee could accurately depict the wildness of the frontiersmen which lay before him. Cloaked in animal hides, hatchets and knives dangled from every conceivable side of their persons. They were dark-skinned, young and old, and ready for a fight. Dependent on no one, they wore their self-reliance on their sleeve, hats, and feet. Some wore moccasins; others went barefoot. Beaver and raccoon draped from the long hair on their scalps. Mack noticed a common thread in their eyes as he approached the rag-tag group of mountain men. They were fierce yet kind at the same time.  
Mack spotted a familiar face from the history books. “Are you Daniel Boone?” 
The future legend stepped forward. “How might ya know that?”  
“Paul-Henri Ballou said you might be coming.” 
The Tanasi man shook his head. “Be halfway to the Mississippi if it weren’t for that crazy Frenchie.” Daniel Boone glanced at the field beyond Mack. “We need a day ta dry things out. Mind if we tie up heah fer the night?” 
Mack knew the frontiersman wasn’t asking. “Permission granted,” he said so everybody could hear. Mack signaled for Boone to come closer. “Water’s that way,” he pointed. “There’s hay if you need it too.”  
Boone spit tobacco juice. “That’s sure nice of ya, mister?”
“Mack.” 
The frontiersman smiled. “Might’a heard somethin’ about ya.” 
Mack feigned disbelief. “Really?” he asked. “Don’t believe all that French hocus-pocus now.” Boone laughed, and Mack said, “Your men are welcome to join us around the fire later. My only request is they stay out of the village.” 
Daniel Boone wheeled around. “We bed down, heah. Tend to them horses first. No man goes beyond that their field.” 
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After reporting back to the villagers, Mack returned to update Toey. When he’d finished, his wife walked toward the window with a worried look. “What’s wrong?” Mack asked. “You’re not comfortable with them being here?” 
“It’s not that,” Toey said. Facing Mack, she confided her fears. “It’s getting personal. These men are going off to fight at my uncle’s request, and I’m the one that backed out.”
Mack did his best to comfort Toey. “Don’t think like that. You’re participating by helping others, and that counts, okay?” Toey managed a weak smile, and Mack walked to the kitchen. After briefly looking around, he asked, “Can we make them something to eat?” 
The question took Toey by surprise. “Not for two dozen men,” she snapped. “I mean, maybe if we ask the others, then . . .”
Mack interrupted. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I want to treat them special.” Toey watched as Mack paced the room, making a plan. Seconds later, he stood before his wife with a wry smile, the ruby in his hand and one of Edward Buncombe’s coins. “If we travel somewhere, does the stone allow us to take things back?”
Toey shook her head. “We’re not supposed to.” 
Mack slipped the satchel over his neck and grinned. “That’s a yes if I ever heard one.” Planting a kiss on Toey’s cheek, he took a deep breath, made a wish, and said, “I’ll be back in a jiffy.” 
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Two hours later, Mack arrived at the bonfire with a stack of crispy bread pies coated with melted cheese and circular red meat. “Help yourself, Mr. Boone,” Mack announced. “There’s more than enough for all your men.” 
The Tanasi man had never seen this type of food. “Whatcha call this?” 
Mack smiled. “Pizza,” he said, removing a slice from the top pie. “Here’s how you hold it.”
Before Mack could demonstrate how to eat it, the frontiersman grabbed a piece and inhaled it, finishing the slice in two gigantic bites. “That there’s the greatest food I’ve eva tasted in my life,” Boone said when he’d finished. “How’d ya make it?”  
Mack let out a laugh. “Trade secret. I plan on selling this someday.” 
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Daniel Boone handed Mack a bottle when the last pizza had been given out. “Drink up. There be plenty of that ta go around too.” 
Mack sipped the whisky, swishing the sweet liquid around in his mouth. A flash of heat rocked his body as the concoction slid down his throat. “Good booze,” he called out. “Tennessee whisky at its finest.”
A puzzled look came over Boone. “What’s that ya say?” 
Mack realized his error. It’s not Tennessee yet. “Sorry, I meant to say Tanasi.” Analyzing the flavor, he asked, “What’s in this besides corn?” 
Boone took another swig. “Trade secret,” he said with a wink. “I plan on bottling it someday.” 
Mack leaned in closer. “Do you use coal as a filter?”
The revelation stunned the Tanasi man. “How did ya—”
Mack interrupted to avoid answering. “This is good whisky, but it’s not sweet enough and needs rye.” 
The frontiersman had never heard of the word. “Rye?” 
“It’s like grass,” Mack said, “but it’s a grain. Look into it in the spring. You’ll find some.” Mack paused for effect. “And then you’ll have something worth bottling.” 
Mack’s guest was impressed. “Where you from?” 
Mack took another swig. “You’ll never believe it if I tell you.”  
Boone’s tone changed, and his eyes narrowed. “Fair enough,” he said. “We all got our secrets, don’t we, James?” 
Mack perked up. “Ballou told you my name was James?”  
Boone shook his head. “Thomas Josey did.”
A flash of panic struck Mack’s heart. “When?” 
Boone scooted closer. “Few months back. He wanted you dead.”
Mack’s mind moved a thousand miles a minute. What? “Did he say why?”  
The Tanasi man glanced around the fire. No one was close enough to hear their conversation. “He said you’re a Satan worshipper and a spy fer them British.”  
“The devil’s playbook,” Mack whispered. “Accuse a man of the same things you’re guilty of.”  
Boone nodded and looked at Mack. “We told him no. Killin fer hire’s not somethin’ we normally do. Besides, I never trusted that son a bitch anyway. He all about money. Likes ta hire them Indians to do his dirty work.” 
The Tanasi man’s last statement piqued Mack’s interest. Indians, he said to himself. “Tell me more.”
The frontiersman went on. “Frenchie says a scout came ta his cabin just after you arrived.” Boone’s face turned serious. “He wadn’t no scout. And Dragging Canoe attacking you the next morning wasn’t a coincidence.” 
“You know about that too?” 
Boone nodded. 
Mack touched the ruby under his shirt. “Did he tell you anything about this?”
The Tanasi man shook his head. “No, but I heard of it.” Boone chose his following words carefully. “I ain’t saying I believe in that hocus-pocus, but I’m not telling ya I don’t, okay?” Mack understood as Boone continued. “We’re here fer three reasons. A week behind us, there are two hundred men with supplies. They can’t go over them mountains. We gotta find them a way through.” Boone took a long swig from the bottle. “As soon they cross over, we’re gonna take out that Savage once and fer all. Especially after what he did at Grassy Creek.” 
Mack remembered Ballou’s secrecy regarding the slaughter of an entire town. “What happened there?” 
Boone dug his boot into the ground. “That’s another reason we’re here. Frenchie needed to confirm somethin’ before we brought this message about your wife.” Mack braced himself. “Her twin sister lived in Grassy Creek.”
Oh my God, Mack whispered to himself. Toey had only mentioned her sibling in passing, and he’d let it go, thinking one day she would talk more about her. 
“Frenchie thinks she was killed ta get to you.”
Mack was speechless. Not only did the love of his life have a sister who was murdered, but the message implied that Mack’s existence may have caused her death. 
Daniel Boone handed the whisky to Mack. “Have another drink. There’s more.” Mack stared at the bottle, fearing what the Tanasi man might say next. “Remember when I said Josey approached us to eliminate you?” Mack nodded. “I talked it over with Frenchie, and we both agreed. It was the first day you arrived.”
A sheet of pale white overtook Mack’s face. Shock turned quickly to anger and disbelief. He turned to walk away when Boone asked the question he’d been churning over. 
“Why do ya suppose that is?” 
Mack was pissed. As impossible as all this sounded, he briefly wondered if he was being lured into a fight before dismissing the thought. “I don’t know,” he called out. “None of this makes any sense. Now if you don’t mind, I need to talk with my wife.” 
Boone acknowledged Mack’s solemn duty. “Of course, but let me leave ya with this. Maybe somebody wants ya dead because they scared you’ll fight.” Boone tapped his chest. “Our side could use a man like you.” 
“Are you asking me to join?” Mack retorted. 
The frontiersman smiled. “Promised the Frenchie I wouldn’t. But we do take volunteers.”
Mack shook his head. “I’ve already fought my battles, Mr. Boone. Goodnight.” 






  
  Chapter 56


Halfway back to the cabin, a soul-penetrating wall of worry nearly overwhelmed Mack as the enormity of Boone’s message sunk in. It seemed impossible that a man he’d never met wanted to kill him the very same day he arrived in 1779. Between the fading laughter at the bonfire and the devastating blow he was about to deliver to his wife, Mack questioned God. If the omniscient creator of the universe had blessed him with the miracle of falling in love by traveling back in time, why would he allow Toey’s sister’s innocent life to be taken on his account?  
As he approached the home he and his wife had built with their bare hands, Mack knew that life wasn’t fair, but this was different. Somebody had placed a target on his back, which meant the worst thing in the world—Toey was no longer safe.
When Mack opened the door, Toey saw the terror in his eyes.  
“What is it?” Toey asked.
Mack moved closer to his wife. He tried to soften the blow as best he could. “There was a fire at the Grassy Creek Church.” He paused, glanced at the floor, then continued. “Boone just told me your sister didn’t make it.” A stream of water dripped down Toey’s cheeks as Mack continued. “Toey, I’m so sorry.” 
Toey steadied herself. She hadn’t spoken to her sister since her sibling had run off with a Continental farmer three times her sister’s age. “When?” She managed.
“Over a month ago,” Mack replied. 
Toey searched for answers. Her eyes darted left and right. “How did it start?
Mack recalled the details. “Arson. Most everyone in Grassy Creek was at the service that day, and nobody survived.” He took a deep breath and let it go before continuing. “Boone said Dragging Canoe started it.” 
Toey’s world came crashing down. She wanted to cry but didn’t as Mack confessed. “I knew about it too,” he said before clarifying. “About the massacre, that is. We were at the militia meeting when it happened. Paul told me later that you had family out there, but he didn’t say who, and he wanted me to keep it quiet until he knew for sure.” Mack placed a hand on Toey’s arm, but she withdrew. “I hope you’ll forgive me. Boone’s going after him as soon as their supplies get through the mountains.” 
Toey didn’t say a word when Mack finished speaking. Instead, she retired for the evening, leaving Mack in the kitchen grieving for her loss. After stirring the coals, Mack built up a fire and fell asleep beside the hearth, wondering what the morning would bring. He didn’t have to wait long. At dawn’s early light, there was a knock at the door. Mack grabbed his weapon and answered it. It was a child. Daniel Boone and three other men were behind him on horseback.  
“Mr. Mack,” said the boy whose family was still on the porch, “these men are leaving now. They’d like a word with you.” 
Mack stepped out to speak with the frontiersmen. 
Boone initiated first. “The Savage’s been spotted north of Morganton, and we goin’ after him. Sure, ya won’t join us? We could use another rifle.” The question lingered. Mack was torn. Deep down, he wanted to go, but he couldn’t. It wasn’t because he’d vowed not to interfere with history; no, leaving meant Toey would be alone with their unborn baby, and even if she had the stone’s shield of protection, Mack didn’t want to leave her side. After a deafening silence, he was about to say no when Boone tipped his hat to the pregnant woman standing in the cabin doorway. “I guess she calls the shots,” the Tanasi man blurted before riding away.
Mack cast the frontiersman’s jab aside and headed for Toey. As he approached the woman he loved, he almost didn’t recognize her. His wife’s cheery and wise countenance had been replaced by something completely foreign to Mack. Her eyes screamed reactionary. 
Toey whispered ominously as Mack stood by her side. “All she wanted was peace. First my parents and now my sister.” Toey put a hand on her belly. “And I can’t do anything about it.” Mack’s wife glared at him with crazy eyes. “But you can.”
Mack drew back. “What do you mean?” 
Toey motioned in Boone’s direction. “Catch up with those men. Kill Dragging Canoe for me.”
Mack objected. “I want to avenge your family’s deaths, but we should let them do it.”
Mack’s wife got in his face. “You won’t defend my family’s honor?” 
Toey’s accusation caught Mack off guard. “That’s not it at all,” he said.
“Then what is it?” Toey barked. “Are you afraid of getting killed?” Before Mack could respond, she removed the satchel around her neckline. “Here,” she said. “You take the stone. I’ll be okay without it.”
Toey’s insistence disturbed Mack. He stepped away for a few seconds before returning with clearer thoughts. “Toey, slow down for a minute. Boone’s not just going after him, okay? They have orders to attack the British.”
Esta’toe’s jaw was firm. “You could join them.” 
Toey’s statement took Mack by surprise, and he crossed his arms. For a brief second, he wondered if pregnancy hormones were causing a change in Toey’s behavior, but he decided not to go there. “Where is this coming from? I’m not getting involved. Just like you.”
Toey pointed across the field toward the village. “Look at all these people. What about the men who just left?” Toey shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mack, but that’s not a good enough reason anymore.”
Mack shrugged. “Then I’ll give you another one,” he said. “This has already been scripted. Why would I risk my life with you when I know with one hundred percent certainty how this war will turn out?”
Toey’s face flashed red. Mack had never seen his wife so upset as she barked her next words. “Does your crystal ball say how we turn out?” Mack was speechless. Just before Toey stormed back inside, her next words ripped his heart out. “I didn’t figure you for a coward.” 






  
  Chapter 57 


Hurt by Toey’s words, Mack wandered around Lost Cove, questioning everything from his marriage vows and the miraculous things he’d seen and done since the day he’d arrived at the basin of the waterfall to the soul of his very being. He worried about the future. His heart ached for his mother, who couldn’t be sure if he was dead or alive. But neither could he. Toey said John Ballow was his father and the man who had tried to kill him, and as much as Mack felt alive, in the century he was from, there was a grave right nearby with his name on it. Adding to the confusion was the notion that if he was part of the living, he and Ballow looked nothing alike. So why did his mother bring him to that particular place in the mountains? Was it to see his father for the first time or meet his future wife?  
Mack didn’t care about his father, and all he wanted to do at that moment was run from his spouse as he’d run from the many problems of his past life. With the callousness of Toey’s statement destroying the warmth of the only true love he’d ever known, Mack left the village, taking solace in the forest, which had always been his real home. 
But Mack couldn’t escape from his newfound reality. A supernatural being named Michael said it wasn’t his time yet. Time for what? To fight in the revolution or take the stone for a fight in the future, or was it something else? He kept seeing himself on the bow of a ship headed to a strange land. Was the striking stone castle his real home? What if none of this existed because he’d already been dead and buried? If he was alive and God was directing his steps, where was the omniscient creator of the universe now when he needed him the most? 
Miles into his journey, leafless giant Balsam firs penetrated the bright-green moss floor of a mystical cloud forest atop a sacred Unaka mountain. It was Cherokee territory, and Mack had been there before. When a rose-colored haze drifted in from the west, Mack followed the magnetic force pulling him toward her. It was Venus. Hovering above a black tentacle tree dead since the Middle Ages, Mack’s focus jumped from the seductive morning star to the black tree and a group of white stones forming words set into the tree bark: “Dòchas ann an Dia.” He glanced at the inscription on his MacNaughton clan belt buckle. “Hope in God,” he whispered, repeating the English translation of his Scottish family’s Gaelic motto carved in the tree. Above the slogan, Mack eyed a foot-tall group of red stones clustered in the shape of a heart. Inside the outline of the heart was a star-shaped cluster of tiny white stones. The Heart of the King, Mack said to himself. The King’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, as the rivers of water: he turneth it whithersoever he will. Mack looked to the heavens. Have you written out my entire life, Lord? Why is all this happening? 
At that moment, a sparkle of light jumped from the tiny white gems within the heart. It was a sign. Mack remembered that night at the Cherokee Museum with Bill Walkingstick and Nancy Cornsilk. He was staring at Toey’s portrait, focusing on the ruby draped from her neckline, when the same seven-pointed star asterism seemed to pull him in. Seven days of creation. Seven Cherokee tribes. Seven times Toey tried to reach me. He glanced at Venus and back to the tiny white stones within the heart. Seven lines are drawn in the shape of a star. The star that seems to follow me. The bright morning star with a peaceful light. 
Off in the distance, a branch broke! Then another. Mack’s skin bristled. He threw himself to the ground. Armed with a knife, he spotted the spirit bear out of the corner of his eye. It was moving from side to side, jumping up and down. As he rose to his feet, he spotted a woman. She was humming. She was singing, directing the bear’s movements with an ancient tune. It was a Bird Clan song. And the music was filled was sorrow. 
Mack watched as the woman dismissed the beast and turned his way. It was his wife. “Go away!” he shouted, already moving in the opposite direction. 
“Mack!” Toey yelled. “Wait. I want to talk with you.” 
With Mack putting distance between them, Toey transported herself ahead, blocking his path. Mack had no choice but to look at her. 
“I crossed the line earlier, and I’m sorry,” Toey said. For a brief second, Mack felt they could make up. “But why do you leave?” 
“Why?” Mack retorted. “Because words have consequences, Toey. Especially those. Now if you’ll please go home, I prefer to be alone.” 
Being so far from Lost Cove, Toey suspected something else. “What are you running from?” 
“Excuse me?” Mack asked, offended. 
“When I asked you to fight, you left. I waited hours to talk with you, but you didn’t return. Instead, you came here. As your wife, I have a right to know why.”
Mack pointed. “You were a completely different person. One day, you want out of the war; the next day, you want in.” He softened his tone. “I’m sorry about what happened to your sister, but that shouldn’t mean I must go to war. And I expect my wife to respectfully disagree without calling me a coward.”
Toey’s eyes watered. “I was upset, and I shouldn’t have said that.” Mack nodded. “But you’re my husband, and we must be totally honest with each other.” Toey stepped closer. “Please tell me the real reason you won’t fight.” 
Mack shook his head. “I don’t want to affect the outcome,” he said, pointing to the satchel around Toey’s neck. “You said it yourself. It’s against the rules to interfere with history.” He offered a half smile. “All I want is a quiet life with you and our child. Is that too much to ask?” 
Toey frowned. “You may have had another life, Mack, but the future’s not set. If you don’t join the war, this might not become a free country.”
Mack let out a laugh. “I don’t think one man—” 
Toey interrupted. “God brought you here for a reason. Did it ever cross your mind that this could be it?”  
Mack blew Toey off. “Like I told you before. I already know how this turns out.”
Toey exploded. “You know nothing! You were born into freedom, so how could you know our struggles? And don’t tell me you read about them in some book. Our families are being murdered. Our land is being taken. Our sacred honor is on the line. I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but there’s no peaceful and quiet life. From this point forward, our entire future is at stake.” Toey’s eyes narrowed. “But you already know this, don’t you? So again, I ask you, what is your real problem? Why won’t you fight?” 
Mack stepped past Toey and didn’t say a word. “Don’t turn your back on me!” she demanded. 
Toey’s husband didn’t respond. Enraged, she caught up to him, spun him around, and screamed, “What’s wrong with you?”
Mack yelled at the top of his lungs, “I’m afraid!” Toey froze, stunned by the power of Mack’s vulnerability. “There,” Mack huffed. “You wanted me to say it. I’m afraid.” 
Toey stood toe to toe with her husband. “Afraid of what? You’ve been in war, and you know how to fight.” 
A flash of worry swept over Mack’s face. “It’s not just the war! I don’t even know who I am anymore! You said John Ballow’s my father, and he tried to kill me.” Toey regretted her words. “But then you said God stopped him, so that means I’m alive, right?” Toey stayed silent. “Guess what?” Mack asked rhetorically. “That’s not true!” he shouted. “The day I saw your portrait in the museum, I had a vision of John Ballow on his hands and knees in a cemetery, praying over my grave!”
Toey fired back. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re obviously alive because you’re here with me right now.”
Mack scoffed. “Really? But how can that be because I’m from another place, apparently? You recorded my dreams in the book. If I’m with you right now and just came from 2016, when exactly did that occur?” Toey didn’t have the answers, and Mack went on. “I don’t know what to believe anymore. You remember when I told you about this Michael creature?” Toey nodded. “According to him, my entire life has already been scripted by God. Yet I’m the last one to know! It’s like there’s another life waiting for me somewhere. But I don’t want it.”
Toey was resolute. “You don’t have to take it, Mack.” 
Mack shared his fears. “Right now, do you know what’s scaring me the most?” Toey shook her head. “Maybe I am alive. Maybe you were right about me being here to fight in this war. Maybe that’s why I’m questioning myself.” Toey listened intently as Mack bared his soul. “Because deep down, I feel like I’m not a real man if I don’t join the fight. But if I go off to war, I might not return, making you a single parent. Everything would be on your shoulders.”
Toey wasn’t so sure. “But you’d have the stone.” 
Mack chose his following words deliberately. “That’s just it. If I go, the ruby stays with you.” Toey was about to object when Mack hushed her. “What man would leave his pregnant wife alone during a war without guaranteed protection if he had it? Besides,” he continued, “how could I live with myself if the men around me get killed, and I don’t get a scratch?” Mack let a few seconds pass before driving his point home. “You see, that’s the difference between being a coward and being a man.”
Toey felt shame. She didn’t want to lose her husband. “I’m sorry I ever said that. You’re the most courageous man I’ve ever known.” She extended her hand. “Now, let’s go home,” she said. 
Mack just stood there. 
“What’s wrong?” Toey asked. 
“I’m thinking about catching up with Boone and his men.”
“Oh,” Toey responded, surprised. “Let’s talk about it on the way back.” She turned to leave but didn’t see Mack move with her.
Mack hesitated. “I need to do something first.” 
Toey already knew her husband well. “You want to go back to that cemetery, don’t you?” The look on Mack’s face said yes, and Toey’s tone turned serious. “Don’t tempt the spirit world, Mack,” she warned. “You’re here with me. There’s nothing in that grave you need to see.”  
Mack pointed to the ruby around Toey’s chest. “What do you know about the star asterism?” 
The question caught Toey off guard. “Nothing.”
Mack dug further. “How did your people get the stone?”
“I’m not sure,” Toey shrugged. “All I know is that it comes from God.” 
Mack recalled the petroglyphs on Bill Walkingstick’s property. “So you haven’t seen the cave drawings?”
“What cave?” Toey questioned. 
Mack pointed to the morning star hovering directly above. “In your entire life, has Venus ever come during the day like this?” Toey shook her head. 
“Have you ever been to this cloud forest before?” 
Toey was quick to answer. “Once,” she said. “When I was a little girl, this is where the stone ceremony is held.” She grasped the Corazón Del Rey and continued. “Whenever the ruby changes hands, it happens here, where the battle with the evil tribes took place.” 
Mack glanced at the green moss at his feet. “What do you know about that battle?” 
“Nothing,” Toey said, and she went to speak when Mack motioned to the tentacle tree. 
“Do you know who put those stones there or what they mean?”
Toey shrugged. She suspected her husband’s questions were interconnected somehow. “What are you trying to tell me, Mack?”  
Mack was still piecing it all together and didn’t want to overwhelm his wife, but there was no mistaking it. The sketch of an ancient traveler in the cave had to be him, which also meant that he had placed the stones in the tree and had fought in the cloud forest battle. “I don’t have the whole picture yet, but I’m not leaving until I find out.”
Toey suspected Mack was deflecting. “It’s going to be dark soon. We should get going. You can come back another day.” 
Mack needed time. “Go on without me,” he responded. “You need to rest, and I need a night to think things through. Hang on to the stone. If any of Dragging Canoe or Tarleton’s men show up, transport yourself out of there.” 
Toey panicked. She couldn’t let Mack go off to fight without telling him the truth once and for all. “Mack,” she said, “do you remember that silent confession I made about not being faithful to you?” Mack nearly swallowed his tongue. “I’m not sure what happened, but I can’t live with myself if I don’t tell you the complete story, so here it goes . . .”
Mack listened intently as Toey described her encounter with Banastre Tarleton. During the retelling, the details of his wife’s probable sexual assault rocked his very being. After an emotional goodbye, Mack’s photographic memory recalled Colonel Gage's map of the Green Dragoon colonel’s location. 
With his current position etched in his internal GPS, Mack knew Tarleton’s general direction, but he had no clue which mountain route would bring him there, nor how long it would take if he decided to go, or all the things that would happen in between—starting with tonight.  






  
  Chapter 58 


Mack knew Banastre Tarleton and Dragging Canoe had to be eliminated, but what he didn’t tell Toey was that Thomas Josey was his greatest fear. Not only had the colonial turncoat tried to harm Toey and take Mack out on the first day he arrived, Mack knew instinctively that something more sinister had happened that day he stepped on Josey’s property. Bits and pieces came back. There was a fight, but there were more combatants than a single guard and a dog. In fact, an all-out brawl had erupted, and just before Mack had lost consciousness, he suspected he’d won, but when he woke up on the forest floor, he couldn’t recollect how much it’d cost him or where exactly he’d been. But it was Thomas Josey who took him there. To a dark and mysterious place filled with sin. Mack had been there before. The location or the century didn’t matter. Power, lust, and temptation had been around since the dawn of time.  
As daylight turned to dusk, the magical green lanterns of the forest appeared, dancing through a violet sky toward darkness. Mack watched in awe as a group of fireflies swarmed into a human-like shape next to the tentacle tree.   
“Macneachdainn,” the strange formation of bugs called out. “Don’t be afraid. It is Michael, your helper.”
Mack kept his distance, alarmed by the creature’s second appearance. Months earlier, the supernatural being had materialized in Ballou’s cabin the same morning Dragging Canoe had attacked him. Still annoyed by the fight’s outcome, Mack said, “I could’ve killed the Savage if you hadn’t stopped me. Now Toey’s sister is dead, and he’s spilled a ton of blood. How is that helping?”
The bugs disappeared, and Michael transformed into the image of a man. “It was not in God’s plan at the time. He has his reasons, and that’s all I can say for now.”
Mack had questions. “So if God controls everything, why does he allow death and destruction to continue? How come bad things happen to good people?” 
Michael knew most mortals had asked themselves this same question during their lives. As he spoke, his face became white as snow. “Ever since Adam, man continues to rebel. He chooses Satan and darkness over the light. As a result, the perfect world God first created is now broken, and part of that brokenness is sin. We all feel the effects of sin one way or the other, whether it’s our sin or the sins of others. Unfortunately, sin that causes injustice and seemingly senseless suffering to innocent people is a hard pill to swallow. Still, God allows it for various reasons I will not go into now.” 
Mack was mesmerized. “Who are you?” 
Michael hovered next to Mack. “I’m the commander of the Lord’s angels in Middle Earth. Saint Michael is how your books refer to me.”
The archangel Michael, Mack whispered to himself. Stunned by the presence of an angel, he managed to ask the question burning in him. “That morning in the cabin, what did you mean when you said it wasn’t my time yet?” 
St. Michael spoke with confidence. “God our Father has something bigger planned for you. This place and these people aren’t it.”
Mack took a defiant stance, pointing to his surroundings. “This is my life,” he stated. Then, shaking his head, he said, “I don’t want anything else.” 
A sudden beam of light shot from Venus to the tentacle tree. “You don’t quite get it, do you?” St. Michael called out. “Who do you think set those stones and carved that inscription?” Mack didn’t answer quickly enough. “Look at the castle and words on your belt buckle.” Mack had memorized every contour. “It’s time for you to face it, Macneachdainn. You’ve had two lives.” 
Mack immediately wondered why. What was the purpose of two lives if he couldn’t complete this one? 
The angel knew Mack needed more convincing. “Tell me something,” he said, “are you sailing toward that castle in your dreams?”
Mack was stunned. The revelation of his non-waking thoughts was something he never thought possible. “How did you—”
The archangel cut him off. “I’m just getting started. The inscription on that buckle reads: ‘Hope in God.’ Did you not think the Lord has something special planned for you?” Mack remained silent. “Maybe his will for your life is that you become a king.” St. Michael smiled. “But perhaps there’s a lot more. Only he knows.” After a brief pause, Michael asked a fundamental question. “Tell me, Mack, do you believe it was God our Father and the almighty creator of the universe who forgave your sins of the past and led you back in time to Toey?” 
Mack nodded emphatically. “Of course I do.”
St. Michael’s tone was stark. “I’m here to tell you that it wasn’t.”
Mack was floored. “Come again,” he managed. 
The Angel spoke deliberately. “It was Jesus Christ all along. Jesus is the judge for God. Through his Holy Spirit, he chose Toey to bring you back to him. You see, like myself, she’s a vehicle for the Lord, yet she’s human, and that’s why she thought John Ballow tried to drown you—she couldn’t see the satanic attack behind the scenes.” St. Michael could see that Mack’s head was spinning. “Stay with me, okay?” Mack nodded. “Now earlier, you asked Toey about Venus and the star asterism inside the stone; is that right?” Mack said yes. “We’ll get to the ruby in a minute, but allow me to quote the last book of scripture and Christ our Savior’s testimony: 
‘I, Jesus, sent my angel to give John of Patmos this testimony for the churches. I am the root and offspring of David, the bright morning star.’”  
Saint Michael stared at Mack. “That angel was me. And Jesus is the bright morning star. His is the Bethlehem star—the star of peace because he is the prince of peace—a light to the Magi announcing his birth and a beacon of light to the world. Whoever follows him will not walk in darkness but will have the light of eternal life.” Michael paused so Mack could catch up. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?” Mack wanted to say yes but felt overwhelmed. “Macneachdainn,” the angel continued, “the star that’s been following you all along is not Venus. It’s the Bethlehem star. It’s Jesus. He’s with you every second of the day and knows everything about you. That’s how Toey could arrive just before you died every time. But she couldn’t have traveled through time without the stone. And that’s where God’s great genius lies. Our creator already knew what would happen in the future, so two thousand years ago, he sent Jesus’s Mother Mary down from heaven to fashion the holiest of treasures, a heart-shaped stone symbolizing everlasting love—the love Jesus had for all mankind. Love which can transcend time found in a stone allowing its bearer to move through time.”   
Mack took everything in. Digesting Michael’s words, he paced in a circle. “I’m not sure I follow. Are you saying that Mary created the stone for something in the future?” 
“Yes,” St. Michael replied.
Mack threw his hands up. “Okay, that’s wonderful, but what does any of this have to do with me?”
“Everything,” St. Michael said firmly. “Macneachdainn, listen to me. Jesus wants you to light the way for his return. To do that, you’re going to have to fight. But tactics and weapons play only a minor part. This is a spiritual battle—a fight against Satan for the hearts and minds of God’s people who have lost their way. As we speak, darkness and moral decay spread across the land. It has been foretold in the book of Revelation. In 2016, events were set in motion. The final battle between good and evil began in the year you came from.”
Mack remembered his conversation around the campfire. Bill Walkingstick was right, he said to himself. “Tell me what I need to do.” 
The light from the Bethlehem star retreated as St. Michael gave his instructions. “Your mission is to find out what happened in your first life. Get to that castle. It will lead to the place of your birth. God has left something for you there. You must find it. Along the way, he will show his will for your life. Learn everything you can about your past, including the weakness of your human nature. Only then can you return to the future and light the way.” Before the angel finished, he said, “You can leave right now.” 
Mack took offense. “I know where I was born.” Then, agitated, he blurted, “And what do you mean ‘leave right now?’ I’ve got a wife and a baby on the way.” 
St. Michael explained. “Following God requires you to go all in. Time is running out. You must go now.” Unbeknownst to Mack, he was being tested. 
Mack held his hands up. “I’ll do what I can for Jesus, but I’m not getting on a ship for another treasure hunt. Just tell me where I have to go. I’ll arrange for Toey’s security, take the stone, retrieve the item, and come right back.” 
“It doesn’t work that way,” St. Michael refuted. “To defeat the Evil One in the future, you must learn all the tricks the Devil can use to trip up a man. You must relive your past.”  
Mack’s anger grew. “I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this!” he shouted. “Why would God want me to abandon my family?”
The archangel acknowledged Mack’s concern, then said, “His understanding exceeds all human wisdom combined. You must trust the Lord to see you through it, and leave the consequences to him.”
Mack paced back and forth; anguish began to hold as his consciousness ripped apart. Seeing Mack struggle, St. Michael tried a softer approach. “Macneachdainn, it is written in scriptures, 'Whosoever wants to keep his current life will lose it, but whoever gives up that life for Jesus' sake will find it.'”
Mack clenched his fists. “I won’t do it!” he shouted.
St. Michael was stunned. His mission had entered unchartered territory. While he admired Mack’s stance, he feared for his future. After saying a silent prayer, he turned to the chosen one.
“Macneachdainn,” he said, addressing his decision. “Consider this a warning. You’re choosing out of your free will, and in doing so, you’re rebelling against the Lord’s plan for your life. This means that I won’t be able to help you after today, and you’ll never see me again.”
Mack cast a sideways look at the angel. He was hurt by Michael’s words but remained steadfast. 
The supernatural being offered a reluctant acknowledgment. “Okay, then. But before I go, I’d like to talk with you about two things.” 
Mack perked up. What Michael said next came as a complete shock.
“Do you remember that night at the hostel?” Mack’s eyes widened. “You played billiards with a woman, and she came back to your room.” A flash of panic swept across Mack’s face. “That’s a yes if I’ve ever seen one.” Mack was about to speak when the angel chimed back in. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Nothing happened between you two. I say this because you were questioning your loyalty to Toey afterward. Sometimes the warmth of human companionship is all two people need.”
Mack stuttered, “You were . . . there?” 
St. Michael nodded. “For everything. I had to ensure the devil didn’t attack you three times in one night. You may not have survived.” 
Mack took it all in. “You said there was something else?”
St. Michael nodded. “There is. If you’re going to stay here, you have the opportunity to achieve greatness for God. But you can’t do it living the quiet life with Toey.”
“You want me to fight, don’t you?”
The angel shook his head. “I’m not saying yes or no, but I’ll ask you a question instead.” Mack readied himself. “Look at this war around you, Mack. You know what’s coming, and so do I. What could be more important than putting your life on the line to create a free nation under God?”
“My family’s safety,” Mack answered swiftly.  
St. Michael swept Mack’s concern aside. “Maybe the other side wins if you don’t fight. What would happen to your family then? Did you ever stop and think about that?” Mack was about to speak when Michael went on. “Macneachdainn,” the angel said, “you are a warrior at heart. That’s why Jesus chose you. From this point forward, you are a soldier of Christ. Don’t watch this war from afar. Jump in the arena and forget about failing or dying or what will happen to Toey. Trust in the Lord, and if you don’t come back, then you’ll be in heaven, your wife and child will be taken care of, and men will always know that your place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.” 
The moment Saint Michael uttered his last word, God’s angel disappeared, and Mack was alone in the darkness with his thoughts.
Hours passed. 
Then in came the demon. Hovering above the green moss floor, surrounded by a cocoon of pale-blue light, the red-robed figure moved swiftly and silently between the trees. 
As the cocoon drew closer, Mack immediately recognized the flaring nose, wiry brown beard, and mesmerizing eyes. It was Thomas Josey. The creature came to a stop feet from Mack. 
“Your instincts do not betray you,” said the being who’d put a target on Mack’s back the same day he’d traveled through time. 
“And just what do you mean by that?” Mack shouted back. 
Josey smiled. “The cemetery,” he said with a smirk. “Yes, I believe you visited this graveyard in the future. Did your wife tell you not to go back there?”
Mack recoiled. “I don’t how and the hell you know—”
The red-robed being cut Mack off. “We know everything. Especially about the dead,” he said, circling Mack. “I’m afraid a horrible tragedy occurred. One that could have been avoided.” Josey stopped. “You see, this has nothing to do with tempting the spirit world. It’s all about secrets. There’s something about your wife’s history up in that cemetery. She’s worried the truth will come out.” 
Mack knew Josey was trying to manipulate him. He cast aside the demon’s attempt with a smile. “I’m not concerned about the past anymore.”
“Really?” Josey said sarcastically. “You sure had an interest when you stepped foot on my property.”  
The demon moved closer as Mack struggled to recall. “What are you talking about?” 
Josey feigned a laugh. “How could you forget that night? We traveled back in time to the kingdom of your past.” Mack was stunned as the demon filled him in. “But that was later. There was one hell of a fight first.” Josey paused. “You should’ve seen yourself. Blocking from every direction. Jumping six feet in the air and backflipping. I watched from behind the altar as the action unfolded. As my men were attacking, everything around you moved in slow motion.” Josey wrapped up the details. “I still can’t believe it. You sent five of my associates to the underworld but spared Lefty and his dog.” The turncoat locked eyes with Mack. “You forgave them. That was when I realized your true power.” 
Mack stared intently at the demon. “What do you want from me, Josey?”
“I came here to stop you from making a terrible mistake.” 
Mack raised a brow. “What might that be? Fighting with the colonials in the war?” 
Josey shook his head. “Our side always wins no matter who spills their blood.” The demon twirled his mustache. “No, I want you to abandon this notion of a common life with an Indian squaw.” 
Mack rebuked Josey with his finger. “Watch your tongue,” he warned. “She’s my wife.” 
Josey scoffed. “She’s a nobody. The women in your kingdom are beautiful and seductive and of the finest stock. Don’t you want to know them?” Mack didn’t answer right away. “Of course you do. Your heart longs for a life across the ocean. Your real life. I gave you only a glimpse that night. But there’s so much more. Leave the stone with the Indian for her protection. Join me. Abandon this colonial cause, and I’ll show you greatness. Swear loyalty to the one who sent me; you can have everything your heart desires, without remorse.” 
Mack stepped toward Josey. He was inches from the demon’s face, ready to pounce. “There’s something you devil worshippers don’t understand.”
Josey drew back. “And what’s that?” 
Mack motioned to the Bethlehem star hovering above. “Jesus shines his light on me. He’s my guardian angel and my salvation. Because of him, I don’t need anything the world has to offer. I want nothing, and I’m not afraid of anything. I’ve had it all and lost it all, and there’s nothing you can say or do to change my mind.”
Josey held Mack’s determined gaze for a very long minute. Then he smirked. “Understood,” the colonial turncoat acknowledged. “I only have one final comment before I depart.”
Mack smiled confidently. “Go for it.” 
“You say Christ is your savior, yet you deliberately choose not to obey his plan for your life,” Josey reasoned, still smiling. “Welcome to our club. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you can be certain of God’s punishment. Did God’s angel not explain that to you? What a pity. If I were your kind, I would pray. Pray that your lovely wife doesn’t get taken from you.”
And with those ominous words, the demonic being faded away. And Mack was alone. Twenty-four hours passed. Toey tried to contact him but couldn’t because Mack’s genetic make-up was changing. She searched, but he wasn’t there. The only explanation for where he went or what he was becoming was a number. And the number was seven. 






  
  Chapter 59 


By the time Mack caught up with the Tanasi frontiersman, he hadn’t shut his eyes for nearly three days. “I’ll be damned,” Daniel Boone called out as Mack approached their camp. “How’d ya get ahead of us?”  
Mack had already come down from the cloud forest and checked in with Toey to make sure she was alright when he pointed to the Black Mountain ridgeline behind him. “Shortcut. I know these mountains like the back of my hand.”
The leader of the Tanasi militia rose to his feet. “Looks like you could use some shut-eye,” he said, handing Mack a long rifle with a powder bag tied to it.  
Mack examined the weapon. “I’ll sleep when I die.” With a wink and nod, he added, “Some food would be nice, though.”
Boone pointed to a heavyset man by a fire. “Potter will fix ya a plate. Take that grey horse with a brown saddle. We’ll rest here fer a bit.”
Mack pointed to the rifle. “Every bore I’ve seen has been smooth, but this one has grooves. Who made this?”
The Tanasi frontiersman smiled. “My blacksmith. I came up with the idea about two years ago. Spins the projectile. Makes that lead should straight and true.”
“How true?” Mack asked, pointing to a fallen birch one hundred yards away. “From here to that tree?” 
The frontiersman shook his head. “Double that,” he said. “Even in the wind.” 
Two hundred yards, Mack whispered to himself. Twice the average killing distance of a standard musket. “Do all your men carry rifles like this?” 
Boone nodded. “Most. Why do ya ask?”
Mack smiled. “Just wondering,” he said, knowing the advantage would be huge. 
Boone watched as Mack packed the weapon with black powder. “I found a good place for your men to break through,” Mack announced. The Tanasi man was about to ask when Mack continued. “Ten miles northwest of here, three rivers converge into one. You can’t miss it. There’s a gap through the Unakas down to the Watagi. Spring must have come early there. The mountain is already covered in yellow flowers. From there, it’s a steady descent into the valley below.”
Boone calculated the distance. “Yellow mountain gap,” he said, envisioning the area. 
Mack looked perplexed. “You know that area?”  
“Nope,” Boone said, shaking his head. “But I do like that name.” He waived another frontiersman over and gave him instructions. “Johnny will check it out when the others come back.” Mack didn’t wait long for the frontiersman to fill him in. “We hit that Savage hard yesterday. Got ’em on the run.” 
Finished with his work, Mack slung the rifle over his shoulder. “What happened?”
“Snuck up on ’em real good,” Boone said proudly. “My thirteen versus thirty, give or take.” He tapped his hat and then pointed to the animal hides draped across his body. “Imagine the look on their perimeter security when the critter they been watching pops up from them ferns with a bow and arrow. Shot them horses next. It was targeting practice after that.” The Tanasi man removed his hat and took a seat on the ground. “Hell, they must’a been drunk.” 
Boone’s using military tactics, Mack thought. Take out the enemy’s means of escape. Demoralize him. With the sun bearing down on him, he motioned to the Tanasi man’s head covering. “Can I get one of those hats?”
Boone snickered. He stretched his legs out for a nap. “This ain’t no standard issue cap,” he said, resting his head against a log. “You gotta earn it. Stitching’s the easy part. You gotta kill it, skin it, and eat it.” The frontiersman caught the look in Mack’s eyes. “Don’t worry. We’ll let ya cook it first,” he said with a chuckle. Placing his raccoon hat over his eyes, the leader of the Tanasi volunteers said, “Get some chow and sleep, Mr. MacNaughton from La Florida. Things a’ liable to get crazy here perty soon.”
After a friendly conversation with the camp cook, Mack inhaled his food and fell asleep. Moments into his dream, he saw a man riding on the bow of the ship. Although he couldn’t make out if it were him, the passenger’s frontiersman-like clothes looked familiar except for one thing. Unlike the animal hides adorning Daniel Boone’s body, something about the man’s outfit seemed more sinister. The trophies dangling from the man’s clothes screamed Neanderthal. 






  
  Chapter 60


Before leaving Toey to join up with Boone and the war effort, Mack made his wife promise not to interfere on his behalf or to contact him in any way unless she had a life-threatening emergency. Toey had reluctantly agreed, keeping herself busy around the cabin while arranging for mid-wife services in Morganton. A day after Mack left, Toey dreamt that Mack was searching the wilderness, desperate to find her. Although she could somehow see him, a tragedy had occurred and there was no way to get back to him.  
The nightmare tormented Toey so much that she had to telecommunicate with Mack about her fears. During their interaction, Mack was confused when Toey vehemently insisted that if anything were to happen to her, she would be okay with Mack loving another woman again. What Toey didn’t tell Mack was that her dream had been ushered in by a loud torrent of rushing water in a river filled with jagged rocks. Rocks that knew no human emotion.  






  
  Chapter 61

2016


Qualla Boundary, Cherokee, North Carolina 
A month had passed since Bill Walkingstick’s encounter with the grown-up nurse daughter he’d never known he had. Night after night, using a high-tech set of infrared binoculars, he and Daisy kept an eye on the Delta Force drone hovering above Nancy Cornsilk’s house. But the Cherokee man’s former wife never gave his location away. As soon as the surveillance stopped, the museum director retired, remarried the only man she had ever loved, and moved to his cabin to reunite with her family while wondering when her husband would pose the question. But the Cherokee man never asked why Nancy had given up their daughter. He knew she had her reasons, and he had forgiven her just like he had been forgiven. But his forgiveness came with a price tag. The final battle between good and evil had arrived, and he had been anointed a prophet, but there was one thing Walkingstick knew for sure—prophets always had a way of dying before accomplishing their complete mission.  
“Awolhi!” Daisy called out to her father. “Come quick! Our patient is talking again.” Walkingstick rose from a leather chair in his secret underground lair beneath the cabin. “You’re not going to believe what he just told me. Who is this, James MacNaughton?” 
The prophet wheeled around to look at Nancy, who pointed to a museum-quality portrait of Esta’toe hanging from a wall. He understood what his wife meant. It was time their child learned the Cherokee Secret. He waived Daisy over. “Daughter,” he said, motioning to the couch. “You might want to sit down for this.”
Daisy glanced at her mom, who reassured her as the prophet spoke. 
“Some of the things I’m about to tell you have been passed down for twenty-five generations, but none of this is written in any book, and since our people don’t live the old way anymore, most have never heard this story, and few would ever believe if they did.” The prophet offered a smile before continuing. “I share this with you because I know James MacNaughton, and one day you will too.” Daisy listened intently. “From the moment we met, strange things started happening in these mountains. For the first time ever, a mountain lion came to visit. Hours later, the moon transformed to red before our very eyes, but that was hardly the beginning. Before he’d arrived, I had a terrible vision of him being attacked by a Raven Mocker. . . .” 






  
  Chapter 62 

1780


Sixteen hours after joining up with Boone’s men, Mack stirred from his slumber when the frontiersman’s canine tag-a-long licked his face.  
“Mangy hound sure likes you,” said Daniel Boone, sitting a few feet away. 
Mack sat up, surveying the empty camp. “Where’d everybody go?” he asked.
“Lots happened since you slept. Johnny rode through the night and found that gap. I sent most of the boys back to bring in the group.” Boone paused for a chew of tobacco. With the brown leaves between his cheek and gum, he said, “If I didn’t say it before, I want ta thank ya.” Mack rose to his feet and dusted his clothes while Boone spoke. “Had you not found that crossin’, it would’a taken us a month ta get around them mountains. That’s a lot of wasted time. Now, if Cornwallis decides ta move, we might change the general’s mind.”  
Boone’s last statement got Mack thinking. “You’re still going after the Savage, right?”
The frontiersman shook his head. "Not anymore. We didn't find his body and what was left of his men done split up. Unless he crosses our path, we headed straight fer Morganton ta join up with Joseph McDowell’s militia. Sent a man out this mornin’ ta let them know we comin’.”
With history books fresh in his photographic mind, Mack’s tone turned serious. “Do me a favor, okay?” A questioning look swept over Boone’s face. “When you get there, don’t give up your leadership role. Fight with them, but keep a contingent of men separate.”
Boone seemed confused. “Whatcha mean?” 
Mack moved closer to the Tanasi leader. “Give McDowell foot soldiers for infantry. If he needs cavalry, let some of your riders go, but only put your best shooters on horse under your command. You’ll understand why later.” 
Boone flashed a curious eye at Mack; Ballou’s stories about the man from the future were still fresh in his mind. “What else are ya holdin’ back?”
Mack grinned. “I know where the fight will take place, but I’m not—”
Just then, a raccoon darted through camp. Mack watched as the critter ran off with a chunk of beef jerky and Boone’s cap. With lightning speed, Mack reached for his rifle and took aim while Boone fumbled for his. 
“Whatcha waitin’ on, boy!” Boone shouted. “He’s gettin’ away!”  
Mack counted the distance as the critter worked its way through the underbrush. “I got this,” he waived with his hand, holding Boone at bay. 
The moment came when the animal moved from ground cover to a tree, and Mack squeezed the trigger. And just like that, the four-legged, masked thief faced the ultimate in frontier justice. 
Mack and Boone spent the rest of the day preparing the animal’s carcass and plotting the demise of Banastre Tarleton’s Green Dragoons. After a couple of Tanasi whisky bottles, a pound of fresh fried meat, and many laughs, Boone presented Mack with his raccoon hat. It was a loaner. Mack would have to wait until the thief’s pelt dried out. Some of the critter’s skin would be needed to patch the bullet hole in Boone’s hat. A bullet, which, to both men’s surprise, had traveled straight and true, hitting a moving target at a range of over two hundred yards. Boone knew it before they walked off the distance. Mack was special. But what the Tanasi man didn’t quite understand was just how important Macneachdainn would turn out to be. 






  
  Chapter 63 


At 10:00 a.m. the following day, Boone’s sentry arrived on the outskirts of camp, accompanied by three men on horse. Mack and the Tanasi leader grabbed their weapons and met them. 
“So you’ll be Daniel Boone?” one of the riders called out. 
The Tanasi frontiersman nodded and said, “And who might you be?” 
The rider looked at Mack and Boone. “William Campbell, 10th Virginia,” he said. 
Boone seemed perplexed. Virginia, he said to himself. “Didn’t know others were joinin’ this fight.” 
Campbell dismounted, shook Boone’s hand, and introduced himself to Mack. “There’s more coming,” he said. “We’re holed up in Gilbert Town. Units from Georgia and other parts of the Carolinas have been drifting in for the last two days.” The Virginia Militia officer eyed his fellow Patriots. “General Washington’s put me in charge. When I heard Daniel Boone was on his way, I felt obligated to deliver the news personally.”
Boone and Mack exchanged glances. “News?” Mack said. 
Campbell’s eyes narrowed. “Tarleton’s Dragoons are just south of our position. We attack tomorrow.”
“By gum!” Boone shouted. “My men ain’t caught up to us yet!” 
“I’m sorry,” Campbell said. “I know you’ve traveled a long way, but my orders are to attack as soon as the numbers get close. With McDowell’s militia coming in the morning, we have nine hundred men, give or take. They’ve got 1,100 if reports are accurate.” 
Mack ran the math. “The troop numbers could even out in a couple days. Why not wait?” 
A flash of irritation swept across Campbell’s face. “We can’t take the chance. With this many units closing in, Tarleton may catch wind of it and call for backup.” The Virginia Continental paused so his following words could sink in. “From here, it’s only a day and a half ride to General Cornwallis’s position. I can assure you that as high as our motivation is, our all-volunteer force is not prepared to fend off the artillery assault and subsequent attack of five thousand redcoated soldiers.”
Mack agreed. “You’re right,” he said, turning to Boone. “Remember when we spoke about your best men?” Boone nodded. “How fast can you get them to Gilbert Town?”     
Boone calculated the trip and locked eyes with Campbell. “Faster than McDowell can get there.”
Colonel Campbell smiled. He extended his hand to Boone, who grasped it firmly. “Then let’s see you do it,” said the Virginia officer before addressing Mack. “Ride with us. We’ll figure out where to put you.” 
Mack’s tone was serious. “I’ll ride with you, Colonel, but I won’t fight with you.” Then, to everyone’s surprise, he said, “Before the shooting starts, I’m going after Tarleton by myself.” 







  
  Chapter 64 


Courtesy of William Campbell, when Mack arrived in Gilbert Town, he was promptly led to an administration tent where a burly section head filled his saddlebags with a generous helping of the Virginia Regiment’s supplies. After an hour-long briefing, Mack said goodbye to the Continental officer, mounted his horse, and trotted toward Tarleton’s position. He hadn’t gone far when a twenty-something cavalryman rode beside him.  
“Who are you?” Mack called out.  
“Henry Lee,” the Virginia officer responded. “The colonel wants me to ride with you.” 
Mack looked the man up and down. It can’t be him, he questioned. “Light-horse Harry Lee?” 
Mack’s knowledge of Lee’s nickname caught the cavalryman off guard. “How’d you know that?” 
Mack had studied enough history to know who fathered Robert E. Lee, the famous Confederate General of the American South. “I’ve heard of you,” he called out. Before Lee could respond, he got right to the point. “Are you here to spy on me?” The young officer’s eyes darted away. Mack smiled. “That’s what I thought,” he said before warning Lee. “You can tag along, just don’t get in my way.”
Lee understood, letting a few seconds pass before speaking. “Are we headed to the top of the mountain?” he asked. 
“No. Why would we go there?” Mack shot back. 
A confused look swept across Lee’s face. “You were in the meeting. Colonel Campbell said Tarleton’s up there daring us to attack.”
Mack pulled back on the reins. “Let me ask you a question, Mr. Lee,” he said as his horse slowed down. “In an armed conflict, would you rather be positioned above your opponent or below?”
Lee came to a stop. “Above,” he replied. “Everyone knows that.”
“Exactly,” Mack replied. “That’s my point.” The Virginia militia man seemed confused. “We understand the high ground rule too. And they most certainly know that.” Mack paused. He wanted the young officer to think of the possibilities beyond their briefing. “So tell Mr. Lee, why would Tarleton put himself on the pinnacle of that mountain and dare us to attack?” 
While Lee turned it over, Mack remained steadfast. “We’re not leaving until you figure this out.”
Seconds later, Lee came to his conclusion. “It’s a trap.”
Mack smiled. “We’re on the same page, Mr. Lee. I’ll help you find it, and you can report back to Colonel Campbell.”  
Lee saw the determination in Mack’s eyes. “What about you?”
“I’m going all the way to the top,” Mack shot back.
And then came the muzzle flash.
Mack sprung from his stirrups toward Henry Lee. Just as his shoulder plowed into his escort, a lead ball zoomed past the young officer’s head. 
“Stay down!” Mack shouted as both men landed on the ground. “That came from the trees. Get under your horse,” he shouted, scrambling under his.
KABOOM!
Another shot hit the dirt near Mack’s feet. 
“Snipers!” Mack shouted. “We gotta take to that brush!” he screamed at Lee. “Follow me!”  
Mack sprinted from the path, dragging his horse by the reins. Another explosion rang out, and Lee’s horse buckled, its six-hundred-pound dead weight missing the Virginia officer by an inch. 
“They shot my horse!” Lee shouted as he caught up with Mack in the forest. 
Mack signaled for quiet, handing Lee a sidearm. “Over there,” he whispered. “They’re up high in the trees. Not sure if there’s more than one.” Lee turned for a look while Mack plotted the route. “Okay,” Mack continued, pointing with his finger. “We’ll move in a circle. I’ll start here and meet you at that birch,” he said, motioning to a particularly tall specimen. “You come around that way. Check every tree for spike marks or steps in the bark.” 
Lee checked his pistol. “Ready.” 
“One more thing,” Mack said, waiving Lee closer. “We work together. Keep one eye up high for the shooter. Keep the other on me.” Lee focused intently as Mack taught him the basics of twenty-first-century infantry signaling. “If I open my palm and raise it like this,” he said, showing Lee the flesh of his hand, “it means I’m telling you something silently. If you see me wave it like this, it means to crouch down and take cover, but if I make a fist, it means stop. Don’t move another inch. Your life could depend on it.” Mack looked at Lee. “Understand so far?” Lee nodded. “Okay, good. Now if I show you my palm first and point to my eyes with my finger, it means I’ve spotted something. I’ll point you to it after that,” Mack said, removing his boots, to Lee’s surprise. “Think you got everything?” 
Lee nodded confidently. “Seems easy enough.”
Mack grabbed his weapon. “I’ll be watching you too. Now let’s go do some hunting.” 
On the balls of his feet, Mack proceeded slowly but deliberately from tree to tree, looking for any disturbance in the ground or bark. He’d just stepped away from a sugar maple when Lee threw his palm in the air. Mack saw the movement immediately. Lee’s fingers pointed to the tree Mack had just searched. Approximately eight feet in the air, two side-by-side circular spots in the bark were devoid of mildew. Mack scoured the ground below for a second time, finding a pair of slightly perforated leaves. I missed it, dammit. The shooter’s using a ladder. It must be up there in the tree with him. I need another plan. 
Mack glanced at Lee’s horse lying on the path. A six-foot high, ten-foot-wide boulder was in the woods behind its carcass. Mack was sure the face of the rock remained in the sniper’s line of fire, but after surveying the rock’s position in relation to the overhanging tree line, he determined the backside of the stone wasn’t. He motioned for Lee to follow. There was a safe route to the boulder. It was time to act.
Safe on the backside of the rock, Mack and Lee peered toward the path. Beyond the horse, high in the tree, the sniper was waiting. Confident in his sharpshooting skills, Mack planned to draw the sniper out by sending Lee down the path. Once the shooter emerged, Mack would take the shot. As flies gathered around the dead animal’s carcass, Mack’s moral fiber tugged at him. The probability of Lee being shot dead was high. You can’t ask Lee to do something you wouldn’t do yourself.
Mack handed Lee his weapon. “You ever fire one of these Tanasi rifles?”
Lee examined the bore. “No,” he said warily. “Why do you ask?”
Mack took a deep breath and exhaled. “Because you’re going to kill that sniper up there, and I’m going to be the bait.” Lee looked at Mack, nearly cross-eyed. Mack reassured him. “You can do this, okay?” Lee nodded, and Mack motioned to a position on the boulder. “Set up right here.” Mack pointed to the path. “I’ll leave the woods and walk towards your horse.” Mack turned to face Lee. “You see any sign of him, don’t wait. Take aim and fire.” Lee gazed toward the sniper’s tree with a sense of uneasiness. “If all you see is a barrel or anything shiny, aim a foot below it, squeeze the trigger, and it’ll fly straight. Got any questions?”
Lee’s eyes wandered back to Mack. “What if—” 
Mack interrupted. His following words were said with finality. “There is no what if.” He glanced at the path and then back to Lee. “Just do me a favor, Mr. Lee.” The Virginia cavalry officer was about to ask when Mack’s voice nearly cracked. “Shoot first.”






  
  Chapter 65


In the late afternoon sun, within a five-mile radius of the sniper’s current position, nearly two thousand five hundred men prepared for a fight on an unknown land in the middle of nowhere.  
Although no one knew it then, the battle on King’s Mountain would be instrumental in turning the tide of the Revolution in the colonist’s favor. It would also be the shortest significant engagement of the war. 
As Mack made his way from the boulder to the path, he suspected something sinister lying in wait behind the sniper. Instinct said the battle’s outcome wouldn’t be fought at the top. It would occur in the trenches below King’s Mountain, a mountain that was nothing but a little-known South Carolina hill. The scenario Mack now faced was no different from a hill assigned a random number in the jungles of Vietnam, a cemetery hill in a tiny Pennsylvania farming town, or the hedgerows and hills near a beach in Normandy. 
Safely on the path, halfway to Lee’s horse, Mack wondered if the valiant men before him had felt the same worry in their hearts at their moment of truth. But this was Mack’s moment. He didn’t care about being shot dead. The ancient warrior set history aside; he wouldn’t let a Continental slaughter happen on his watch. 
Mack’s skin bristled when he reached for the saddlebag on Lee’s horse.
KABOOM! 
The forest shook violently when the gunshot went off. In a millisecond, a stream of fire exploded from a muzzle, launching a supersonic 400-grain bullet into a human body. Mack collapsed to the ground face-first in the dirt. The result was devastating.
Lee sprinted to Mack, who rolled toward cover when the shot rang out.
“Did you get him?” Mack asked, seeing the cavalryman hovering above him.
There was panic in Lee’s eyes. “I think so,” he said, out of breath. “The branches moved and . . .” Just then, a branch cracked, followed by a thud. Then, another crack and several more thuds. Mack jumped to his feet as the sniper’s body crashed to the forest floor. 
The shooter was still alive and writhing in agony when Mack and Lee reached him. While Lee stood guard, Mack searched him for weapons and cut open his shirt, exposing his wounds. “You got any whisky?” Mack asked, knowing the man needed something for the pain.
The thirty-year-old enemy combatant could barely lift a finger. “In the bushes over there,” he barely whispered. 
Mack motioned to Lee, who retrieved two saddlebags. “Here you go,” Lee said, handing Mack a glass bottle before dumping the man’s belongings on the ground. Mack set the liquor aside, focusing on a folded-up red cloth. Curious, he spread the fabric out. There were three holes on one side. It was a banner of some sort.  
“Give me a hand,” Mack called out to Lee. “Let’s prop him up against that tree.” 
After they’d moved him, Mack gave the shooter instructions. “I’ll help you eliminate the pain as best we can, but you must cooperate. Nod if you understand me.” The sniper’s eyes fluttered. He could barely manage a head movement. Mack turned to Lee. “We’re losing him. Here,” he said, handing Lee the booze. “When I open his mouth, hold on to his tongue and start pouring until I tell you to stop, okay?” Lee nodded, and Mack tilted the shooter’s head back. With his jaw separated and tongue secured, Lee plied him with alcohol. “That’s enough,” Mack said after a third of the bottle disappeared.
Mack set the man’s head against the bark and stood up. “Let’s talk over here,” he said, motioning for Lee to follow. “He’s got a half hour at the most. The bullet’s lodged in his stomach, so his digestive acids are leaking into his bloodstream right now. It’s good that he had that whisky because it’s a gruesome death.”
Lee motioned to the red banner. “What do you make of that?” 
Mack shrugged his shoulders. “I was hoping to ask him, but I don’t think we’ll get the chance.”
Lee agreed. “Hopefully, that whisky will cut through his pain so we can find out.” 
Mack nodded. “We’ll give him more in a minute,” he said, eyes darting to the sniper’s perch above. “I’ll be dammed.” Lee looked up. “There’s another banner up there. Do you see it?” Lee said yes. “It must have fallen with him.” 
Lee focused on the red fabric which was attached to a pole. “I’ll bet it’s some kind of a signal flag,” he said, mulling over the possibilities. “But who could see it that high up in the tree?”
“Somebody higher,” Mack called out, grabbing the banner and liquor, crouching next to the sniper with the red-colored fabric eye-level. “Listen to me,” Mack told the gunman. “Tell us what you’re doing here. Why are you carrying a flag pole up in that tree?”
A few seconds passed before the gunman muttered something that sounded like his name. Mack considered the time. Any second, the injured man’s guts would leak from the bullet hole, and the time for talking would be over. He motioned for the whisky and addressed the sniper. “Open up, and we’ll give you more to drink,” he demanded. “You’re gonna need it where you’re headed.” 
To Mack’s surprise, the sniper replied, “They took my farm,” he managed with a grimace. “Said they’d kill my family if didn’t swear loyalty to the British.” The rifleman pointed to the bottle, and Mack obliged, emptying another third down his throat. In less than sixty seconds, the alcohol took on the desired effect. “Just wanted to be left alone,” the dying man muttered. 
Mack pointed to the banner. “What is this?”
The gunman’s chest moved up and down. “Marker flag,” he whispered. “Red banner during the day. Five torches at night.”
Mack looked at Lee, perplexed. “You’re marking troop movements?”
The rifleman squirmed and nodded. “For artillery. Red is five hundred meters to the top. White means three, and yellow a hundred.”
Lee chimed in. “What do you mean, white and yellow? There are others besides you?”
“Tarleton has this entire side of the hill covered,” the sniper managed. “He’s got sixteen cannons up there.”
Mack cursed to himself. Wait a minute! What good is cannon fire in a forest? 
Lee tugged Mack’s shirt. “I better get back and warn the others.”
“Hang on,” Mack said to Lee, pointing to the ooze from the rifleman’s wound. He took the bottle from Lee and pressed it against the shooter’s lips. “Take another sip.”
While the dying man eased his pain, Mack asked how many of Tarleton’s troops were forced into service.  
The sniper took a deep breath before answering. “About half,” he said. “Six hundred men or so.”  
Mack knew there wasn’t much time left. “I only have one more question,” he said to the rifleman. “If you’re here to flag troop movements, why did you shoot?” As Mack and Lee waited for an answer, a look of shame flashed across the hostage’s face. The gunman looked at the mess on his stomach, took hold of the bottle, and poured the remaining liquid down his throat. 
“They stole everything I had,” said the shooter. “All I wanted to do was kill somebody. Anybody,” he confessed as the smell of death permeated the forest air.
The man’s horrid and final statement knifed through Mack and Lee’s civility. 
After a minute, they regained their composure. It was the Virginia militia officer who spoke first. “I should report back to Colonel Campbell now,” Lee said. 
Mack wasn’t so sure. “Wait,” he said. “Let me see your map first,” he demanded. 
Lee reached into his coat pocket and handed it over. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “We know about Tarleton’s artillery and conscripts. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” 
Mack acknowledged with a yes. “Something else is bothering me,” he continued, tracing their route from Gilbert Town to contour lines near the map’s bottom. “Would you agree this is our current location?” 
Lee took hold of the map and rotated it to true north. “Yes, approximately.”
Mack slid his finger from their current position to the top of the mountain. “That means Tarleton’s cannons should be right about here,” he said, pointing to a location scaling nearly five hundred meters. Lee didn’t know it, but Mack was testing him.
The Virginia Cavalryman stared at the map. “Not necessarily,” he called out. “What this distance means is known only to them. Depending on the range of their cannons, they could be anywhere on the plateau.” 
Mack nodded his approval. Lee’s intelligence was impressive. “Good pick up,” Mack said, returning to the map. “But here’s what’s bothering me. With all this foliage, artillery won’t make much of a difference. Even if they use exploding shells, the kill rate will be minimal.”
Lee saw where Mack was going. “I agree, but sixteen cannons raining down fire will certainly have an effect.”
He’s right, Mack thought to himself, scrambling for answers. He set the map on the ground. Using a stick for direction, he asked for Lee’s opinion. “So if our attack force moves along the path we just took, and the artillery is up there raining down fire,” he said, using pebbles for cannons, “where do our troops retreat when fired upon?”
Lee pointed to an area southeast of their position. “Here,” he said. “Depending on where the rounds come in, that’s the most probable spot.”
Mack studied the map. Lee’s retreat location lay sandwiched between King’s Mountain and a minor secondary hill. He handed the map to Lee. “Campbell can wait. We need to explore that sight.”  
When Mack stood, a panicked bird flew out of a tree. He immediately picked up the sign, but it was too late. They were surrounded. 
As a dozen armed men closed in from every direction, Mack realized the futility of going for his weapon. He signaled for Lee to stand down as several of the group fanned out for perimeter protection. With at least two muzzles pointed at each of their heads, Mack, Lee, and the dead sniper were searched in complete silence. With Lee’s identification in hand, the point man for the combatants studied his hostage’s uniform before speaking. 
“We were headed ta Gilbert Town when we heard yer shot. What’s the Virginia cavalry doing out, heah?” 
Lee suspected the combatants were Continentals. “Reconnaissance,” he answered confidently.
The point man motioned to the sniper on the ground. “Loyalist?” Lee nodded. “Chased a bunch of them off about a mile back yonder,” the combatant said before introducing himself. “Tom Lacey, South Carolina, Turkey Creek Regiment.”  
Lee stated his identity. “Henry Lee, 10th Virginia.” 
After verifying Lee’s name on his paperwork, Lacey lowered his rifle, and Mack offered his name. “James MacNaughton, Florida.”
“Spanish territory?” the South Carolina Continental asked. 
Mack nodded. “Took me a lifetime to get here,” he smirked. After a brief pause, he signaled for Lee’s map. “Mr. Lacey, what can you tell us about Tarleton’s forces?” The South Carolina man glanced at the contour lines while Mack pointed out their current position and the location of Tarleton’s artillery at the top of King’s Mountain. 
A few seconds later, Lacey pointed to the area Lee had said would be a good retreat spot. “Right, here’s where we made contact with them loyalists. There’s at least a hundred, maybe more.”
Mack ran the math. “How many do you have?” 
Lacey’s voice became strained. “You lookin’ at them. Most of our boys went home after Camden.” Mack was about to speak when the South Carolina Continental refocused on the map. A look of confusion swept across his face. “Now that I’m seein’ the whole picture, this don’t make sense.”
Mack jumped in. “What do you mean?” he asked. 
Lacey’s eyes darted across the map. “Tarleton’s up there,” he motioned. “But the loyalists retreated to the opposite direction. Here,” he pointed. “During the pursuit, we took a lot of fire from this hill.” 
Mack did a double-take. Something about the raised land had spooked him earlier. “What happened next?” 
Lacey looked at Lee, then Mack. “We broke off the engagement couple of hours ago.”
“Excuse me,” Mack said, stepping aside to gather his thoughts. “That’s it,” he whispered to the forest. It’s a setup. He waived for Lee to join him. “What’s your take?”
“They gonna hit us with artillery, drive us towards the loyalists, and attack from both sides.” 
Mack agreed. “My thoughts exactly.” He turned toward King’s Mountain and took a deep breath. “You better get back to Campbell now.” Lee was about to speak when Mack continued. “Tell him everything. The outcome of this battle could depend on it. If he doesn’t listen, give the information to Paul-Henri Ballou. He’s in McDowell’s regiment. He’ll know what to do with it. Do you understand?”
“I do,” Lee said. “And I will.” After briefly pausing, he said, “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done. Are you sure you won’t come with us?”  
Mack wanted to say yes. “No,” he replied. “This isn’t my war. I’m just here to settle a score with Tarleton.” 
With Mack’s last statement hanging in the air, he untied his horse and handed the reins to Lee. “Here,” he said. “Take him back with you. I’ll forge my path straight up the hill.” 
Lee’s face turned white like a ghost. 
“What’s wrong?” Mack asked. 
“You mentioned a path and settling a score.”
Mack seemed perplexed. “What’s wrong with that?”  
“Well, nothing, I suppose. Except . . .”
Lee paused to consider his following words. 
Mack seemed annoyed. “Except, what?”
Lee blinked before responding. “I’m reminded of what the preacher in my church would always say.” His next words iced through Mack. “The path of revenge seems right to a man, but it only ends in death.”
Mack gulped. He decided right then and there to abandon the war effort and return to Toey as soon as his business with Tarleton was settled.  






  
  Chapter 66  


Lee’s departing statement haunted Mack as he cut his trail up King’s Mountain toward the plateau. It was dangerous territory. And not just because of the snipers or the occasional sentry patrolling the man-made switchbacks. The uneven land was riddled with ground hornet nests, brown recluse spiders, rattlesnakes, and endless leaves piled over dead wood. With each treacherous step, Mack could break an ankle, slice open an artery, or take a bullet in the head. But as the elevation rose, his conscience bothered him most.  
The Virginia cavalryman was right. Mack was here for revenge. Revenge for what Tarleton did to Toey. And what was that exactly? Toey didn’t have all the answers, yet Mack was willing to end another human being’s life over it. Just like the sniper was ready to end Mack’s because of his misfortune. But Mack hadn’t lost anything, unlike the colonial farmer turned loyalist conscript. At least not yet. 
As he ducked and moved through the hillside, all Mack could think about was the cloud forest. Not only had St. Michael warned him about ignoring God’s plan for his life overseas, but Satan’s helper, Thomas Josey, took Mack’s disobedience to another level, stating that punishment for rebellion might result in Toey being taken from him.
Now, halfway to the mountain pinnacle, alarm bells rang in Mack’s head. Part of him wanted to abandon the hunt for Tarleton and stand by Toey’s side immediately. Yet St. Michael had also inspired him to fight for a new nation under God. If he settled Toey’s score with Tarleton, would that be enough? The angel’s message was confusing, to say the least. 
As the tug-of-war continued, the distinct sound of a British accent froze Mack in his tracks. He glanced uphill to see the back of a Dragoon’s head popping up from a trench. Another British militia voice rang out. This one more distinct than the other. Mack dropped to the prone position and listened as the soldier’s conversations rang down the mountain. Between bouts of perverted laughter and braggadocio, their stories of murder, mayhem, thievery, and treachery made Mack sick. They were young men, but it was no excuse. Mack had read enough about the Nazis to know that absolute power corrupts. As the minutes ticked by, Mack seethed until he decided to take action. 
Mack left his rifle behind. Armed with a sharpened punji stake he’d carved with his knife, he slowly crawled uphill with the spear in one hand and a branch full of evergreen green leaves in the other. Confident with his natural camouflage, he was about to make his move when the subject of the Dragoon’s conversation changed. 
“They say he’s coming here, ya know,” said one of Tarleton’s militiamen in the fighting hole.
The other Dragoon seemed confused. “Who are you talking about?”
The first man shot back. “The ghost. Tarleton’s sure of it.” 
“Piss off, mate,” said his fellow guard.
Arms crossed, the first Dragoon leaned against the trench wall. “You know about the Indian woman. The ghost appears, and Gage lets her go. Everyone says the colonel was scared to death.” 
The second man remained unimpressed. “I don’t believe in that shite,” he fired back. “But if I did, why would he come here?” 
The first dragoon turned for a look at the forest. “Revenge.”
“Revenge? For what?”
Removing a liquor flask from his gear, the soldier telling the story smirked. “You haven’t heard?” His partner shook his head. “Tarleton had his way with her. It was at some function a few years back.”
A wave of despair overtook Mack as his heart broke for the woman he loved. But it was only temporary. He was in position. 
The second Dragoon was about to comment when a noise crashed through the forest floor below the trench. Instantly, both militia men grabbed their muskets and aimed at a pair of moccasins sticking out from a bush below the fighting hole. Confused by the lack of a body attached to its feet, they remained paralyzed in inaction when a rock flew over their heads and rolled down the hill toward the moccasins and the bush.  
In a split second, the Dragoon guards knew they’d been had; a sheet of pale white flashed across their faces as something lethally sharp pressed against their backs. 
“Boo!” the figure behind them called out. 







  
  Chapter 67 


At four in the morning, Banastre Tarleton awoke to a shake from his sentry. “They had better be attacking right now, ensign,” mumbled the pissed-off leader of the Dragoon regiment as he stirred from his slumber.  
“Sir, several of our perimeter guards have abandoned their posts.” 
Tarleton rose from his bunk. “What?”
The watch officer stepped closer. “Eleven men in total. As it stands right now, the majority of our Western flank is exposed.”
Tarleton eyed the map hanging on his command post wall. “Dispatch a squad to each location. Find them. I want answers within thirty minutes,” he directed. 
With the ensign gone, Tarleton dressed and lit the stove for an early morning tea and a shave. When his razor touched the hot water, the young officer rushed back in. “Colonel,” he said in a panic. “Southern and eastern posts have been abandoned as well. We’re checking on the north as we speak, but my best guess is that they are all gone, sir.” 
In a rage, Tarleton threw his ceramic cup at his staff member, who blocked it. “How can twenty men just disappear?” he screamed. 
The startled ensign handed a sharpened tree branch to his superior. “We found this,” he said cautiously. 
“Indians,” Tarleton whispered, spotting blood on the spear tip. “How many?”  
Ensign Smith took a step back. “It’s hard to tell, Colonel, but it might just be one. There weren’t any boot prints, just a few indentations in the ground.”
“Impossible,” Tarleton called out. “There had to be others.”
Smith shook his head. “Not likely, sir. We found the same few tracks at each location.”
Tarleton’s eyes widened. “Are you telling me that a single Indian could be responsible for the disappearance of twenty troops?” Smith nodded meekly, and his commanding officer laughed. “Rubbish,” he said, filling another cup with hot water. “Only the Savage could do that, and he’s on our side. The moment he dispatches the rebel witch and this ghost friend of hers, he shall join us.”
The watch officer looked on as the leader of the Green Dragoons steeped his tea. “When might that be, Colonel?”
The commander from Liverpool smirked. “Any day now. It’s been arranged.”
“Pardon me for asking, sir, but how did you manage that?” 
Tarleton checked his appearance in a mirror. “It’s quite simple. I found her little hiding spot.” 
Outside the command post, a single sentry noticed the entire conversation. Had it been daylight, somebody might’ve seen the moccasins covering his feet. In full Dragoon attire, the imposter waited to make his move. And then the moment came. 
“Ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding.”
The ringing of a bell high in the trees woke the entire regiment. In the ensuing chaos, Mack stood outside Tarleton’s tent and watched as five torches lit up the night sky. 
“Colonel!” shouted an artillery officer as he burst into the command post. “Colonial troops on the move. Our lookout confirms five torches spotted in the southwest zone. The enemy is five hundred meters out, sir. Shall we direct fire?” 
Five torches southwest, Mack whispered to himself. That’s where Lee killed the sniper. What the hell’s going on?
In the command post, Tarleton considered the request. Something is out of order, he told himself. “Make ready, but hold your fire,” he commanded. 
The artillery officer objected. “Sir, if estimates of their force strength are correct, every minute we do not attack could mean that hundreds of their men get closer to our position.”
“Wrong,” Tarleton shot back. “Unlike our sacrificial Loyalist conscripts placed in the middle of these two hills, I’d say our position on top of this plateau is rather secure.” The Butcher of Britain let out an evil smirk. “What you seem to be forgetting is that our cannons shall destroy more targets as the rebels engage with our conscripts.”  
The artillery officer exchanged glances with Ensign Smith. “But, sir!” he called out, continuing to object. “If the colonials make contact with the loyalists, not only have we lost the element of surprise. . . .” 
As the objecting officer continued, Tarleton walked to his desk. With his back facing his men, he reached for his sidearm, wheeled around, and shot the artillery officer in the chest. 
“You’re relieved!” he shouted as the dead man’s body crashed to the ground.
Tarleton stood motionless. “I shall require a minute to compose myself,” he grumbled to the shocked watch officer. 
Mack watched as the horrified Dragoon ran from the command post. Seconds passed as Mack considered the situation. Although the sniper’s replacement was possible, if the torches at zone five had been lit, it probably meant that Virginia militia officer Henry Lee had influenced Colonel Campbell’s plan of attack. In all likelihood, the rebels had burned the torches as a ruse for a strike somewhere else. Stunned by the turn of events, Mack knew this was his chance. He slipped into Tarleton’s quarters as the British militia officer reviewed the latest Continental troop positions on a map. “Boo!” he called out to the pale-faced killer on the opposite side of the room.  
To Mack’s surprise, Tarleton barely flinched. “What took you so long?” the Dragoon leader asked.  
Mack noticed the punji stick he’d sharpened hours ago. “How’d you know I was coming?” 
Tarleton turned to face his Dragoon imposter. “My associate Josey tipped me off.” 
Mack thought about the sniper. Had Josey gotten to him too? “Is he the reason your flag man tried to shoot me?” 
Tarleton shrugged. “I didn’t know about that,” he said with a slight laugh. “But you survived.” After a brief pause, he asked, “What of his fate?”
Mack stiffened his jaw. “He’s dead.”
Tarleton brushed his fingers across the punji stick his sentry had brought in. “And my Dragoons in the trenches on the perimeter. Did you kill them too?”
Mack shook his head. “They’ll survive.” He glanced around the tent. Outside of the sharpened stake, the only obvious weapon was a pistol on Tarleton’s desk ten feet away. Inch by inch, he moved toward the sidearm, closing the distance between the table, himself, and Tarleton. Staring at the Dragoon leader, Mack seethed. “I could’ve wasted them all,” he said with contempt. “I could’ve killed you in your sleep.” He clenched his fists. “Don’t push me, or I’ll bring a war that you Brits won’t believe.”
Tarleton’s eyes grew large at Mack’s bravado. After sizing him up, he noticed Mack had nothing around his neck. “That’s big talk for a man without the stone.” 
Mack cringed. How does he know about the ruby? 
“I assume that’s how you fooled Colonel Gage; am I correct?” Mack didn’t answer, and Tarleton went on. “Where is it?” he persisted. With a smile, he asked, “Toey has it, doesn’t she?” The Butcher of Britain saw the shock on Mack’s face. “I’m sorry,” he lied, “you didn’t know Esta’toe and I were acquainted, did you?” Mack’s blood began to boil as Tarleton egged him on. “Wait a minute,” he said deviantly, “it just occurred to me. Josey said you, too, were married. Is that true?”
“Toey’s my wife,” Mack said proudly. 
Tarleton almost giggled. His following words nearly sealed his fate. “If she’s your wife, let me ask you this.” He paused for a second. “Before your sacred vows, did your spouse tell you about our special night together?”
Mack erupted! He barreled toward the pale-faced Englishman in a rage, clasping his hand around the militia man’s neck. Tarleton soiled his pants as Mack’s grip tightened. When Mack spotted a pool of urine, mercy penetrated the rage within his soul, and he let go. 
Tarleton collapsed to his knees, struggling for breath. “Please!” he managed between bouts of coughing. “I didn’t mean . . .  mean to . . .”
“Shut up!” Mack demanded, circling the room. “I came here to kill you for what you did to my wife.” He stopped. “Or didn’t do.” Tarleton was still recovering as Mack reasoned with himself. “Then it occurred to me.” He glared at Tarleton. “I don’t want to know.” 
While Mack released his anger, he paced the room, thinking about what to do next. One shout for help by Tarleton and Mack’s situation could be reversed immediately. Meanwhile, Tarleton feigned weakness. With one hand on his throat, he guided the other to a sheaf on the backside of his calf. 
Mack made his mind up. He’d escort the British militia officer away from his encampment. “I’ve decided to let you go free on one condition.”
“Name it,” said the Butcher of Britain, his fingers wrapped tight to the dagger on his calf.   
“Walk away from your command tonight,” Mack demanded. “Work your way to the coast. Get on a ship and return to whatever cesspool you came from.” 
To Mack’s surprise, Tarleton agreed, rose to his feet, and headed toward the exit without a further word. Mack stood watching, half stunned by the lack of resistance from the militia leader. It was a mistake. Tarleton had moved too quickly. When Mack tried to catch up, the Englishman reversed course and bull-rushed him!  
Mack wasn’t ready for Tarleton’s speed or the dagger attack!  
His blocking attempt failed, and the blade got through!
Mack should’ve been stabbed in the throat, but the tip stopped short. Something had prevented it from penetrating. It was a force that didn’t come from this world. A saving force tossed Mack to the right while Tarleton crashed to the command post floor with the same knife in his neck. 
As the Butcher of Britain bled to death, Mack watched as Thomas Josey’s demons arrived for Tarleton’s soul. Several of the underworld creatures studied Mack as if they knew him. They did. Macneachdainn was the one who sent them to hell. But Mack didn’t recognize the ghouls because the tales hadn’t been written yet. They were stories for another time and another place. 
As James MacNaughton climbed down King’s Mountain in the early morning darkness, he knew he had passed the test. By sparing Tarleton’s life, he’d been given a chance to compose the chapter he’d always wanted to write. It was a blessing from God—the privilege to live the rest of his life in peace with his beloved wife. 
Or so he thought. 






  
  Chapter 68
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By the time Mack returned to Lost Cove, news of the colonial victory at King’s Mountain had already reached the settlement. After Mack filled Toey in on the details, she was ecstatic over Tarleton’s death and completely understood why he’d abandon the war effort to come back to her. As the days passed, rumors of Dragging Canoe’s demise came from far and wide, and Toey’s thirst to avenge her family members’ deaths waned. Two weeks after the battle, Toey and Mack settled on their future child’s name: Chota for a girl and Jimmy Mack for a boy. But Toey didn’t tell her husband that she already knew it would be a boy. It was the kind of maternal instinct that wasn’t written in any book. 
With their farmland tilled and their cabin one hundred percent complete, Toey and Mack made the most of their free time as the countdown to their baby’s birth drew near. Every day, they went exploring off the beaten path. Toey brought Mack to all the special sites her uncle had shown her as a child. There were secret parts of the forest packed with underground vegetables of every type—tiny meadows teeming with flowers. Flickers of silver bubbled up from streams. Wild ponies grazed on the grasslands like unicorns. They were gentle and trusting, letting Mack and Toey pet them as they chewed their food under a sun-drenched Carolina sky. 
Mack was impressed. Toey knew every inch of the land. One day, they were returning from a hike near Ballou’s cabin when Mack noticed a mud-filled path through an opening in the trees. With the cabin close and his wife just ahead of him, Mack called out to Toey that he’d catch up with her, stepping toward it when she said okay. Twenty yards later, surrounded by thousands of intersecting deer hooves, Mack realized it was the same trail he’d taken the day he left Bill Walkingstick at the train tracks in 2016. For some odd reason, he hadn’t stumbled across the path during his entire time with Toey.  
Mack stepped through the animal ruts carefully. Seconds later, he found horseshoe tracks and moccasin imprints at the entrance to a side trail. Curious, Mack followed the path to a holler filled with a strange purple mist. He was about to reverse course and leave when he came face to face with the serpent devil. It was Uktena! 
Mack leaped backward, evading as the snake which had bitten him at the entrance to London Farms hissed.  
“The moment I tasted your flesh, I saw your deepest fears,” the serpent managed.
Mack examined the creature’s glistening scales. “You know squat about me. I, on the other hand, understand a lot about you.” 
“Oh, do you now?” The reptile slithered with a hiss. “Why don’t you enlighten me? Of course, it’ll be my turn next,” the snake said with a smirk. 
“Here’s a fact,” Mack called out. “Unlike your demon, Tarleton, I’m still standing!”
“Ah, yes,” the satanic snake replied. “About that engagement and our previous encounter, it seems you had a little help.” 
A flash of panic shot through Mack's thoughts when he realized the stone had healed his snake bite, and St. Michael may have interfered with Tarleton on his behalf.  
“I felt that!” Uktena called out. “Blindness to your strength is your weakness. It always has been.” While Mack digested the cryptic statement, the creature continued. “But I digress. Tell me, why is it that little plot of land haunts you so much?” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mack fired back. 
“Of course you do. Isn’t it curious that your wife doesn’t want to discuss the cemetery?” 
Mack snarled. “Leave her out of it.”
The snake kept pushing. “Why would I? If you suspect you truly are a ghost, shouldn’t you be allowed to know if your own father killed you?” 
Mack felt the wind leave his sails. He knew he was part of the living, but his vision of John Ballow praying at a grave marked with the name “Jimmy” had haunted him.
“I rather suspect it is your lovely wife who hides her own secret,” the serpent snarked. 
The serpent’s statement sliced through Mack. “What are you talking about?” 
Uktena smirked. “She has cursed your family.” Mack was about to speak when the snake went on. “Naming a fetus after a living person brings bad luck to the Cherokee,” Uktena explained. “The unborn child immediately takes on that individual’s life, and either one or both will die soon after birth.” Mack’s anger began to boil as evil continued to spew from the serpent’s mouth. “Your wife doesn’t want you to return to that cemetery because she knows you’ll discover the truth. It has already been written! Your baby will die, James MacNaughton, and you will never see your family again!” 
Uktena lunged toward Mack! 
But Mack had his knife ready!
With a speedy slash, he cut the snake’s head off in mid-air. Seconds ticked by as the headless Cherokee Demon Snake searched for its part, before Macneachdainn stomped on its head, crushing all life from it, and stormed off. “Two down. One more to go,” Mack whispered as the purple haze entrance to the Cherokee Garden of Eden vanquished for all-time sake.







  
  Chapter 69 


“Where’d you run off to?” Toey asked Mack when he stepped inside Ballou’s cabin. While Mack was gone, Toey had already pried the nails from the shutters protecting the window and door openings from bears and the elements during winter.  
Mack avoided eye contact. “Found a deer trail filled with mud and had a little Déjà vu.”
Toey lit the wood-burning stove. “You’ve been on it before?” 
Mack nodded. “Yep. I hiked through it the day before I found the portal stream. What’s weird is we’ve been here for months, and I didn’t come across it until today.” Mack paused. “After I left Bill Walkingstick, I remember following it for a while, then—” Mack stopped mid-sentence. A sheet of pale white flashed over his face as the memories of the ghost town he’d discovered in 2016 returned. Stone fences zigged and zagged through the brush. Scattered iron pipes channeled water from collapsed foundations to forgotten destinations. Wagon track ruts led to massive tree stumps and abandoned log cabins. Mack recalled the empty field and a glorious twenty-foot-tall fireplace nearby. He glanced at Toey and knew it was the chimney on their house; the timbers surrounding it had long since collapsed. 
Toey prodded Mack. “Then what?” 
A sense of foreboding began to take hold, and Mack quickly changed the subject. “Can I ask you a question?”
Toey seemed perplexed. “Okay,” she managed. 
There was concern in Mack’s voice. “Did we do something wrong by naming our baby before it’s born?”
The question caught Toey off guard. “Where is this coming from?” 
Mack ignored her question. “I just need to know, okay? Are we violating some Cherokee tradition?” 
Toey moved closer to Mack. “No,” she said. “Within seven days of its birth, custom states that tribal elders, the clan shaman, and the revered woman name a child based upon its resemblance to another person or something in nature.”
“That’s it?” Mack asked. 
“It’s that simple,” Toey responded. “And since we’re a Christian tribe without a shaman, as the tribe’s revered woman who no longer associates with the elders, I thought we’d break tradition and give our child the name we want.” Toey smiled. “Got to start somewhere, right?” Toey’s words were less than cold comfort. They worked stinging ice chills through Mack’s veins.  
Toey pried. “What’s wrong?” 
Mack held back. “I just don’t want to tempt fate, is all.”
Toey came face to face with her husband. “My love,” she said assuredly. “Don’t worry, okay? We will have a healthy baby, and everything will be fine.” 
Mack smiled, still reeling as he fought to shake off the poisons of fear and doubt from the evil serpent. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t know what’s got into me.”  
Toey wrapped her arms around the man she loved. “I’m tired,” she said. “Let’s stay in Paul’s cabin tonight. I’ll show you one more spot in the morning; then we’ll head back to our place and pack up for the midwife in Morganton, okay?” 
A questioning look flashed across Mack’s face. He agreed it was too risky to deliver a baby without any help and thought they should head back to their home tonight. “I thought we’ve seen everything?”
“Not this place,” Toey said. “There’s a rock outcrop close to here.” What she said next caused Mack to stay up all night. “Can you believe it’s exactly seven-hundred and seventy-seven feet above the river?” 
Mack nearly gasped upon hearing the number. Toey kept speaking, but he tuned most of it out except for one important part. It was Paul-Henri Ballou’s favorite spot. In fact, it was the same spot where Ballou had manhandled Tarleton’s Nantahala scout over the granite ledge to his death several months before. 






  
  Chapter 70 


Unlike Mack’s 2016 solo trip, where he discovered Paul-Henri Ballou’s moss-entombed cabin, his hike with Toey from the same place, through the meadow, up the mountain to the boulder, and down to Toey’s rock outcrop above the Watagi River took nearly two and a half hours. Several times, Mack requested they turn around and go home, but after multiple short breaks, Toey insisted they should keep going because the scenery would be worth it.  
But Mack was worried. He’d seen several signs of human activity as they made their way downhill, and ever since last night, he couldn’t get the number seven out of his head. Now something other than a secret spot seemed to drive the woman he loved. It was a foreboding force, or so he thought, as Toey stepped from the trail to a hidden entrance path leading to a gigantic granite bald overhanging the river. The moment they emerged on the cliffside, Mack set his worries aside as they took in the view.  
Nearly a stone’s throw away, a sea of orange light cascaded upon the rocks of the river gorge below as the Watagi meandered through the ancient mountains, which had, over a lifetime, become Mack’s friends. 
Mack stepped closer to the edge but withdrew, frightened by the rushing water and jagged rocks which knew no human emotion. As Toey shared her stories, Mack carved their initials in the granite. 
With his wife asleep in his lap, Mack thought about the number seven. For some reason, it seemed to follow him his entire life. Even now, if Toey was correct, they were seven-hundred-seventy-seven feet above the river. There were seven days of creation. Seven Cherokee tribes. Jesus had intervened directly in his life seven times through Toey. He was seven when his mom took him to the mountains to meet his father. Just then, his concentration broke. He loved John Ballow but knew he wasn’t his father. Instinct told him it was much more complicated. 
Toey woke up with a cramp. She had gone into labor at the end of her seventh month. Mack knew the date wasn’t a coincidence. As he comforted his wife, it dawned on him that God had controlled his life since he’d been a boy. 
The moment Dragging Canoe and six of his Chickamauga killers emerged from the side trail onto the cliff, Mack knew his number was up. 
Toey rose to her feet and moved behind her husband. 
“This isn’t necessary,” Mack called out to the crater-face Savage who’d killed Toey’s family. “Tarleton’s dead, and the war’s almost over. Your side lost.” 
The Indian with a spiked black Mohawk withdrew his knife. “White man,” he said with the tip of his blade scratching an inch-wide scar running down the length of his scalp. “It is you who will lose,” he said with a snicker.
Mack pointed to the other Indians. “Call your dogs off,” he shouted. Motioning to his wife, he said, “Let Toey go—just me and you on this rock alone. No weapons. We fight to the death.”  
Dragging Canoe shook his head. “Woman die too,” he called out, pointing at Toey’s belly. “Child become Chickamauga like me,” he smirked. 
Mack exploded! He lunged toward the Savage when Toey grabbed ahold of him. 
“No, Mack!” Toey screamed as her husband struggled to break free. “He can’t hurt us!” Mi amor, Toey said telepathically as Mack huffed and puffed. I’ll put the stone around our necks, and we’ll jump off the cliff together. Don’t worry; it will be alright.
Mack looked at Toey incredulously. “Transport yourself out of here,” he said firmly. He glanced at the Indians. “I have to do this.”
“It’s seven against one,” Toey whispered, grasping Mack’s hand. “Come with me. It’s time,” she said, guiding Mack to the granite ledge with the stone in her other hand. 
Mack refused to look over the side; his eyes fixated on the Indians who hadn’t moved. Seconds seemed like minutes. Toey broke the standoff. She removed the Corazón Del Rey from her neck. That very second, a wide-winged blackbird belted a frog-like croak from above. 
Toey began to cry as the call of the raven signaled her fate. Mack cast the Chickamauga threat aside and embraced his wife. Their eyes locked.
“I knew this day would come,” Toey managed as tears streamed down her cheek.
Mack didn’t understand. “What do you mean?” he whispered tenderly. 
“My love,” Toey said softly. “God has great things in store for you, but they’re not here.” She took a deep breath as sadness welled up inside. “I want you to promise me something.” 
Anything, Mack said telepathically.  
Toey tapped on Mack’s belt buckle. “Find this castle. Follow God’s plan for your life.” 
Mack couldn’t hold it together. His red eyes widened, sensing something terrible was about to happen. “You’re talking like we’re not going to see each other again,” he managed—a lump formed in his throat. “Everything’s going to be okay,” he whispered desperately. “We’re going to jump together, remember?” 
Mack’s guardian angel calmed his fears with a comforting smile. Resting her forehead against his, Toey reflected on the circle of her life. By the power of God’s hand, she’d met Mack, the love of her life, in the same river her parents had died in. Now, in just a few seconds, she would finally get the chance to meet them.
“I remember,” Toey said passionately. “And no matter what happens, we’ll always have each other because true love never dies. Wherever you are, I’ll be your guardian angel. I’ll be waiting for you in heaven. Te amo, my love.”
With those words, Toey placed the heart-shaped ruby over her husband’s head and, before Mack could even respond, the Corazón Del Rey cast a supernatural red light over everything. 
Mack held Toey tight as she pulled them in a kiss—over the ledge! In that tender, horrifying final embrace, James MacNaughton knew their love would never die. 






  
  Chapter 71 

2017


Qualla Boundary, Cherokee Territory, North Carolina 
Stunned by her parents’ revelation of a captivating love story transcending time, Daisy Walkingstick threw herself into every detail of Mack and Toey’s lives. With the prophet’s approval, she’d dressed as a poll worker and relayed a message to James MacNaughton’s mother not to give up hope because her son was alive and well and someday God would bring him back.  Before leaving, Daisy thanked Mack’s mom for her actions regarding a seemingly random event in her past. But it wasn’t chance. Mack’s mom had listened to the voice of God in her head and driven her son across several states to a special place in the North Carolina mountains during the summer of 1978.  
After a visit with John Ballow’s wife, Daisy seemed to transform. Her jet-black hair grew longer, and she kept it in braids. She wore the same clothes Toey would have dressed in. She thought about the princess night and day. As her parents taught her the Cherokee way, Daisy began to dream about James MacNaughton. She cherished the photo his mom had given her. What was he like? The prophet had been given the message that she would meet him someday. When? Was she secretly falling in love with him? How could that happen with a man she’d never met? Or had she already? It was so fast she barely remembered it. Awolhi was quick to dispel her doubts. All things were possible with God, he reminded her.  
Then one day, over breakfast, it hit Daisy like a ton of bricks. Something about John Ballow’s story didn’t add up; she told her parents. Her father had implied that his former best friend may have physically abused his son, which caused his death, but according to Ballow’s wife, when Daisy visited her, nothing could be further from the truth. “My husband loved our son,” Daisy remembered Mrs. Ballow saying. While her mom and dad listened, Daisy recounted the rest of their conversation. John Ballow was strict on discipline but knew where to draw the line. When their boy succumbed to a flu-like infection in his lungs, his world had been shattered. “But then things changed,” Mrs. Ballow went on to say. 
Bill Walkingstick and Nancy Cornsilk listened intently as their daughter dropped a bombshell, relaying Ballow’s wife’s words verbatim. “After our son’s internment in the Lost Cove cemetery, the good Lord resurrected him. It was the year after his death, and though his appearance had changed slightly, he was the same age and had the same name as our boy, Jimmy. Would you believe it? He came waltzing into my husband’s store one day. I’ll never forget it. He said he was from Florida. That was the summer of 1978.”
A sheet of pale white flashed across Bill Walkingstick’s face when Daisy finished. He dropped his toast on the floor. “What did you just say?” 
Daisy glanced at her mom, and then back to her dad. “Mrs. Ballow said their son came back from the dead. It sounds crazy, doesn’t it?” 
The prophet didn’t respond. He paced back and forth. When he stopped and faced his family, Daisy was about to ask what was wrong. “I thought John buried his son up there to hide his sins. Never in my life would I imagine this,” he said, shaking his head. After an uncomfortable silence, he went on. “The first white men to invade our land brought a strange custom. If a child died before the age of maturity, they would find a large boulder with a hole in it and pray to a fairy-like creature called a pixie. Supposedly, these pixies would drag the corpse through the opening in the rock, removing the cause of the death and resuscitating the child’s life.” Awolhi stared intently at his wife and daughter. “There’s a granite slab up there with a hole in it.”
Daisy seemed confused. “You took me to the Lost Cove Cemetery. I didn’t see anything like that.”
“It’s there,” said the Cherokee man, “covered with lichens. It’s the oldest stone in the cemetery.” 
Daisy raised a brow. “How could you know that?” 
Awolhi reached for his wife’s hand. “Our ancestors, Daisy. They would bring us there to see our history. I never realized the importance until now.” Daisy was about to speak when the prophet explained. “The plant organisms covering the hole in that rock weren’t always there. If you were to scrape them away, you’d see a bunch of Cherokee petroglyphs. You’d also see the name Jimmy-Mack carved in the rock.”
A questioning look shot across Daisy’s face as she recalled Mack and Toey’s story. “But you said our Mack was an adult when he went back in time.” Daisy rose from her seat. “If Jimmy-Mack is etched into that boulder with a hole in it, and Mack and Toey were the first people that settled Lost Cove, that would mean. . . .” Daisy froze. She tried to speak but stuttered as the pain of a lost child echoed through eternity. 






  
  Chapter 72


Inside Paul-Henri Ballou’s moss-entombed pioneer’s cabin, Daisy Walkingstick thumbed through the foot-thick twine-laced leather-bound book, looking for anything related to Mack and Toey’s child. There was none. 
Two hours after her search, Daisy eased herself down the cabin trail’s steep embankment to the gravel rocks of the train tracks amidst a surreal scene. A strange mist hovered above an oxbow in what was once the Watagi River, the prettiest body of water in the Unaka land; renamed in 1780 as the Esta’toe River, known today as the Toe River, forever honoring the Cherokee princess who inhabited the land.   
Standing at the river bend, Daisy felt like she was at a crossroads in her life. As she pondered her future, pencil-thin white clouds drifted through the river gorge toward her. Perched atop the solitary grayness of a towering lifeless tree, a bald eagle locked eyes with her and flew off as if it were her guide. Daisy followed. As she walked along the railroad timbers, she thought about Toey. No matter what her father said about predestination and Toey’s fate to be with her parents, what happened to the princess seemed cruel and unfair. 
With each passing step, Daisy felt Toey’s presence within her. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t met. There was an eternal ring to their love for Mack, which bonded them. It was a love that could transcend time, provided by a loving God at the beginning of time, for the benefit of all mankind.  
When the wood timbers of the railway began their turn north, Daisy took in a once-in-a-lifetime sight. A flowering Unaka chestnut tree had spread its white blossoms over the tracks. Standing underneath the hardwood canopy, a monarch butterfly landed on her arm. Daisy loved the flying insects because they stood for hope. With the prophet’s help, she’d put her hope in God, and God blessed her with a new beginning in life. 
As the butterfly guided Daisy to the portal stream, the Indian girl Mack had seen at a department store in Florida increased her stride, smiling at the irony of it all. It was the year 2017, and she was in a full sprint deep into the heart of her Cherokee ancestor’s land, searching for a white man she wasn’t sure she’d ever met. But neither time, race, nor age mattered. James MacNaughton was a part of her tribe. Mack was the only man she could ever love. It was the kind of longing that couldn’t be explained in any book. 






  
  Epilogue


On the wind-swept seas in the Firth of Clyde, in the pre-dawn glow of the full moonlight, wave after wave crashed against the Schooner’s hull, unleashing a torrent of bright-green effervescence into the surrounding water. The phenomenon was magical, marking a glorious end to a transatlantic voyage from the newly liberated United States.  
The passengers were a mixture of wealthy merchants, indentured servants, and a couple of dozen deserters from the war in the American Colonies. But there was somebody else on board. He rode on the bow of the ship for a good part of the journey. He slept at the foot of the quarterdeck, communicating with no one as he came and went, and not a soul on board dared approach the primeval man dressed from head to toe in animal skins. It wasn’t the raccoon hat and leather hides that spooked them. It was the scalps. There were seven in total, but the spiked black hairs of one, in particular, proved that God had allowed Mack to take his revenge. 
Toey’s body was never found, but somehow, their child had been born. Days later, Mack found his deceased infant son a mile downstream of where they’d jumped. In a clearing near their cabin, after burying the boy below a stone with a hole in it, Mack returned to the cloud forest, where he learned the truth of his death hundreds of years earlier. Fighting with the Cherokee nation against the tribes with evil spirits, Mack succumbed to his injuries because, in the moment of truth, he refused to show mercy. Evil had overtaken good, so the stone’s powers became useless, just like they’d become useless to the dark hearts of the first Kings of Spain a thousand years before. So God had let the ancient warrior die. And because Mack’s heart was now bent on revenge, God withheld the missing pieces for the rest of his story. Hundreds of years later, in 1971, a Florida woman conceived supernaturally. God’s fallen angel had been given a second chance, and John Ballow had been assigned to be Mack’s earthly father. It was all part of God's plan. 
No one knows where Mack went after Toey’s death. Apart from the occasional track and blood trail, it was clear to Paul-Henri Ballou that his friend from La Florida had virtually disappeared. And that’s the way Mack wanted it. He lived day to day, eating things that would make a mountain lion puke. He attacked the Chickamauga whenever he could, surviving countless excursions behind Indian lines. 
As the months passed, tales of James MacNaughton’s adventures spread across the land. When Toey’s death had finally been avenged, Mack boarded a ship for a journey to a strange foreign land off the coast of Scotland. It was the Land of Dal Riata. Where moist green hills and heather-laden streams bound for the sea held secrets of ancient peoples and creatures that once roamed the land. Macneachdainn’s land. But Mack wasn’t the king of the Red-haired clan yet. Lots of things had to happen first. 
On the ship’s bow, the sun began to illuminate a tidal wash at the entrance to an island. Behind it, a striking stone castle seemed to emerge from the water itself. Mack didn’t have to look at his buckle or the Corazón Del Rey, which had roared to life. He was home.  
While the passengers disembarked, Mack was not yet aware that the precious ruby around his neck had been stolen from a monastery in Spain and taken to the very island he was about to step foot on. 
In the latter part of the ninth century, when the Viking thieves landed on shore, Macneachdainn’s earthly father repelled the blond invaders, recovering the stone in the process. But the peace was fleeting as wave after wave of future Spaniards drove Mack’s people inland. And when the black-haired people ended their crusades, the devil seized the day, and the Pictish clan wars began. 
Hundreds of years passed, but one thing remained the same. Macneachdainn always did good in God’s eyes, destroying evil everywhere he could. Eventually, he made it to Iceland and, from there, the New World, befriending the Cherokee ancestors in the frozen Iroquoian land of the north. But these were tales for another time and another place. So were the stories of King Macneachdainn’s many lives, including generations of rebellious offspring he would raise with his Christian wives, every one of which he would outlive. Although he didn’t know it then, God had a purpose for those children hundreds and hundreds of years in the future. By the very nature of their genes, the ancestors of God’s chosen people would one day reject the tablet of everlasting life and refuse to get chipped so they could fight with Mack in the final battle between Good and Evil. 
With the schooner behind him, Mack cut through herds of sheep free-grazing around the ruins of the MacNaughton castle. Several downtrodden faces in the once-vibrant seaside village gasped at the caveman in their midst. Mack knew their faces well. They were subjugated. England had taken their ancestral farmland so their dukes could raise sheep. Outnumbered and without guns, most of the fighting-age men had fled to America to fight. In a sense, there was a lesson to be learned from it all. Most of the men who had stayed behind had become sheep themselves. And Mack knew all too well that in the final battle to come, anyone not willing to stand up and defend their faith, including their God-given rights, was a sheep waiting to get slaughtered. 
Just beyond the tidal wash, Mack followed a stream into the hills. An hour later, he stopped at the base of a mountain to a familiar sight. Hovering over a stone cottage was the Bethlehem star. He was still digesting the scenery when a woman appeared in the doorway.   
For a second, Mack thought he might be dreaming. The woman could’ve been Toey’s twin. He approached with caution. “Who are you?” he asked. 
The former nurse ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m Daisy. Bill Walkingstick’s daughter.” Mack froze. The Cherokee woman continued as Mack’s memory roared back. “I think we’ve met before.” Mack was speechless as Daisy stepped toward him. “At a store in Florida. I was just a child, but you stared at me like I was a ghost.” 
Immediately, Mack recalled his conversation with Bill Walkingstick outside the Native man’s cabin on the Qualla Boundary. Over a roaring campfire and a rising blood moon, Mack had told Walkingstick about a seemingly random encounter with two Indian twin girls at a store in Florida. After Mack had finished his tale, his Cherokee host had said that the girls at the store were soul-seekers. The possibility that these same girls could be Walkingstick’s children was just another stunning twist in Mack’s crazy life. 
“Didn’t you have a sister?” Mack asked Daisy.
Daisy shook her head. “No. I’m an only child, so I was there by myself.” 
Interesting, Mack thought, suspecting the other girl might have been Toey when she was a child. “Daisy,” he said, “how long ago was that?”
“Twenty-one years. I was seven.” 
December 10th, 1995, Mack said to himself, retrieving the calendar from his photographic memory. “You wouldn’t happen to know today’s date, would you?”
Nancy Cornsilk’s daughter had to think for a minute. “Where I came from in 2017, it’s March 26th.” 
Mack ran the math. “There’s been seven thousand seven hundred and seventy-seven days between the first time we met and now.”  
Daisy was astonished. “How could you know that so quickly?”
Mack nearly burst out in laughter. “Seven’s my lucky number,” he said. 
Daisy moved closer to Mack. “Mine too.” 
Mack noticed the gleam in Daisy’s eyes. Just then, he remembered Toey’s words which had mystified him at the time. Toey had said that if anything ever happened to her, it would be okay to love another woman again. For the first time in nearly a year, Mack let his guard down. “I need to heal first.”
Daisy nodded, thinking Mack was referring to Toey’s tragic end. “I know,” she said. “Take all the time you want.” 
“Daisy,” Mack said. “I need more than time.” He winced. “Do you have any bandages?”  
Daisy seemed startled. “For what?” she asked, concerned by the grimace on Mack’s face.
Macneachdainn pulled back his shirt sleeve. Blood was oozing from several large puncture wounds.
“Oh my God!” Daisy screamed. “What happened to you?”
Mack’s knees buckled. “The boat ride over was a little boring,” he managed, “so I traveled back to the Cretaceous,” he said before slumping to the ground. “Went head-to-head with a T-Rex and won.”
Daisy lost all the color in her face. She stuttered. “You . . .  You fought a dinosaur?” 
Flat on his back, Macneachdainn looked up to the heavens. He clutched the ruby tight to his chest and smiled as the red glow from the “Heart of The King” burst in all directions, announcing the angel’s presence to the seven lands of Dal Riata. 
“Don’t worry, Daisy,” Mack announced. “God’s in control of it all. Everything’s going to be all right.”  

-The End-
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  Considerations


Thanks for reading! If you loved the series, please recommended it to others. A short review or rating on Amazon or Goodreads would be appreciated as this helps new readers find my books. 


Connect with Edward online:


https://www.amazon.com/author/edwardhendry
https://edwardhendry.com
https://www.instagram.com/edwardhendry_author 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/21388325.Edward_Hendry 
https://www.bookbub.com/authors/edward-hendry
https://www.facebook.com/edhendryauthor
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