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Prologue – 1838 The Trail of Tears
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In the winter of 1838, the forced removal of Cherokees and other smaller Native American tribes from the southeast United States began. Authorities estimate that 6,000 men, women, and children died on the 1,200-mile, 116-day trek.

President Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act authorizing the US Department of War to relocate the natives by whatever means necessary. An army of 4,000 regulars and 3,000 volunteer soldiers under the command of General Winfield Scott arrived to carry out those orders, beginning the darkest period of United States history. 

They had no warning; no time to prepare or pack. Men were dragged from the fields and women from their homes at bayonet point by soldiers whose language they did not understand. Any who resisted were beaten or shot and left to die. Children were separated from their parents, terrified and crying.

Whooping cough, typhus, dysentery, pneumonia, cholera, starvation and death were their companions. The escorting troops refused to slow or stop so that the ill and exhausted could recover. Many were too weak to keep up; the old and feeble were left on the trail with a bowl of water to die alone or be ravaged by animals. Children who could not keep up were left behind or killed to silence their crying. 

The dead were sometimes buried in shallow graves, stuffed between two fallen tree logs and covered with leaves or most often, just dragged to the side of the trail. 

Some escaped the soldiers and found their way back to their homes. Their descendants remain in the land of the Great Smoky Mountains to this day along with the spirits of those killed and denied a proper burial.

This forced removal of the Native Americans is known as “The Trail of Tears.”

-—John G. Burnett (paraphrased)
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Chapter 1 – Escape

[image: ]




I hear muffled cries of pain from someone being beaten, desperately struggling for their life, but I am still too far away to see. With a big moon, moving through the forest is easy. My feet, silent and true through the fallen pine needles that cushion my steps, watching for any soldier that might be close. I see them now. As I approach from behind, a soldier has a young girl, dragging her by her hair deeper into the forest. They come upon a large White Oak tree, and a young Cherokee steps out and confronts him. But he is no match for the much larger soldier. One quick, devastating blow and the young Cherokee goes down, motionless. 

The soldier turns his attention to the struggling girl, shoving her against the tree. He wraps his large hand around her throat, choking her and helplessly pinning her against the rough bark of the tree. He slaps her fiercely and begins ripping her clothes from her. She claws at his hand, struggling to breathe, only to be slapped again. My rage builds as I watch this evil monster beat a child.

Quietly stepping behind the soldier, grabbing his arm, startling him as I pull it away from the girl’s throat while turning him to face the man who will take his life. His eyes show confusion then panic before he reaches to draw his gun from its holster. Moving swiftly, I grab his chin and the back of his head and with a quick snap, render his spine in two pieces. My only regret is not allowing him to feel some of the pain he inflicted on the child.

Seeing the girl for the first time, I realize she is young, probably no more than 15, and a member of the Creek Nation. In the brilliant moonlight her childlike face is illuminated, covered in blood and dirt. She wipes the blood out of her face and into her hair, turning it crimson. It’s already swelling and blood-smeared from where the soldier beat her. 

“Can you travel?” I ask.

She nods and begins to cover her nakedness as best she can with her torn clothes. 

Stooping beside the dead soldier I remove his coat and shirt, which he no longer needs, and drag the body into the high ferns that cover the forest floor, hiding it from any soldiers patrolling this area. She can use the shirt to fashion coverings for her feet, and the coat covers her completely, reaching almost to her bare feet. 

I move to the fallen Cherokee and find him alive, just unconscious. He is dirty and thin, his skin like a tanned deer hide wrapped tightly around protruding bones. Like most of the males on this journey, his shirt and shoes were probably given to one of the children or elders, to keep them warm. He is a young Cherokee, not yet old enough to be a warrior. He isn’t injured, with only a small cut on his chin. I take some Wild Dagga herb from my pouch, placing it beneath his nose and he wakes, looking around frantically for the young girl. 

“She is alive, but the soldier is not. I am Fire Walker, of the Mighty Catawba. What you did was brave.” I look to the girl. “You both were brave.” 

I turn back to the young Cherokee, seeing the face of a young boy being forced into manhood too soon, his face now stained with tears, eyes weak and troubled. He has seen death too often for such a young man. The coming days will only bring more. Leaning close to him and speaking softly, I say, “Why do you weep? You are a Cherokee warrior.” 

“I am not yet a warrior. I failed tonight. I could not save her.”

“Your actions were those of a warrior. What is your name, young warrior?”

“I am called White River, of the Panther Clan. The girl is known as Red Sparrow. She is Creek. Thank you for saving her, Fire Walker. For saving us both.” He pauses, catching his breath. “You are the first Catawba I have seen on this journey. You are not from our group. Have you escaped to go back to our land?”

“I escaped from my group, yes. But I am not going back to our land, at least not yet. I am moving to other wagon groups, bringing them news of their brothers and sisters. News of how many of our people have perished. Helping those who wish to escape.”

“If you are discovered, you will be killed.” He pauses momentarily, grief returning to his face. “Our people are innocent. We have done no wrong. Why is the white man doing this?” He stares into my face, seeking answers or understanding. I have nothing to offer him.

From behind White River, a soldier is approaching. I alert him to the danger, then turn to help Red Sparrow find a hiding place, but she has already disappeared into the cover of the ferns. Before White River and I can move, the soldier spies us. “Hold on right there, White River. Don’t make me have to run after you boy. Just stay put.” I lower my face, hoping to remain unnoticed, but this soldier knows White River and will soon know I am not a member of this wagon group.

“What are you doing out here? You’re gonna get us both in trouble.” Then the soldier looks at me. “Well, well. Looks like we have a straggler. White River, is this one of your family?” White River stands and faces the soldier, something that could get him scalped. My muscles are tensed, ready to fight. We are not deep into the forest, but freedom isn’t far. 

Turning to me, White River speaks. “Kind One, this is my brother Fire Walker. He became separated from his group and will travel with us.” This young Cherokee has betrayed me. He knows that members of each wagon group must stay together. The guards do not allow anyone to leave. Standing and secretly reaching for my knife to kill a second soldier tonight and a traitor Cherokee, the soldier unexpectedly smiles and extends his hand, the way white men show friendship.

“Kind One is a protector in our wagon group keeping us safe from soldiers who want to hurt us.” Hesitant and not accustomed to trusting soldiers, I offer my hand and look into his eyes, the window to his soul, and I do see kindness. On his face, I see a large cut with blood still seeping.

“I had a little run in with one of the wagon drivers. He looks a lot worse and will be disciplined...when he wakes up!” he laughs. “White River, I have guard duty tonight and the orphan wagon is on the way.”

“An orphan wagon?” I ask.

“Yeah, any children who are separated from their parents or have been orphaned, or just cannot walk fast enough to keep up, are placed on the wagon and taken to the nearest town. It’s better than them getting lost out here. The wagon will be here soon, so it will probably be best if y’all just stay put, and keep quiet will ya? There are usually a lot of guards with the wagon. I wouldn’t want them to find y’all out here.” Kind One leaves, walking back to the wagons. 

“White River, the children are not being taken to an orphanage. We are in the wilderness. There are no towns here. There are no orphanages.” He looks at me and I see he already knows this. 

Tears again stream down his face. “They are taking our women and children. Many have disappeared without explanation, taken away in the night. Children are taken from parents.” He pauses as grief overtakes him. “Kind One says it is best for them. Better than here on the trail. Even he does not know where they are taken.”

“Then we must take our children from the soldiers. I will help you. I will care for them,” Red Sparrow states as she comes out of hiding and joins our conversation. “I hear the cries of our children. Their hearts are troubled. I cannot allow this treatment any longer.” 

I can see the determination in her eyes. She will save the children, or die trying. I look to White River and see the same determination. The Creator has awakened the warrior spirit in them. 

“Then it is agreed. We will save our children.”

***

I HEAR THE WAGON APPROACHING, just as we get into positions along the trail. The Kind One is the only guard, so we are not being overly cautious of other guards out in the forest, but the orphan wagon will likely have guards traveling with it. We hide in the laurel and ferns on each side of the trail, while Red Sparrow is deeper in the forest behind me. Then I see the wagon with guards walking behind and to the sides. Red Sparrow and I are far enough off the trail, but White River is in the path of the guards on his side of the trail. He remains still and the guards pass without seeing him. As the wagon moves around a bend and out sight, White River stands to come to my location. 

I try to warn him, but it is too late. He hasn’t seen the last guard who is walking on the trail, well behind the others. The guard sees White River and fires his pistol, hitting White River and raising the alarm for the other guards. There is nothing I can do for him now, or for the children. Our opportunity is lost. As the guard runs past, I turn and look for Red Sparrow, catching sight of her as she moves quickly, deeper into the forest. Hearing the shot, the soldiers in the camp sound the alarm. 

We must not be seen. We will be shot and left to die where we fall, like White River. Now out of sight of the guards, I stand and start to run after Red Sparrow. A guard traveling with the wagon spots me and fires at me, but I am too far away. Catching Red Sparrow, we enter a small ravine that hides us from the soldiers but the ravine narrows, and the walls get higher. We will be trapped if we continue along this course. We climb out of the ravine and find we are in the middle of a Shawnee burial ground. A sacred land where great Warriors are buried. Turning, I see the soldiers are closer, having closed the distance while we were climbing out of the ravine. Close enough now to fire their guns. I hear the snap of their rifles and their bullets breaking tree limbs all around us.

We run through an opening in a thick stand of laurel and I spot another Catawba who must be fleeing also. But he is fully clothed in wartime dress. He didn’t escape the wagons, not as he is dressed. Maybe he is following the wagons to help others escape but he isn’t running, obviously not hearing the soldier’s shouts and guns. I call out to him, to warn him of the danger behind us, but he doesn’t hear me. He continues to walk at a slow pace, moving deeper into the forest.

Exiting the thick laurel I see him plainly, further away now through a break in the trees. He has stopped and is motioning us to him. Determined to catch him, we sprint as fast as young Red Sparrow can pace, fast as the White-Tailed deer, faster than should be possible in the forest. The ground where we run is smooth and flat. There are no trees between us and the Catawba. No limbs protruding into our path from the trees that line our way. No ferns or laurel underbrush blocking our flight. No saplings or stump holes to trip our feet. No fallen trees, limbs or rocks to go over or around. Just a flat, straight passageway formed by trees and how they align at this exact location. A line of trees through the woods. This is a strange land. 

We run for no longer than the time it takes for a small cloud to pass the sun before we catch him. As we draw near, he raises his hands, stopping us. I realize he is not just a Catawba Warrior. At least not one of our world. He is a Spirit.

He is chanting in Catawba, but I have never heard the phrases. We approach cautiously as he finishes; I feel he is not pleased.

“I am Great Hawk, Warrior of the Mighty Catawba. Why have you brought someone outside our tribe on the Path of Spirits?” I know of this warrior. When I was young, I listened to stories of his victories in battle. He led many war parties deep into the land of our enemies. He was killed when taking revenge on the Cherokee for attacking a neighboring tribe. Many Cherokees died that night, as did Great Hawk. He is large, standing at six feet at least. A formidable sight, dressed for war with weapons at his fingertips. His voice is hollow, an odd echo reverberates as he speaks, bristling with irritation.

“Only the Catawba know of the Path of Spirits. You have shown our enemies our greatest weapon. Many evil spirits live here. Spirits of those killed who wish revenge on their killers; people who died with unfinished business. They will use any means to return to the land of the living, to cause harm. The darkest of demons would use it to breach the wall between their domain and ours. A journey on the Path of Spirits without knowledge of its use could allow these evil creatures into the realm of the living. What you did was very dangerous. Using the Path of Spirits without understanding it may have placed you and your companion in great danger.” He turns to leave, but looks back at me, grinning. “Although, less danger than your journey with the soldiers.” Then he vanishes, melding into the surrounding trees and brush until I can no longer distinguish his outline. 

I hear Red Sparrow inhale deeply, surprised by what she has just witnessed. She takes a step forward, reaching out her hand to where Great Hawk was standing, seeking proof of what her eyes tell her. “What just happened? Are we among the spirit world?” Turning quickly to me she steps closer, whispering, “Do you hear that?” She is frightened, visibly shaking while watching the forest for any signs of movement. Her voice sounds odd, hollow, not unlike Great Hawk’s.

“I hear voices. It is the Yunwi Tsunsdi; The Little People,” she says as she looks directly at me, not allowing her gaze to wander toward the voices. She fears she will see one of them, meet its gaze and become paralyzed. “We shouldn’t be here. This is a bad place. We must go.” Almost in a panic, she turns. “Which way? We cannot stay here.” 

Red Sparrow fears the Little People. Other tribes feel they are mischievous, or even violent, eating the people they paralyze and capture. Although they are small, only reaching to a man’s knees, they are fierce fighters. I have seen and spent time with them. They helped me escape the wagons. To me, they were hospitable, if you show them respect.

Taking her hand, I motion for silence. I, too, hear muffled voices. Snippets of someone speaking, but not enough to understand. As if a wagon is passing at a distance and you hear a few words from the drivers. Small bits and pieces of voices carried on the wind. We remain still for many moments, listening. The forest is silent. There are no animal or insect sounds. There is no wind; no rustling of leaves. No birds. Nothing is moving or stirring. There is only silence and strange, muffled voices. It is not the Little People we hear. We are still in the Path of Spirits. 

I guide Red Sparrow a few paces to the side, past a large Holly Tree, its limbs burdened with bright red berries, and the sounds of the forest return. I look around, trying to determine how far we have traveled from the wagons and seeking signs of the soldiers. There is no smoke on the wind from the soldiers’ fires nor any sign they are still pursuing us. The area we are in is different. The plants and trees are all different; the air is different. I still listen for any sounds of the soldiers, but the only sounds are of the forest and my beating heart. I sense we have traveled a great way, but have escaped. 

“We are safe; the soldiers are not chasing us. The voices we heard were not the Little People. We traveled a great distance, passing through the Spirit world, through hidden and secret places where we could not be seen. It is an ancient weapon that gave the Mighty Catawba surprise over their enemies. It is the reason Great Hawk and all Catawba were such fearsome warriors. I heard my elders speak of these Paths, but never found one and never dared to seek one.” 

In the light of early dawn, I can see Red Sparrow more clearly and notice her face shows little evidence of being attacked. She is no longer bleeding, as most of the cuts and scrapes have healed.

“You have shown great strength and courage tonight. You escaped the soldiers and gained your freedom. You should be proud. I am going back to find the wagons. I must help free our people. I must save our children. If you wish to journey back to your land, it will bring you no shame. You will find others to travel with.”

“Thank you, Fire Walker. I choose to go with you. I want to help our people.”

“If we are caught, we will be killed,” I caution.

She nods her understanding. “I’d rather die helping my people than at the hands of an evil soldier.” 

As she stands, the morning sun streaks through a break in the trees and I notice her skin is much lighter than mine and that of my brothers and sisters. Looking more closely, what I thought was blood in her hair, isn’t blood at all. Her hair is red. That is its color. She notices my stares and simply smiles and shrugs. 

***

“...SOMETIMES WHEN THEY came to make war on one another, they passed through hidden and secret places where they would not be detected...”

Luys Hernandez de Biedma, chronicler for Hernando de Soto,

writing of the Native Americans, near present-day Camden, South Carolina, 1540.
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Chapter 2 - Activation
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The wipers of my old Ford F350 truck are struggling against the massive amount of rain that is falling. It is like the rain gods are trying to compensate for the dry summer. It is true that we desperately need rain, but not all in one day. 

Fortunately, I am close to home when my search and rescue team is activated. The last two activations came while I was visiting some friends in Charleston. There haven’t been a lot of opportunities to visit them since I left the Coast Guard, not that there were opportunities while I was in the Coast Guard. I wasn’t at my home station often. My military career was definitely atypical although it started out normal, at least for the first two months. Then Captain Baynard approached me regarding a new program being developed. 

It was originally intended to be a joint effort with several military branches plus the alphabet agencies. Seeing the red tape, the Coast Guard top brass decided to develop their own training program from scratch but piggyback off the many existing Spec Ops groups for training. Code named DOG, or Deployable Operations Group. This group was comprised of several elite, small teams that could go anywhere, do anything, anytime. It was an interesting program, especially for the Coast Guard, so I signed up and in two weeks was on my way to Airborne training, then Ranger School. 

A few weeks after graduating from Ranger School and returning to my normal Coast Guard duties, I was summoned to a meeting with Captain Baynard for a review of my training. Entering the conference room, I was introduced to Commander Williams from Fort Bragg. It seems my performance at Ranger School had been brought to his attention and he wanted to discuss some opportunities for additional training. I knew something was odd when my captain excused himself from the meeting, telling me I was in good hands and that he would speak with Commander Williams as necessary.

He started by telling me everything we would discuss was above top secret; above Level Q Intelligence. Nothing left this room, not even who I met with. He was recruiting men for a program with the Army Special Operations Command. I had researched the Army units prior to joining the Coast Guard, but at that time I was more interested in protecting our shores than taking the fight to the bad guys in other countries. I was expecting him to perhaps recruit me to the 75th Regiment, Delta or the Green Berets. But he was there recruiting for a unique Army Special Forces Ultra Black Ops unit. It would require some additional training - a lot of additional training, but he felt strongly that I was what he was looking for. 

He went on to explain that I would still be officially attached to my Coast Guard unit and would return to it at some point because this special unit, didn't officially exist. Operationally I would report directly to him along with the three additional recruits, yet to be selected, and would lead missions anywhere in the world, often alone or with a Special Forces Group, or others. We talked for several hours while I asked questions and he answered. Captain ordered lunch but didn’t join us. After our lengthy discussion, I was sold. The general was anxious to get started with the training program, and since I was the first recruit, I would be the guinea pig. 

I learned many skills in the military and one of the most important was to always be prepared. With my search and rescue gear in the truck with me, I can drive straight to the search location in time for the briefing at the Incident Command trailer. 

Not many details are provided on the activation messages, but enough to know that a 5-year-old autistic child is missing, having slipped away from the ever-watchful eyes of his parents and older sibling while on a picnic in the mountains of northeastern Georgia that border North Carolina. In this area, under these conditions, the probability of finding the child alive and un-injured is surprisingly high. It helps immensely that the local law enforcement called us quickly. There will be little chance of finding any sign, or footprints, left by the subject and the scent trail will be washed away by the rain, but hopefully one of our air scent K9s can be deployed. 

I’ll swing by and get a new team member on the way. Julie has requested to carpool with someone, and since she lives nearby, she called me. That is a really nice feature Simon added to our automated activation calls since many of us live pretty close to one another. He does a really good job of leading this team, frequently making changes or adding equipment that makes us more efficient. I don’t recall having met Julie, but I remember her from the training classes and I have seen her on some of our monthly mock search events. She has been on ground teams, while I am usually flanking for one of our K9 teams. It is great that we have a large team although it is difficult to keep up with all the new members. But it doesn’t take long to get to know the newbies who become regulars.

Driving through the South Carolina foothills is always nice, even in a downpour. Rolling mountains, green forests, streams and pasture land, although flooded today, paint a beautiful scene. It’s the land of my ancestors, those who lived here centuries before the arrival of the Europeans. I can see Oconee Mountain from my porch. Lake Keowee is a little to the north, and in the distance is the town of Saluda, all named after natives. 

So many features and landmarks in this area are reminders of my ancestors if you know the history. This was the land of the Cherokee, but I am of the Mighty Catawba tribe. We had some unrest between our nations in centuries past. The Cherokee and the Mighty Catawba were fierce enemies at one time. But then, the Catawba were enemies of most of our neighbors. We have many common interests and work together to improve the lives of our people. I am frequently in Cherokee land and always welcome by both the living and the dead as I often encounter Cherokee of the Spirit world. I stay in my world; they stay in theirs. There has never been any conflict between us. 

I call Julie to tell her my ETA. 

“Hello! I assume this is Drake?” she answers the phone, greeting me by name. She must have loaded all the Blue Ridge Search and Rescue team contacts into her phone. 

“Hello, Julie. Yes, this is Drake. I’ll be at your house in about ten minutes.”

“Great. I am ready. Just pull into the drive and up to the house. It’s a long drive and mostly mud today. I hope you have four-wheel-drive.” I do, but don’t want to fool with those old manual hub locks in this rain. 

I pull up to the house, which is a smallish ranch style home that is so typical here. There are several small outbuildings and a barn with a few small ponds, or maybe those are pastures. It’s hard to tell. I pull up as close to the front door as I can. She comes running out the side door, wearing a poncho which keeps her mostly dry from the knees up. Everything else is soaked, except her boots, which appear new and still water repellent. She opens the door and hops in, tossing her pack in the back seat. She is small in stature but surprisingly well-practiced in clambering into tall trucks. Including her rain-soaked pants, she might weigh 90 lbs. If her pack was a little larger, she could use it as a tent. 

She extends her hand saying, ‘Hi, Drake. I am Julie. Nice to meet you again and thanks for the ride!”

“You are very welcome. Thanks for coming on this activation. It is good to have some new members respond.”

“I am excited! I went through the training classes two months ago. You taught the section on Mantracking, which I found very interesting. It is amazing what we can see if we know what to look for.”

“Oh, yes. I remember you. It’s nice to put a face to a name,” I replied. "Weren’t you always in scrubs?”

“Yes, I am a medical student.” 

“If this is your first call out, you picked a good one. A night search, in a torrential downpour?”

“Absolutely! I bought a new flashlight!” How delightful. She is already addicted to flashlights. She is a keeper! She is very confident and I remember that everyone in that class did well on the field tests and the navigation course. As we talk, she begins to remove her poncho, trying to not sprinkle water everywhere. She is losing that battle. As the poncho comes off, I notice her hair, cut short to just above her shoulders. But it isn’t the length that attracts my attention, it’s the color, which is almost fire engine red. 

She notices my sideways glance. “It’s my natural color. Curse of the Irish.”

I get to the highway and turn on my GPS to navigate to the command post, which is set up at a church, near the subject’s Last Known Point, or LKP. Julie does the same. It’s a good sign she wants to know where we are and where we are going. She is not just along for the ride. “That was an interesting move you made to get into the truck. You obviously have spent time in trucks.”

“I was driving trucks before I turned ten, but my dad had to work the pedals, cause, well, I’m short. I grew up on a farm. It came with the territory. How about you?”

“Oh, I just like trucks.”

“Well, I can tell that, because you are driving a classic 1972 F350. No, I mean what is your background?” 

“Oh, local boy. Spent some time in the military, then came home.” I try to keep my answer short, as there isn’t a lot of my military career that I can share.

“Thank you for serving. What branch?”

“Coast Guard mostly,” I say as I watch for her reaction.

She responds with a curt, “Oh,” which is what I usually get when I tell someone I was in the Coast Guard. But that’s ok. It goes with the territory. Besides, my stint in the Coast Guard was a small part of my military career, although it was my official entry and exit. The part between my entry and exit is what I cannot discuss. The part I can discuss, being in the Coast Guard, was mostly fabrication.

“Where is home?” she asks.

“I have a little mountain not too far from here, near the North Carolina state line.”

“A little mountain, huh? That sounds nice.”

“It is. Very quiet and no neighbors for a few miles. I like it.” 

“Are you from here originally?” she asks, just making conversation. Maybe she is a little anxious, going on her first search and rescue activation. 

“No, I grew up in Oconee County, just east of Stumphouse Mountain.” 

“I have heard of that. Isn’t there a tunnel there somewhere?” 

“Yes, the Stumphouse Mountain Tunnel. An unfinished tunnel that was part of the railroad expansion in the 1850s. Work ceased about the time of the Civil War. Most of the work was performed by Irish stone workers, by the way. The Federal Government used it for a short time a few years ago, for what purpose, no one knows.” At least not many know. It was used by several governmental agencies and at least one was involved in child exploitation. That revelation almost turned into another Battle of Athens, like in Etowah Tennessee where the sheriff and politicians tried to steal an election. The locals, all former World War Two vets, took up arms and placed them under siege until the National Guard arrived. 

The Stumphouse Mountain siege never made the news, but there were quite a few top government officials who were never heard from again. “It is now a State Park, with only a small portion of the tunnel open to the public. There are several access tunnels the miners used which are all closed off.” 

“How cool. I love history.”

“The upstate of South Carolina is full of history. Oconee County was Cherokee land. Many of the cities, rivers and landmarks in the southeast and throughout the nation, were named by the Cherokee’s and other natives. The Cherokee word for Oconee is "Ae-quo-nee" and it means ‘land beside the water.’” 

“Wow, you can speak Cherokee?” she asks. 

“Yes, a little. My grandfather on my father’s side, Grandpa Allen, was Cherokee. I would spend time with him when I was young. He taught me a great deal about the area. The Allen’s were an influential Cherokee family in the Carolinas and Georgia.” 

“So, you are part Cherokee. That’s where you get the chiseled facial lines and dark hair. That’s interesting. I thought about taking one of those DNA tests, but I am not very keen on giving away my DNA. What about the rest of your family?” she asks. 

“My father is a professor at Clemson, as is my mother. They met while attending there and were married after they both graduated.” 

“Awesome! What do they teach?”

“My dad is in horticulture and my mom is a Civil Engineer. They are both smart and have worked hard for their careers.”

“That’s impressive. Did you get your smarts from both parents?”

“A little. I keep this old truck running and grow a small garden every year,” I give her a somewhat humorous reply. “The true gift from my mother is my heritage. My mother is Catawba, as are both her parents. The Catawba call themselves “yeh is-WAH h’reh,” meaning “people of the river.”

“So, wait. If your grandparents and your mother are Native American, you must be considered just about full blood, right?” 

“Just about as close as one can get, I suppose. I am a registered, card-carrying member of the Mighty Catawba tribe.”

“Wait, Catawba? But I thought you said your grandfather was Cherokee?” she asks. 

“My Grandpa Allen on my father’s side is Cherokee. The tribal and clan affiliation is matriarchal, or determined by the mother’s bloodline, so my ancestral lineage is Catawba. My parents try to deny their native heritage because of the discrimination that accompanies being a native. Many from their generation have abandoned their heritage so they can better fit into society.” 

“It’s a shame they feel that way, Drake. Your parents didn’t try to keep you from learning about your heritage?” 

“Not really. I’d spend the summers with Grandpa Allen, who lived in Cherokee, but not on the reservation. We would often go on the reservation as he was a member of the Council and went there for meetings. I would hang out with friends while he was conducting business. I had to work really hard to stay out of trouble there.” That was putting it mildly. There is a lot of trouble for a native boy to explore.

“What about you? Did you try to hide that you are Native American?” 

“No, but they didn’t promote it. I didn’t know I was native until well into elementary school. If someone treated me badly, I just thought it was because they were an asshole. I never put much stock into how people act toward me. Once I was old enough to realize that I was a native, which was about ten or eleven, I started asking questions. I would spend more and more time with Grandpa Allen, and learned all I could.” 

“Sounds like a great guy.”

“He was. He passed away a few years ago.” 

“Sorry for your loss, Drake.” 

“Thank you. I was fortunate to have spent time with him. We can learn a lot from our elders. After spending one particular weekend with him in Cherokee, I took a long look at my mother. For the first time, I noticed her features. The strong jawline. The dark hair and dark skin I always thought was a sun tan. I asked Grandpa Allen and he confirmed that she was also native but from a different tribe.” 

“That must have resulted in an interesting conversation with your parents.” 

“Not really. I guess they knew that it would come up at some point. We never really discussed it until I was much older. When I started high school, I started spending my summers with my grandparents on my mother’s side, the Catawba. That was when I truly started learning of my heritage.” 

“Yeah? They don’t try to hide it?” 

“Quite the opposite. They lived the lifestyle of the modern Native American. They took me to Council meetings, gatherings, ceremonies, all the normal activities of the Catawba.” 

“That is really impressive Drake. It is great that you have that whole Native American heritage thing going on. Maybe I need to research my ancestors,” she comments, pausing for a moment in thought. “What brought you to Greenville County?” 

“When my Grandpa and Grandma Allen both died, I wanted to be a little closer to Fighting Bear.” 

“Wait, who is Fighting Bear? He sounds impressive. Is he like, a Chief?” she asked, out of genuine interest but with a touch of mirth.

“Fighting Bear is my maternal grandfather; my mom’s father. That is his Catawba name,” I explain.

“Do you have a Catawba name?”

“Not as yet. But maybe one day,” I reply. Then, seeing the quizzical look on her face, I add, “It’s complicated.” 

“What about sisters or brothers?”

“No brothers, but I have a sister and a niece. My sister’s name is Rebecca and my niece’s name is Lydia. They both went missing two years ago. Rebecca got mixed up with some bad people. I tried to keep her away, but she was old enough to make her own decisions, which she did. They were usually bad ones. Rebecca was found a year ago, dead from a drug overdose. Lydia vanished without a trace.”

“God, Drake. I am so sorry. How old is she?”

“She is four now. I have not had any tips or intel about her in two years. Well, nothing credible. I fear she has been taken by human traffickers.”

“Oh, damn Drake. That’s not good.”

“I know. Rebecca was spending time with drug users and then she started using too. She wouldn’t listen to anyone. My parents were raising Lydia, or rather, the nanny was raising her. They had all but abandoned Rebecca saying she was an adult and was responsible for her own life. They are both so caught up in building their careers and getting tenure, they saw Rebecca as a liability. Oh, the horrors if the Dean were to find out they have a rebellious daughter, and that she is Native American. It could ruin their career.”

“Come on Drake, surely they are not that callous and uncaring.” 

“Oh, they are. Their careers are at the top of their life accomplishments. They didn’t approve of me joining the military. They couldn’t understand why I would serve a country that had committed so many evils against its’ native citizens.” 

“But yet, they try to hide their heritage? she asks. 

“When it serves their purpose, they will use their heritage to their benefit. I call them

‘occasionally indigenous.’ I share the information I find about Lydia and they pretend to listen. I guess that is something,” I reply sarcastically. “The thing is, I knew one of the men Rebecca was involved with. He was the reason I had to work hard to stay out of trouble on the Cherokee reservation.” 

“One of your friends?” 

“Yes, a guy named Matt Jones. At first, it was the typical Cherokee boy mischief and pranks. Then he became interested in witchcraft, voodoo, black magic, you name it. That was one of the reasons I stopped going to the reservation with my Grandpa Allen, although Rebecca kept going. She would come home and tell me of the things she and Matt were doing. I tried to warn her of the things that could happen to them but she wouldn’t listen. She found him exciting and intriguing. I suspect he is Lydia’s father.”

“Sounds like she fell for the bad boy syndrome.”

“I suppose. Or perhaps they were both just seeking excitement. When he started delving into the Cherokee spirit world, throwing that into the mix, things started to get a little spooky,” I explain, revealing only a portion of what Matt was doing. She would not have understood or believed anything more. 

“Hey, is all that stuff real? The Native American witch doctor and all,” she asks. 

“Oh, it is very real. It is usually practiced by those who respect its powers and respect the spirits. They only use it for good. But like most things, it is open for abuse. The more powerful one becomes, the greater the potential for corruption.” 

“You can say that again,” she replies.
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Chapter 3 – Family Picnic
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As we drive, she rambles on about a variety of subjects. I inject a comment here and there to let her know I am still listening. It makes the drive go by quickly. I need to get her and Wes together. It will be interesting to see which one talks the most. He will probably ride with Tyler and will also be one of the first team members at the IC. I decide to turn the tables on her. “Tell me about your family,” I say, assuming that will keep her talking for a good long while without requiring any input from me. 

“Not much to tell. My dad is from New York. A small town in the northeast part of the state, not the city. Mom is from Boston. She is the reason for my red hair, freckles and grey eyes. And the reason for my attitude,” she adds. 

“Ah, the fight of the Irish?” I ask. Julie just looks at me and smiles. I’ll bet there is a story or two there.

“But I guess it came in handy when I went through Ranger School,” she states. That is somewhat surprising, considering her small stature. Ranger School is tough. Especially tough for anyone small, and female. 

“Well, let me return the thanks for serving. You received the tab?” 

“Yes sir! Sergeant Julie Stroud Callahan at your service.” Then she adds the Ranger motto: “Rangers Lead the Way!” 

My response has to be tempered, as I also went through Ranger School. “All the Way,” is my only reply, as it is the response from an officer of higher rank. It gets her attention. 

“Well, well, Drake. You didn’t learn that in the Coast Guard. Shall I address you as Captain Drake?”

“Only when in uniform,” I teasingly reply. 

“Coast Guard my butt. You didn’t just swab the deck of a little boat, did you? What else did you do, Drake?” 

It isn’t uncommon for a Coast Guard seaman to go through Ranger School. It is one of the finest leadership programs in the military. I can reveal this to others, since it is part of my official training record which shows I joined the Coast Guard and was recruited for the enhanced DOG Special Operations, or Deployable Operations Group, and as part of the DOG program, completed the Army Ranger Leadership school. But that’s all I can reveal. Everything after that is classified.

“Well, I completed Ranger School,” I replied, with a sideways glance and a grin.

“That’s awesome! But we have already established that, haven’t we Captain. What happened after Ranger School?” 

Other than some details about my time in the DOG with the Coast Guard, which was all fabricated, the bulk of my military career is off the books. 

“Ranger School was part of my training for the Coast Guards Deployable Operation Group. I was a Group Lead on several missions and obtained the rank of Captain. That got me the assignment of a Cutter and I cruised the coast looking for drug smugglers and miscellaneous bad guys until my tour was up and I retired from the Coast Guard.”

“You were in a Coast Guard group called DOGs?” she asks with the comical tone I hear frequently.

“Yes, we were called DOGs. We were fighting dogs. We were rabid dogs!” I exclaim. Yes, it’s funny. “The Coast Guard brass felt the need to have their own Spec Ops group, but rather than develop their own training program, they decided to piggy back off other elite groups. They selected Ranger School. “

When she finally stops laughing, she asks again, “No, seriously, what came after Ranger school?” She is an inquisitive young woman and I am certain she can tell by my lack of response that there is more to tell. She grins, looking at me without saying anything, then she comments in a questioning tone, “The Coast Guard huh? After completing Ranger School. Drake, I have to ask. Are you six feet tall?” 

Now it’s my turn to laugh as I have heard that joke before. The joke is that the Coast Guard only allows seamen who are at least six feet tall, so if they have to abandon ship, they don’t drown, since they never go into deep water. 

“You, dear Julie, are mistaken. We do go into water that is deeper than six feet,” I reply, laughing. It won’t take her long to figure out I wasn’t the average, run of the mill Coast Guard seaman and that Ranger School was just the tip of the pike of my military career. She is a smart lady. I’m glad to have her on the team.

“What about your mom?” I ask, trying to redirect Julie back to her family story. “What other traits did you inherit from her?”

“The hair, eyes and skin complexion of course. My height I am certain, as my dad is six feet two inches. I also got a big dose of intelligence from her. Not bragging or anything but I did score well on the SAT! Mom is very smart, but not just in a book sense. She can do anything she puts her mind to. She has an innate mental clarity, you know? She just understands things. I guess you could say she is a very wise woman. And strong-willed, too. When mom and dad split up, it was hard on us all, but mom was like a rock. I never saw her waver. She went out and got a better paying job, but was still home evenings with me and my brother, Spencer.”
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