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				I always heard not all those who wander are lost. Well, I sure felt lost. Dan and I just broke up. I had not expected the brush-off after six years. A marriage proposal perhaps, but not a breakup. Where was I to go? What was I to do with my life? And would I ever find a place I could call home?
			

			
				So, I got the bright idea I would hike to the Jacks River Falls. I’d been struggling to decide whether I would go big and join the Marines, like my dad did, or whether I would go a tamer route. Every time I was about to decide to go big, I chickened out. At least, I perceived my reluctance as chickening out. In any case, I was conflicted. Big time.
			

			
				My name is Lily Van Der Houghton. I am a licensed physician, if I can just make up my mind what kind of medicine has my heart. You see, for more years than I could recall, I knew Emergency Medicine was my calling. My dad might have lived if a decent ER doc had been around when he stepped on that landmine in ‘Nam. I understand he was technically an advisor. Not that it matters if he was an advisor or soldier. Dead is dead either way. To imagine that he survived a helicopter crash to step onto a land mine!
			

			
				But in the past few years, I felt a real draw to Ob-Gyn work. It started with a couple of emergency room deliveries of babies before the moms got upstairs. Then, during my internship, I spent six weeks in Ob-Gyn. Even in the late ‘90’s, moms and babies still died in this country. I always found it pretty shocking that the good old US of A had the highest infant mortality rate of any modern country at that time. That was wrong on so many levels.
			

			
				I soon had the rep that moms delivered by me never lost their babies and sure as heck never died giving birth. When I went to Duke on my Emergency Med residency, my reputation in birthing babies followed me. After I delivered a half dozen high risk babies in the ER, I was asked to consider changing to Ob-Gyn. I filled in there as much as I could but finished my Emergency Med residency. By then, I delivered 200 babies with no losses. The head of the Ob-Gyn department called me his Golden Girl, and made me promise to give serious consideration to returning that fall to do a second residency in Ob-Gyn. I had to figure out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Ob-Gyn, or ER?
			

			
				I got hopelessly lost on the Jacks River Trail when I was a kid. I thought I was just gone a couple of hours. Mom swore I was gone a couple of days. I figured Mom was exaggerating. As usual. After all, Mom was always best with guilt and hype.
			

			
				Over time, I forgot my childish, burning desire to go back up that elusive trail, and to conquer it. Medicine became my everything, my reason for being.
			

			
				I squared my shoulders. The Jacks River Trail would be the test. If I could handle the Jacks River Trail without getting lost and panicking, much less disappearing for three days, I would figure I was made of the right stuff for the Marines.
			

			
				Unless, of course, I decided on this trip Ob-Gyn was my true calling.
			

			
				Two days later, I drove to the trailhead of the Jacks River Trail in the Cohutta Wilderness. I wasn’t sure what was going to be the result of this jaunt, but I was more ready for this hike than any I had ever done before – or since, for that matter. I had my compass, water canteen, three days’ rations of wilderness provisions, my hammock, matches, my fold down fly rod and reel with a half dozen hand tied lures, and the other hiking essentials Mike, my step-dad, always made sure we took on hikes. I must have checked at least two dozen times to make sure the maps and compass were in my pack. And of course, I had a good knife and a good pistol with a box of fresh ammo. Mike always swore you never went into a wilderness area without both. Too many snakes, he said, of both the human and reptilian persuasion. Being a doctor, I also had a better than average med kit, replete with antibiotic ointment, bandages, and good old Band-aids, as well as with a snake bite kit, allergy meds, antibiotics, blood pressure cuff and stethoscope, and even sutures and needles. Yeah, maybe overkill, but better safe than sorry, right? I had a sketch pad, charcoal, and colored pencils in case I got a wild hair and decided to sketch. I didn't have to worry about keeping up with Mom this trip. I could stop and sketch the flowers. As Mike would have said, don’t leave home without ‘em.
			

			
				As it turned out, I was damned glad to have all the stuff I took.
			

			
				Everything started out fine. It was still pretty cool, and it was a clear, late-spring day. I was off from the trailhead at dawn. This was my chance to grow, to stretch, to push my boundaries. To push out of my comfort zone. I could do this. I was made of the right stuff. I just knew it.
			

			
				The Jacks River Trail stretches over 16 miles of beautiful rugged and remote paths in the Cohutta Wilderness I loved so much as a kid. The river itself was named for an old Cherokee guide named Jack who used to take people down the trail in the 1800’s for a fee. The path winds through a lush, green water-filled route until it tumbles over a rocky outcrop to this gorgeous waterfall I never reached all those years before. I intended to reach the falls this time. You can’t camp within 300 yards of the Falls, so I planned to camp out close to it and go back the next day.
			

			
				It was much like I remembered. Old growth hemlocks standing side by side with conifers, pines, and younger deciduous trees. The forest floor was rich with ferns, vibrant colored mushrooms, and wildflowers.
			

			
				I crossed a small creek at just under a mile, the first and easiest of the water crossings I would see. The trail then descended towards the junction of the Jacks River and Bear Branch. I was impressed with the wild rhododendrons thriving in this lush setting. I was exhilarated by the scents of flora and fauna combined with the roar of the rushing river as it cascaded over bouldered river beds. I crossed the Bear Branch a half mile further and another small tributary right after that. I knew to keep track of my mileage because it was easy to get lost here. At 2.25 miles, the trail led straight into the river, the first of many places where it is easy to lose the path due to the heavy vegetation. I knew to be careful of the trail markers as well as slipping on the algae-covered creek rocks. It was not a beginner-friendly trail by any stretch of the imagination. No wonder my folks wouldn’t let me come until I had a good bit of hiking experience. Heck, no wonder Mom freaked out so bad when I disappeared for 3 days!
			

			
				The trail meandered along beside the river before crossing it again almost 2 miles further down. The river was deeper here. I had been warned to exercise care with that crossing. A solo hiker was believed to have been washed away there some years before. Her body was never found. That’s one of the hazards of tackling a trail like this alone. I did not intend to wake up dead tomorrow, drowned in the Jacks River.
			

			
				After that crossing, the trail began to climb in elevation as it ascended through a fracture in a large rock outcrop. The trail descended again, with the river meandering below the trail. I passed through a sharp switchback and then descended to waterfalls at just past 3 miles. The valley was filled with boulders and wide, smooth outcrops, with the Jacks River rushing over the rocky landscape in swift moving whitewater. A little further, I crossed again, and caught some sunlight and a gorgeous mountain view where I stopped and sketched for a while before passing more waterfalls. There is a sharp rise of the gorge’s walls as the trail arcs westbound, reaching yet another crossing of the river at 4.6 miles.
			

			
				I was almost to the falls by nine that morning. The meadow where I got lost when I was a kid was just before me. I stopped again and sketched the sunlight bouncing off the greens and golds of the late summer morning, as mesmerized by the sight as I had been all those years before.
			

			
				So why did I feel so nervous at the thought of crossing the meadow?
			

			
				I took a big breath, and I started across it. Wouldn’t you just know I’d lose my balance and roll about 150 yards before I could catch myself? Smooth move, Lil! What was it about this spot that I always fall here? Heart pounding, ears ringing, I got back on the trail, and soon found myself at the renowned Jacks River Falls.
			

			
				The falls were awesome. The day had warmed up, so I slipped off my pants and shirt to do some yoga stretches before I dove into the icy cold, green waters below the falls. I was clad in what Mom would have called an itty-bitty, teeny-weeny bikini. If you got it, flaunt it, I always say. After about a half hour, I pulled myself up on the flat rocks. I intended to enjoy the sun awhile before I would head towards the beech bottom trail, where I planned to set up camp for the night. Piece of cake, I thought, as I dozed lying there in the sun.
			

			
				Until I heard the scream.
			

			
				The doctor in me woke up right away at the sound of the childish voice in distress. I raised up, and saw a little kid floundering in the water. I swam the area just a little while ago. I knew the water was 8 to 10 feet deep here, far too deep for a child who looked to be no more than 3 or maybe 4. I rose up, dove into the cold waters, gasping as the cold water hit me again like icy shards of glass piercing my skin. Despite the shock of cold, I managed to swim to the struggling child. The boy began to fight me as I tried to catch him. I smacked him hard to get him to stop struggling and held him in a dead man’s hold as I swam back to the shore. He lay deathly still as I pulled his limp, small form out of the water.
			

			
				“Shit, kid, don’t you dare die on me now,” I said as I slapped him on the back, hard, two or three times, and then rolled him over to begin CPR. Five compressions and breaths later, the boy took a great, ragged breath, and then began coughing and vomiting up water.
			

			
				About that time, I realized a woman had run up beside me. Two men were coming up behind her. I started to fuss at them for allowing the child to be near the river alone, and then my words froze in my mouth. I managed one word. “Ginny.”
			

			
				“You returned. And you came in time to save my child.” She clasped me close, hugging me tight to her deerskin dress as she sobbed in relief.
			

			
				I looked back, and saw the tall, dark, and handsome man who called himself Shadow Wolf when I was a child. I blinked and shook my head. I could not comprehend how these people looked the same after all this time.
			

			
				"Three years, my Ginny Blue Eyes. I told you Lily would return in time.”
			

			
				I frowned as my eyes narrowed. “But…” I began.
			

			
				Wolf motioned for me with a motion my Daddy Mike had used to signal me to be quiet. “Later.”
			

			
				About then, the tall, fair-haired man standing behind Wolf spoke, his voice raging with apparent righteous indignation. He jerked his buckskin shirt over his head and thrust it toward me. “Jaysus, woman! Have ye no shred o’ common decency? Cover yourself!”
			

			
				I was totally thrown by the beguiling Irish accent as the handsome devil continued to thrust his shirt at me. I turned to him, grinning, sure he was joking, until I saw his shocked face, eyes wide, horrified by my appearance.
			

			
				“Cover yourself, woman!” he repeated, as he thrust the buckskin shirt at me again, while trying to keep his eyes averted from me.
			

			
				“It’s just a swim suit, for heaven’s sake. Not like I was breaking the law skinny dipping. Besides, I saved the kid’s life!” I exclaimed, my hands fisted on my hips, and my feet braced. My lips narrowed into a defensive snarl. I must have looked like I was ready for a fight, with my curly red hair standing out wild all around me. Why on earth was this man was dressed in buckskins, of all things? And then, the thought slipped from my mind as my eyes moved down his long, lean muscular body, golden brown from the sun. Oh, My Freaking God! Look at that twelve pack! Be still, my beating heart! Shut up, Lil, and smile nice for the handsome man!
			

			
				Ginny slipped an arm around my shoulders. “Yes, you did, and thank you very much for rescuing our son! Come, let’s fetch your things. We’ve some ways to go to get to our village.”
			

			
				Tall, blonde and sexy just stood there, not quite sure if he would glower or leer. I pulled his shirt over my head, rubbing the buckskin between my thumb and fingers as I inhaled his scent.
			

			
				“Jeez,” I snorted, “you’d think he never saw a woman in a bikini before.”
			

			
				Wolf and Ginny laughed, as if at some secret unknown to the tall man and me. Ginny lifted a finger to her lips. “A bikini, hmm? No, I imagine our Marcus never saw such a garment before. I’ll explain. Later.”
			

			
				For once in my life, I kept my mouth shut until we reached the summer house.
			

			
				“Okay, so what’s going on? I remember when I met you before like it was yesterday.”
			

			
				Oh, my God, Becky. The memories were like I was right back there. Everything was just as I remembered it. It had been eighteen years, and these people looked the same. How on earth?
			

			
				We sat in her mud and daube summer house, little more than a hut, where Ginny nursed her fat toddler. “You must remember: This is not the same world it was this morning when you headed up the river.”
			

			
				I tilted my head at her. “I realize several hours have passed.”
			

			
				She shook her head as if impatient with me. “No, Lily, you do not understand. What year was it when you started down the trail this morning?”
			

			
				I frowned as I narrowed my eyes at her. “What an odd question. It was 2000. The new millennium, they say. You know that.”
			

			
				Ginny smiled and tossed her head. “The new millennium? Interesting. Here, it is the old millennium, 1763. We moved here three years ago under the treaty resulting from what they called the French and Indian Wars. Others called it the Seven Year War. We met you here then.”
			

			
				I felt my cheeks pale. I held my hands close to my body so she would not notice they began to tremble. “That’s … that’s not possible.”
			

			
				She smiled again as the men walked in. “Marcus, what year did they sign the treaty to send the Cherokee out here?”
			

			
				He never looked up. “Three years ago, in 1760. Why?”
			

			
				For the second time in my life, and the second time that day, I bit my tongue and remained silent. Of course, I had no idea what to say right then.
			

			
				Could it be possible I traveled back in time? And not just once, but twice?
			

			
				I could still remember it like it was yesterday.
			

			
				I met them the first time when I was ten years old. My family were hiking in the Cohutta Wilderness. Daddy Mike said I was old enough to go up the Jacks River Trail all the way to the springs beyond the falls. It would be a hard hike for a little kid, and Mom and Daddy Mike made me wait until I was ten to tackle it. The plan was we would hike to the springs the first day, spend the night nearby, and come back the next day after swimming along the way. We had been on a lot of shorter hikes that year. This would have been the longest hike of the summer. It was just before school would start up again for the new year.
			

			
				“Just remember to keep up with us, Lily,” my step-dad said for the umpteenth time. “No wandering off by yourself. If you get lost up here, you might not get back. I’d hate to lose you up here in the mountains, kiddo,” the gruff Marine said as he ruffled my unruly copper-colored curls.
			

			
				I fought back laughing. I got separated from my family for about 20 minutes on our first hike, and Mom would never let Daddy Mike live it down they forgot me on the High Ridge Road while I sat sketching the mountain view.
			

			
				Mom and Mike had been married as long as I could remember. My real dad died when I was three years old, weeks before the evacuation of Saigon. Mike was his best friend, and he brought Mom some of Daddy’s things back after my Dad died when he stepped on an IED in a rice paddy. I don’t remember my real Dad, but I treasure a photo of him holding me when I was a baby. It is always in my wallet. I heard Mom and Daddy Mike talk about him throughout my childhood.
			

			
				As usual, the beauty of the Cohutta Wilderness enraptured me. Even though I knew I wasn’t supposed to dawdle and I sure wasn’t supposed to wander off the trail, I couldn’t resist. I stopped to see the baby woodchucks, and again to gather leaves I had not seen before. As I glanced up, I frowned. I realized I had pulled another Lily. My folks hadn’t realized I lagged behind. I couldn’t see them anymore even though I could still hear Mom laughing at something Mike said. My eyes narrowed, as I assessed the terrain. I could cut right across the meadow, and Mom would never realize I got left behind again. I squared my shoulders, and started off sprinting across the meadow, my steps resolute and confident.
			

			
				And then, everything went haywire. A loud noise roared, knocking me to my knees. I shut my eyes tight and covered my ears as the noise increased to become so loud I figured this was what my real dad’s helicopter must have sounded like.
			

			
				It seemed like I was falling . . . falling . . . falling. This must be how poor Alice felt when she fell in the rabbit hole! And the next thing I knew, I was being awakened by a pretty blue-eyed lady dressed in Native American garb. She shook my shoulder, her face taut with concern, and asked me if I were okay.
			

			
				The same woman I found at the springs today. Ginny Blue Eyes, the Cherokee call her.
			

			
				A tall, handsome Native American man spoke to the woman in a language I didn't understand. The woman frowned, and she snapped back at the man. “Of course, she isn’t supposed to be here, Wolf. The poor, dear child is way too young. Honey, where are your folks?”
			

			
				I remember I shook my head as I tried to gather my thoughts. “I don’t know, ma’am. I’m kinda bad about wandering off and getting lost. My dad is gonna be real upset with me. He said it’s dangerous for a young girl to go beyond her natural limits.”
			

			
				The couple looked surprised by her words. I remember they spoke in a language I didn’t understand before the man spoke again. “Come, little one. We will go to the shaman, who will tell us what we must do to help our little friend get back to her family.”
			

			
				His wife nodded. She chewed her lower lip the way Mom would do when she was worried. She motioned for me to follow her. “Old Selu Corn Tassel will know what we must do.”
			

			
				The old woman they called Selu smiled at the sight of me and patted a spot beside her for me. I hurried to sit by the older Indian woman. She had long braided hair, like Ginny, except Selu’s blue-black hair was streaked grey while Ginny’s dark brown hair shone like wet silk. Selu’s dark eyes crinkled with laugh lines when she smiled, and she smiled often. She was plump, like my gramma, and smelled of lavender and lemon balm. She made me feel welcome, and she made me feel smart. I showed her the leaves and berries I had gathered along the way.
			

			
				Selu nodded and smiled and patted my hands. “These berries are good to ease the pangs of arthritis.”
			

			
				I felt pleased and excited as she confirmed I had picked the right berries. “My Daddy Mike says that, too. He makes a tea from the berries and drinks it when his joints ache. He calls it a tisane.”
			

			
				Ginny’s eyebrows arched as her eyes widened in surprise. “Is your father Cherokee, Lily?”
			

			
				“Yes, Miss Ginny. His grandfather was a full-blooded Cherokee who was listed in the Dawes Book.”
			

			
				Ginny’s brows scrunched together as she frowned. “What is the Dawes Book, sweetie?”
			

			
				I was surprised at the question. I laughed, sure she was testing me to see what I knew. “Oh, you know, Miss Ginny! It’s the book that listed all the Cherokees who were alive way back when it was written, in 1910 or something like that. But he’s my step-daddy. My real daddy died when I was a baby.”
			

			
				Ginny gave a sharp look to Wolf, and they began to whisper to each other. I didn’t listen to them. I was busy listening to Selu talk about the Old Ways.
			

			
				“My Mommy laughs at my Daddy Mike, but I know he can hear the trees. He tells me what they say.”
			

			
				The old woman cleared her throat to get the attention of the young couple. “She is the right one, but it is the wrong time. She must go back.”
			

			
				I knew Mommy will be upset with me. I glanced about, and I noticed with dismay the light was starting to fade. I stood up and brushed my hands off. “Miss Selu is right. I need to go back and find my parents. I bet I’m in nine kinds of trouble by now.”
			

			
				I wanted to make it sound like a joke, but I was worried how Mom would react this time. After all, I had been warned not to wander off, and I knew not to talk to strangers. But, these people didn’t seem like strangers. They felt like people I should know. Like people I had known all my life.
			

			
				The older woman took my hands into her own. She hugged me close before she placed a solemn kiss on both of my cheeks. “You will come back when the time is right. You have great natural skill as a healer. Learn your lessons. Hone your skill. When the time is right, you will return to this place again. The time will pass swiftly. Study hard. Your skill will be much needed in the troubles to come. And remember, you will always be welcome here among the AniYunwiya, my child.”
			

			
				I knew from my Daddy Mike that AniYunwiya is the name the Cherokee call themselves. It means The People of Another Language. I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
			

			
				The couple took me back to where they had found me and told me how to get back to Mommy and Daddy Mike. The young woman hugged me tight and kissed me before I left. “We will meet again, Lily Van Der Houghton.”
			

			
				I smiled and hugged her back. “You have been so sweet to me. Thank you so much for dinner and all your help. Now, who do I tell my family helped me?”
			

			
				Shadow Wolf almost cracked a smile as he ruffled my hair. “You tell your Daddy Mike you went Beyond. But it was not yet the right time.”
			

			
				I frowned. “But…”
			

			
				“He will understand. Now, go, and be quick about it. They will be worried.”
			

			
				I hugged them both again, and with a last wave, I hurried down the trail.
			

			
				My mother sobbed and sobbed when I got back that night. She scolded me, over and over, and swore I had been gone for three days.
			

			
				“But Mom! I was just gone a couple of hours…”
			

			
				Daddy Mike’s eyes narrowed. “Where were you, Lily? You scared your mama and me damned near witless with worry.”
			

			
				I was getting pretty tired of Mom’s hysterics. I pushed my unruly mop of red curls back from my face before I answered. “An old Cherokee woman told me to tell you I went beyond, somewhere or other. They fed me supper. It was venison and corn and some kind of greens.  It was really good.  They said it was too soon for me to come and I had to go back to my family.  Then, they showed me how to get back. She said I could come back sometime. They were nice.” And no one was screaming at me, I thought with more than a little bit of resentment.
			

			
				Mike looked at me funny. “She said … you were beyond?” he asked, shock in his voice.
			

			
				I nodded, but before I could say a word, my mother snapped. “You’ll never come back here again, young lady. Come on, Mike. We have been hunting all up and down this damned trail for three days. I was terrified a bear got you! Or you were out here somewhere, dying of a copperhead bite. Let’s just go home. I have had quite enough of this jolly little adventure for a lifetime. And again, Liliana Van Der Houghton, you will never come here again. Never! Do you understand me?”
			

			
				I nodded, but my mind was not agreeing with Mom. Oh, yes, I will. Someday, I will come back, when I am grown, just like Selu Corn Tassel said.  You just wait and see, Mom.  You just wait and see.
			

			
				 
			

			
				—
			

			
				 
			

			
				“And then, my Wolf said, she will come back to us some day. I told him you were very young. But, he was sure you would return at the right time.” Ginny smiled, and patted my hand.
			

			
				I tilted my head at that. “What would be the right time, Ginny? Why now?”
			

			
				She smiled as she stroked her baby’s cheek. “You have the eyes of a red wolf. It was foretold a healer with the eyes of a red wolf would come.”
			

			
				“Foretold?” I pressed for more. “Red wolf, hmm? Foretold? By who?”
			

			
				She shrugged, as a mysterious smile played upon her lips. “Soon you will know. Did you know I was thirteen when I fell in love with Wolf? I beat him at stickball. I was so mean to him, but that is the way Cherokee girls show their interest. I wasn’t Cherokee then, but I knew what to do. I knew he was the right choice when he was such a great sport no matter what I did. He laughed, and always came back for more. I knew he would be a fabulous husband even before he sent me the venison to ask me to marry him. But, I have not answered your question. Time does not progress the same, here and there. We knew you would return in three years. The prophecy is clear. I just hoped you would be ready when you came back. You have to be.”
			

			
				She looked nervous again as she chewed her lip.
			

			
				But, it wasn’t 3 years in my time. It was 18 years. How? Why?
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The men went hunting that afternoon and returned around dusk with fresh meat. Ginny amazed Lily as she dressed the deer, cutting it into large steaks. Soon, their mouths watered as the venison steaks grilled over the open fire along with ears of corn, wild asparagus, and red potatoes.
			

			
				“Where is she from?” Marc asked Wolf later during the evening.
			

			
				“Beyond.”
			

			
				Marc frowned and crossed himself. “Nay, that’s just a fable you used to tell when we were lads. You know there’s no such thing. People cannot travel through time."
			

			
				Wolf laughed and patted his old friend on his back. “No, my friend. Lily is from Beyond.”
			

			
				Marcus frowned as Wolf pronounced her name ‘Lee-Lee’. “Her name is Lily. Not Lee-Lee.”
			

			
				Wolf harrumphed. “Call her what you want, my friend. I do not make fun of your accent when you try to speak my language. Do not mock the way I say words in yours.”
			

			
				Marc blushed. It was true. Shadow Wolf never once ridiculed him over the years as he worked to master the intricacies of the Cherokee language.
			

			
				Marc’s brow furrowed as he pondered his friend’s words. He remembered the old stories about how people would come from other times to find their one true love. “If she is from Beyond, as ye say, who has she come for?”
			

			
				Shadow Wolf laughed and clapped his friend on the back. “Why you, fool. Ginny and I prayed for years the Great Spirit would send such a woman to you. Who else would she come for as tall as she is?”
			

			
				Mark shook his head in disbelief. He couldn’t imagine the Almighty would send a woman to him, not with the things he had done. Surely not with the emotional baggage he carried. But by God, if somehow in His great mercy, God had sent this woman to him! Ai, Día! With her glorious hair, dark russet red, the color of sunset. And those incredible, unforgettable eyes! She said her mother hated her eyes because they were yellow, like a cat’s eyes. They weren’t. They were the color of crisp autumn leaves, with the most fascinating chestnut red at the center, which paled to a rich, dark golden shade, the color of a locket of Russian amber his mother used to wear. The amber darkened to an unexpected circle of brown around the outer rim. Wolf eyes, Shadow Wolf said. Indeed, she had eyes much like those of a red wolf. Wolf grinned when Marc said that. Fair skin he knew would freckle and burn as bad as his own, mayhap worse. She was an autumn girl, all crimson and scarlet, golds and ambers, unlike any woman he had ever met before. He knew even then she was unlike any woman he would ever meet again. His mouth dry with longing, Marc thought, if only God meant this woman for me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				—
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the following days, I realized Ginny and Wolf were telling me the truth. I had, indeed, come from Beyond – the future – to this time in the past. Apparently, it was meant to be, and my medical skills were needed here. I helped Selu, the shaman, suturing injuries, setting bones, delivering babies. I had discovered a place where I could do emergency medicine as well as obstetrics and gynecology to make my home. I also helped the women with other jobs, such as cooking, weaving, making clothes, tending to the animals and gardening. Shadow Wolf taught me how to use a musket, and now and then I slipped out to hunt with Wolf or the other braves.
			

			
				I dressed like an Indian although I won’t say like a squaw. I never heard any Cherokee say the word ‘squaw’. That came from whites, who used it as an insult. My usual attire became deerskin leggings and a loose deerskin blouse. It was considered a blouse instead of a shirt because it was made for a woman. I would have called it a tunic. Combined with deerskin boots, I thought I looked more Indian than dark-haired Ginny did, except for my copper-colored curls, which were still short by Cherokee standards. Not to mention my odd, yellow cat eyes Mom always called creepy.
			

			
				Tall, blonde and sexy Marcus McCarron came around often. He lived close to the village. I could stand on the ridge and see his cabin below in the meadow near the springs. His eyes often lingered as if he were starving when he saw me. I figured my own eyes were giving him the same sort of once-over. He was one cool long, tall drink of water, with his luscious, strawberry-blonde hair queued back with a thong of leather. And, he had the most luscious eyes, that hinted of hidden passions within his quiet soul. I thought his eyes were brown the first half dozen times I saw him. Then, one day in the sunshine, I realized they were the darkest forest green I had ever seen. It surprised me. I knew less than 2% of the world’s population have green eyes, and most redheads have blue eyes. Yeah, I know. The scientist in me never rests. But, how odd we both had varying shades of red hair, his light as sunshine, mine dark as sunset, and yet neither of us had blue eyes. He also had the most ridiculous, long, thick eyelashes I ever saw. But all very manly. He was introverted, almost scary quiet at times. I chuckled every time I thought ’he’s stealthy as an Indian.’ Mom always said still waters run deep, and those quiet boys held the most surprises. I ached to learn all of his surprises. Yeah, I was quite interested in Marcus McCarron.
			

			
				I slipped away from work in the village one afternoon and went down by the creek where I had just thrown out a line when Marcus came up. He was silent as a Cherokee brave but I was getting accustomed to his silences in addition as him showing up at unexpected times. As I reeled my line in, he stood staring at me, a puzzled frown on his face. Once I landed the fat trout on my hook, he spoke.
			

			
				“Um, Lee,” he had shortened my name from the way the Indians pronounced my name to Lee, “Ye know yer fishin’ in my creek?”
			

			
				I slipped the trout into my creel, hooked it shut, and cast my line out again. “It’s your creek?”
			

			
				He nodded as if oblivious to my snarkiness. “Aye, it was deeded to me legally give years ago. Your fishing in McCarron’s Creek.”
			

			
				My hand stilled, surprised by his answer. "I didn't know. I thought the Cherokee came here 3 years ago.”
			

			
				He nodded as he plopped down onto a grassy spot beside me. He pulled his pipe out of his pocket, and tamped tobacco into it. “Aye, the Cherokee came here three years ago. I came five. When the treaty was sending them out west, I urged Wolf to bring his people here. Their land abuts mine.” He looked up at me. “You didn't know?”
			

			
				I shook my head as I reeled in another trout. “No. I guess no one mentioned it. So, uh, you want the trout? I guess I’m kinda trespassing.”
			

			
				He shook his head dismissively as a hint of a smile played on his lips. “Nay, you keep them. I was just aggravating ye.” He stood up and reached out. “Can I see your pole?”
			

			
				I’m pretty tall for a woman. Mike used to tease I grew so tall because Mom always made me take my vitamins, drink my milk, and eat my Wheaties. So, at 5’9”, it’s unusual for a man to tower over me, even Beyond. I knew Marc McCarron was tall, but I was surprised just how tall until his lanky, lean body rose and towered over me. Damn, he had to be 6’5”, in an era when 5'6" was normal for a man! He leaned over and smoothed a curl back from my face.
			

			
				“Why do ye cut yer hair this way?” he asked, his voice gruff with longing, the red curl still wrapped around his finger.
			

			
				My throat tightened. “Uh… Why?” Man, I bet he could play the piano with fingers like his. Or the harp. I trembled as I thought or do all sorts of things. I managed to give myself a little silent shake and answered him. The bob had grown out to just about shoulder length, and with no product, no blow dryer, and no flat iron, the curls were always out of control. “It’s popular where I used to live.”
			

			
				He shrugged, still holding the curl between his long fingers. “Curls like these belong on long hair,” he murmured into my ear. I didn’t even realize my head tilted upwards as his began to dip towards me.
			

			
				“Marc! Little Marco, you sly devil! What are you doing out here with this pretty cailin rua?” I didn’t recognize the lazy Virginia drawl of the tall, dark haired man approaching us. “Dang, but she’s a pretty woman.”
			

			
				Marc dropped the curl as he jerked upright. I could feel him tighten with tension at the unexpected interruption. He raised a hand to his eyes, and then exclaimed, “Will Selk! What the blazes are ye doin’ here?” He hurried over to the man and clasped him on his shoulders. “Damn, but it’s good to see ye, man! It’s been over a year since ye came last!”
			

			
				I could see the family resemblance between Ginny and her older brother at once. He had the same blue eyes and dark hair as his younger sister, although he was nearly a foot taller than her. Taller than Wolf, shorter than Marc. Nice looking man, if rather full of himself. I frowned. “What’s a cailin rua?”
			

			
				He laughed. “It’s Irish. It means ‘red-haired lass.’ Mama hasn’t been well. She misses Ginny and the kids something terrible. I was in Savannah, so I figured I’d trek on over and see if I could coax my baby sister into comin’ back to Belle Rose to see Mama.”
			

			
				I knew from Ginny there were three children, Tom, the eldest, Will, and Ginny. But I never expected to meet a man who looked like a dead ringer for a popular actor back home. I chuckled and asked the inevitable question. “Little Marco? How did a long drink of water like you get a nickname like that?”
			

			
				“Don’t you dare, William,” Marc growled as Will began a wolfish grin.
			

			
				“Oh, now you’ve gotta tell me. Why on earth would you call this,” I pointed at Marc’s long, lanky frame, “little?”
			

			
				“I’m warnin’ ye, William…” began Marcus again, an angry scowl marring his handsome face.
			

			
				Handsome face, I thought with startled realization. Damn, he is handsome. With those broad, rugged planes and cheekbones. Those expressive, unexpected and uber sexy, dark forest green eyes that glinted gold with angry sparks or with lust, as I saw just minutes before. Not to mention he was so delightfully tall.
			

			
				Not at all little. So why did they call him that?
			

			
				I stepped towards Will and slipped an arm into his. “Oh, now, Mr. Selk,” I said with my best Georgian Southern belle drawl, the one I used for years to charm teachers and professors, “you must tell me all about our Little Marco.”
			

			
				Selk flashed a wicked grin at Marc, who looked bumfuzzled by my Southern Belle act. I knew the fatal attraction of the flirtatious accent. I used it with countless professors over the years in high school, college, med school, and during my internship and residency.
			

			
				Marc sighed, raked his hands back through his long blonde hair, and shook his head as his shoulders slumped. “Fine. I’ll get yer creel, Lily. Let’s go. I take it yer stayin’ at the village this trip, William?”
			

			
				“Why, of course, unless your lady love here and you would let me stay with you at the cabin.”
			

			
				I started stammering as I felt my face redden. Marc answered before me. “Lee is my friend. She is not my lady love.”
			

			
				Let me tell you, his protest sure let some air out of my steel belted radials. I mean, I wasn’t his lady love yet, but I had my hopes.
			

			
				Will laughed. "You coulda fooled me. And apparently, you coulda fooled Wolf, too, ‘because he says …”
			

			
				“Shut up, Will. I’m warning ye.”
			

			
				Will looked up at Marcus, his surprise at the steel in Marc’s words all across his face. His eyes narrowed, and for a brief minute, I thought the two men might go at it, Mano a’ Mano, hand to hand, as folks would someday say. Selk laughed, and put an arm around his friend’s shoulders. “Aw, heck fire, Marcus, we been best friends too damned long to fight over somethin’ like this. Come on. Now, tell me about this pretty little gal. Where’d she come from?”
			

			
				Marcus frowned for a second. I knew he couldn’t explain where I came from, so I answered for him.
			

			
				"Booger Bottom, Georgia," I said, breaking my oath of the past 8 years to never tell anyone I came from such an ugly little sinkhole. But, Atlanta didn’t exist in 1763, and Booger Bottom sounded like some little hick town somewhere in Georgia. Heck, it would be a little hick town in Georgia in about 75 more years.
			

			
				Mom and I moved to Booger Bottom when she divorced Mike. Mom and Mike argued more and more during the next couple of years after the Jacks River Fiasco, as Mom always called it. They argued a lot about what Mom called Mike’s ridiculous Cherokee myths. She refused to even consider many of the things he tried to teach me could be true.
			

			
				But the real problems arose after he was deployed to Iraq during the Gulf Wars. He came back a different man. As he drank more and more to escape the demons that followed him home in Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, Mom reached her last nerve and filed for divorce she had threatened for years.
			

			
				The next thing I knew, we were living in this little redneck town outside of Atlanta called Booger Bottom. We bought an old barn, and five acres of land for the $20,000 Mom got in the divorce. Good Lord, I hated that dump when we moved there! But with a lot of elbow grease and lots of classes at Home Depot, we renovated the old barn into a pretty cool house by the time I went to med school. I still never told anyone we lived in Booger Bottom until right then when Will Selk asked where I was from.
			

			
				“B…B… Booger Bottom?” Marcus stuttered.
			

			
				I nodded. “Yep. Sure enough.”
			

			
				Both men began laughing so hard I thought they both might topple into the creek. McCarron’s Creek, an idle thought popped into my head.
			

			
				My McCarron’s Creek, I realized with a start.
			

			
				Damn. So now I was starting to think of Marcus McCarron as … mine??
			

			
				We fried up the trout, some green tomatoes, and some praties, as Marc calls potatoes. I fixed some greens I pulled up from Marc's garden for a salad, or ‘sallet’, as they say. After dinner, the two men talked outside, before Will stepped back in long enough to thank me for the dinner and to say he was heading to the Cherokee village for the night. Marc stood in the doorway, watching his friend leave. I stood at the table, grinding up willow bark, to have ready to make willow bark tea and an unguent I made from it. Remember when your mom used to rub your aches and pains with Aspercreme? I don’t mean to brag, but I figure I invented it in 1763. Just sayin’.
			

			
				“So, who is this Hortense he talks about? He sure seems crazy about her.”
			

			
				“Hortense is his wife. She’s the daughter of a planter, Anthony Harrison. He had a gorgeous plantation about 40 miles south of Belle Rose called L’Ermitage. The girl didn’t ever know her mother, who died in childbirth. Tennie was named for her. Hortense and Will have been in love since they were young. There were plans for Will and her to marry when she turned 18. When Tennie was
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