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      Reverberations from the gunshot echoed among the hills surrounding Hannah Lauman’s property as she gripped the rifle and watched the cougar disappear through the trees. Winter had apparently not been kind to the gaunt and shaggy animal, prompting its boldness to approach the homestead. Fortunately, Quinn had taught her to shoot, so she could protect herself during the times he was away from their claim. Four-legged beasts weren’t the only predators she’d had to scare off after word got out about how much gold she and her husband were pulling from Yahoola Creek.

      Despite a chilly gust that tugged at her skirt, perspiration trickled down her spine and pooled under arms. No matter how often she used a gun, she’d never get used to the thunderous boom or the weapon’s kick against her shoulder. She’d sport a bruise by nightfall. She reloaded the rifle, then leaned the gun against the clothesline post next to the basket filled with wet laundry. She needed to be ready if the big cat decided to return. Would she ever get used to living so remotely?

      Hannah wiped the sweat off her forehead with her sleeve, then blew out a deep breath. Philosophizing over her lot in life wouldn’t get the chores done, and she had plenty to complete before Quinn’s return by dinner, provided he wasn’t late. Some women had to worry about their husbands’ penchants for drinking, gambling, and other detrimental pursuits, but Quinn’s worst habit was getting caught up in the beauty of the outdoors and losing track of time.

      Panning this week had been more productive than usual and storing the accumulated flakes and nuggets in the cabin was never a good idea, so today’s journey to Gainesville was his third trip to the bank. How long the gold would hold out was anyone’s guess, so she should probably be down at the water’s edge, but the two of them were out of clean clothes, and she hadn’t swept or dusted in days. She wasn’t so gold-hungry that she’d live in a pigsty.

      She grabbed one of Quinn’s shirts and hung the cotton garment over the line, then bent and picked up another. She ought to warn the other miners about the wildcat, but perhaps the gunshot would bring one of the neighbors running so she wouldn’t have to seek them out. She continued to hang the laundry, periodically glancing over her shoulder in case the cougar decided to return. Known for their humanlike screams, the tawny cats crept with silent stealth when on the prowl.

      Finished with the clothes, she gave one last look toward the forest, then picked up the basket and headed toward the cabin. Inside, she lit one of the lamps to push away the gloom from the small abode. She’d put her foot down when Quinn suggested they build a soddy, but some days the tiny two-room abode didn’t seem much better. With only one small window next to the door, the interior remained dim except on the sunniest of days.

      “Hello, the house!” A shrill voice sounded in the yard.

      Hannah stepped to the doorway and waved.

      Glenda Thompson, the wife of another miner a few claims away waddled toward her, the woman’s swollen stomach evidence of her late-term pregnancy. She carried a towel-wrapped bundle. “Good afternoon, Hannah. I made several loaves of bread and thought y’all might be able to use one.”

      “Real bread sounds heavenly. We’ve been eating biscuits with most of our meals. Quinn will be thrilled.”

      The petite blonde woman handed her the loaf, then rested her arms on her belly. “Where is that husband of yours? I didn’t see him on my way over. Thought he’d be down at the water with the rest of the boys sifting through the sand.”

      “He went into Gainesville. Should be back any time.”

      “Another trip to the bank?” Glenda’s eyebrow lifted. “Y’all must be doin’ better than the rumors say.”

      Hannah shrugged. “Quinn’s no Stephen Girard. We won’t be financing the government any time soon.”

      Glenda giggled, then sighed. “At least you’re gettin’ by.”

      “Not quite the thrills and riches we were promised, huh?” Hannah tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “We’ve done better than some, but the work is backbreaking, and the worry about claim jumpers, injury, and wildlife is wearing.” She snapped her fingers. “By the way, a cougar wandered into the yard a short time ago. You might have heard the gunshot.”

      “I thought Quinn might be huntin’ squirrels or rabbits. That’s bad news about the wildcat. I’ll be sure to pass the word.” Glenda huffed out a breath. “You ever wonder what life would be like if you weren’t diggin’ for gold day in and day out?”

      “More often than you’d think.” She gestured to the garments flapping on the line. “If you’d have been here earlier, you’d have heard me arguing with myself. Like I said, we’re doing all right, but I miss the conveniences we had in Atlanta as well as the socializing. It gets lonely.” Especially with no children, but Hannah wouldn’t get into that. Married for nearly ten years, she’d yet to conceive. And the longer her childlessness went on, the farther apart she and Quinn grew. She shook her head to clear the morose thoughts. “Everything okay?”

      “We’ve about played out our claim. Might be movin’ on.” Glenda’s chin trembled. “There are a few claims available upriver, so Bart’s thinkin’ of buying one of those. This was going to be our chance to get ahead. Scrimpin’ by on a blacksmith’s income before comin’ here was better than this. I’m not sure how much more gold chasin’ I can do, but Bart doesn’t listen to me. He’s sure we’re gonna strike it big.”

      “He might not be wrong. Quite a few claims have produced significantly.” Hannah rocked on her heels. “We only found dribs and drabs when we first arrived. We kept at it, and finally hit a good vein.”

      “Yeah, but we’re gonna have a family to think about soon. We need a stable salary.” Glenda rubbed at the cross dangling from a long silver chain around her neck. “I’ve been prayin’ Bart will come to his senses, but nothin’ yet.”

      “I’m sorry things are hard for you.” Hannah fiddled with the edge of the towel. If their claim hadn’t produced, would Quinn have been willing to walk away? Go back to their staid life in the city? If truth be told, they’d done better working the gold. A bit of a dreamer, he’d held and lost numerous jobs over the course of their lives together, always moving on to opportunities that were supposed to be bigger and better. The day he’d come home and announced he’d purchased a gold claim from a widow, they’d argued well into the night. Then she’d decided that working together might sweeten their marriage, draw them close again. She was still waiting for that to happen. What was it with men and their desire for fortune and glory?

      Thundering hooves pounded, and Hannah’s head whipped toward the sound. Chet Fawley, Dahlonega’s sheriff crouched low over his horse’s neck. He brought the animal to a halt, then slid from the saddle. His face with lined with fatigue and sadness.

      Hannah’s stomach hollowed, and her hand flew to her throat. There was no doubt the man brought bad news. “Quinn?” Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

      Sheriff Fawley removed his dusty Stetson and licked his lips. “I’m sorry, Miz Lauman. Your husband’s dead. Ambushed outside of town.”

      Dizziness struck, and she swayed. Glenda wrapped her arm around Hannah’s shoulder, keeping her from falling to the ground in a heap. Dots of light danced in her vision, and roaring, like an approaching train, filled her ears. A lump formed in her throat. “Ambushed?” Her voice caught, and she swallowed. “Who would want to murder my husband?”

      “Looks like the work of the Cherokees. I’ve got my boys looking into things as we speak.” He ducked his head. “I guess you’ll be pulling out and going back to Atlanta, so be sure to let me know how I can contact you when I solve the case. Shouldn’t be long.”

      Overhead, the sun broke out from behind a bank of clouds casting a bright beam onto Hannah’s face. A slight breeze brushed her cheeks as if God had reached down to remind her of His love and presence, even during this terrible turn of events. Hannah squared her shoulders. “I’m not going anywhere, Sheriff. I’ve got a claim to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MARCH 1829 TENNESSEE

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1829

      Knoxville, TN

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The midday sun heated Jess Vogel’s back as he hunched over the makeshift table to repair the wheel from the farm’s largest wagon. Sweat trickled down the sides of his face, but after the long, frigid winter, he relished the unseasonably hot day. There would be plenty more cold temperatures, and perhaps snow, before plowing could begin in April.

      His stomach rumbled, and he tossed the hammer on the table. He pulled out his handkerchief, removed his broad-brimmed hat, and wiped the moisture from his face. Stuffing the cloth back into his pocket, he wandered into the barn and grabbed the pail of food he’d prepared before leaving the house. He dropped onto a small hay bale and reached into the bucket for one of the thick ham sandwiches.

      Salty flavor exploded in his mouth as he took a bite of the succulent meal. Chewing slowly, he surveyed the interior of the building. Still lots of tasks to be done before his boss’s farm would be ready to welcome the change in seasons.

      He began to estimate how many days he had left to get things done, and the muscles in his neck tightened as he realized the date. The food in his mouth turned to sawdust. He swallowed, then tossed the sandwich into the bucket. How could he have forgotten? Today was supposed to be his wedding day, but thanks to the scarlet fever that swept through their small community six months ago, he was performing repairs on his prospective father-in-law’s farm instead.

      Memories bombarded him. Picnicking by the creek with Arabella. Watching the moon rise from the front porch. Sitting in her parents’ parlor reading aloud from their favorite book, Walter Scott’s Chronicles of the Canongate. He frowned. Scott’s book was the last thing they read together as she lay in bed, fever raging. When Nathaniel let him keep Arabella company in her bedroom, he should have realized they held no hope for her recovery.

      Sweet Arabella. They’d known each other since birth, their properties abutting in the Pennsylvania countryside. Without siblings, the two were drawn together from a young age, exploring the woods and fields, sharing chores, and walking side by side to school, until her parents decided she’d had enough education. She’d blossomed from a gangly, awkward youngster into a lithe and graceful young woman, so when her father approached him to arrange their marriage, he’d been agreeable.

      But then President Madison declared war on Britain, and as part of the state militia that was federalized, Jess had been called to serve. And life was never the same since.

      “Jess.” Nathaniel trotted toward him, waving an envelope. Arabella’s death had grayed her father’s hair and etched additional lines on his face, but even at nearly sixty-five, the man was still strong as an ox. “This arrived by post from Georgia.”

      Jess heaved a deep breath and forced a smile. He took the letter and glanced at the return address: Dahlonega, Georgia. Who did he know in Georgia? His forehead wrinkled, and he stuffed the missive into his pocket.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Nathaniel tilted his head. “Could be important.”

      “I’ve—”

      “Listen, you don’t need to hide things from me. I know you’re miserable here working for me. You need to make a fresh start. Go to a place where you’re not plagued by memories. Somewhere you can be your own man.”

      “I’m not miserable.”

      “Pretty close to it, I’d say.” A sad smile curved Nathaniel’s lips. “You’re a good man, Jess, and your willingness to wed Arabella after she rejected you for another all those years ago is commendable. But she’s gone, and there’s no reason for you to stay.”

      “Agreeing to marry her was the right thing to do. Too many years passed before she got over that ne’er-do-well. I was happy for the opportunity to provide her with some happiness.”

      “And now it’s your turn. You deserve joy, and you’re not going to find it here toiling on my farm. If that letter is a response to an inquiry you’ve made, you should read it. We’ll miss you, but we’ll be fine should you choose to leave.”

      Jess pulled out the letter. “But that’s just it. I didn’t write anyone, and I have no friends in Georgia.”

      “That you’re aware of.” Nathaniel’s eyes twinkled.

      “That I’m aware of.”

      “All the more reason to open it.”

      “If you insist.” Jess retrieved the envelope and broke the wax seal. As he scanned the scrawled words, his eyes widened. He raised his gaze to Nathaniel’s. “You’ve got your wish. I’m headed to Georgia.”

      “Looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “I have. This is from Quinn Lauman. We met during the war and hit it off immediately. More than once we saved each other’s life. Before we mustered out, we promised that if one of us ever had a serious need, we’d contact the other.” He waved the parchment. “Quinn’s in trouble.”

      “How so?” Nathaniel pursed his lips.

      “Listen...

      Dear Jess, I’ll bet you’re surprised to hear from me after all these years, but I’m in danger, and I knew exactly who to contact for help. I live in Dahlonega, Georgia now, having arrived a few months ago after hearing reports of gold. I’ve been somewhat successful and got a nest egg built up at one of the banks. But there have been a bunch of incidents over the last few weeks that make me fear for my life and my wife’s. That’s right, Jess. I managed to find a woman who loves me. And I’ve got to protect her. Please come as soon as possible and help me find who’s trying to run me off my claim.

      Your friend, Quinn Lauman

      Crossing his arms, Nathaniel sent Jess a piercing look. “You don’t know what you’re walking into. The situation could get you killed.”

      “Yes, but a promise is a promise, and he wouldn’t have asked if he wasn’t desperate.” Jess tugged at his shirt collar. “I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch, Nathaniel, but I’ve got to head out first thing in the morning. It’s been over two weeks since this was sent.”

      Nathaniel nodded, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Absolutely. I’ll tell Prudence so she can pack some food for you.”

      Jess studied the straggly script on the page, and his pulse quickened. Perhaps he could make his fresh start in Georgia after he helped Quinn. As long as he didn’t get killed in the process.
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      The last notes of  “Amazing Grace” hung in the air as Pastor Woods intoned the benediction. Hannah bit back a sob as the miners and their wives shuffled forward to toss handfuls of dirt on Quinn’s plain wooden coffin. A burst of wind tugged at the pins in her hair, and she pulled her coat closer to her body. After the last of the mourners headed to the cabin, where Glenda had set up a table for the food, Hannah bent and gathered a fistful of Georgia red clay. She extended her hand over the cavernous hole that held her husband and let the soil filter through her fingers. Clumps thudded on the casket. So final a sound.

      “Come to the house, Hannah. The boys will finish up here.” Sheriff Fawley put his hand to the small of her back, then gestured to the crowd that milled around the yard. “You don’t need to stay and watch.”

      Their faces filled with pity, two of his deputies leaned on their shovels a short distance away.

      Another gust blew through the clearing, bringing the pungent scent of pine trees. And something else...the aroma of new growth. The irony was not lost on her. She sucked in a deep breath and nodded. Time to move toward the future. A future without Quinn.

      She allowed the sheriff to lead her toward the table, where he filled a plate for her from the variety of dishes her neighbors had brought, as if food would somehow dull the sharp pain of loss and regret. She and Quinn would never have a chance to reconcile. She smiled her thanks and listened with half an ear to people who murmured condolences and well-meaning advice.

      When she and the sheriff were finally alone, Hannah narrowed her eyes at him. “Have you had any success finding the Indians who did this? Quinn deserves justice, and I want to see someone punished.”

      “We’re doing the best we can, but clues are scant. There were no witnesses, and the braves we talked to were less than forthcoming, most claiming ignorance of English. Besides, they’re not going to implicate one of their own.”

      “Excuses.” She hurled the plate onto the table where it landed with a thump. “We shouldn’t have to live in fear. Why are the Indians still here? This is our land. They don’t belong.”

      “Those are harsh words, Hannah.” He shrugged. “The government is doing what it can, but the situation is tenuous, and you don’t want to hear this, but the Natives were here first.”

      “We bought this property fair and square, all of us.”

      “Yes, but things aren’t so cut and dried with regard to the Indians. My deputies and I are working to solve Quinn’s murder, but you have to give us time. Don’t rile things up.”

      Hannah shoved her fists into the pockets of her skirt. “I don’t think it’s too much to ask for you to find my husband’s killer. That can’t possibly be riling things up.”

      He pushed his Stetson back on his head. “Look, you’re upset. We’ve just buried Quinn. This conversation is for another day. Now, I’ve asked Bart to give you a hand with packing your things so you don’t have to do it alone.”

      Hannah’s gaze whipped to the sheriff's face. “Thanks, but I don’t need any help. Quinn didn’t have much. Just his clothes, shaving stuff, and...” Her voice caught, and she swallowed. “I can handle the few items.”

      “I meant packing up the house.” He tilted his head. “There’s nothing for you here. Aren’t you going to sell and move back to Atlanta?”

      “So if I can’t be a wife, I’m of no use?”

      His face flamed. “No. I mean, you could look for a job, but there’s not much to be had in a town this size.”

      “The lack of support for women on their own is appalling. If gals can’t marry some guy or teach his children, they’re stuck working the saloons, or worse, the brothels.” She pulled herself to her full height. “Why can’t society let us do more than that? It’s ridiculous.”

      “Well—”

      “I’m staying, Sheriff. Our claim is still good, and I see no reason to run home with my tail tucked between my legs.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not?” His color deepened as he sputtered. “Because it’s a dangerous place. For men, but especially for a woman alone. I can’t let you do it.”

      “Excuse me?” Hands on her hips, she glared at him. Who did he think he was telling her what she could or couldn’t do? “What law prevents me from working the claim on my own?”

      “None, but Quinn’s death should be proof that it’s not safe for you to stay. My boys and I can’t watch you twenty-four hours a day.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      Sheriff Fawley ducked his head. “There is another option...you could marry me.”

      Hannah gaped at him. “Marry you? I’ve just buried my husband, and you’re asking for my hand?”

      “It’s not like that. Forget I asked. You’re looking to stay. I was trying to help.”

      She winced. “I’m sorry, Chet. That was rude of me. You’re a good man, and I appreciate your offer. But I’m going to do this on my own⁠—”

      The sound of an approaching horse cut through her words. She turned and studied the lone rider on a magnificent ebony stallion. Wearing a black cowboy hat pushed high on his forehead, he sat tall in the saddle. A six-shooter was strapped to his lean hips, and long, tapered fingers had a firm grasp on the reins. The horse was one of the largest she’d ever seen, well over seventeen hands if she guessed correctly.

      Beside her, Sheriff Fawley stiffened and moved his hand over his gun. “Are you lost, son?”

      “I don’t think so. This is the Lauman claim, right?”

      Hannah’s stomach hollowed. Who was this man?

      “Yes.” Sheriff Fawley puffed out his chest. “But I don’t see how that’s any business of yours.”

      She laid her hand on his arm. “I can handle this.” She stepped forward. “I’m Hannah Lauman. What’s your interest in my land?”

      The man slid from the saddle, reached into his vest pocket, and held out a folded piece of paper. “I’m Jess Vogel, and I got a letter from Quinn asking for my help.” His voice was as smooth as warm honey.

      A harsh laugh escaped as she took the paper from his hand. “You’re too late. We just buried him, not thirty minutes ago.” She had to give this Jess his due. His eyes widened only slightly, and he maintained his composure.

      “Then it’s even more imperative that I stay.”

      Great. Another man thinking she needed protecting.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Jess yanked his hat from his head. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am. Quinn and I go way back. To the war. We were in the same unit.”

      She seemed to study him, her beautiful face filled with skepticism. “He never mentioned you. Do you have any proof?”

      His gaze bounced from her to the bearlike sheriff next to her. One false move or statement, and they might be burying him if the lawman was as good with a weapon as he seemed. Jess clutched the brim of his Stetson. “Just the letter, ma’am. I mean you no harm.”

      The paper crinkled as she unfolded the missive. Her lips moved silently as she perused the words, then she stroked the parchment with a trembling finger. Her face ashen, she returned the letter. “Okay, so you knew my husband. What do you want?”

      “To be of service. Whether it’s working the claim with you or helping find who did this to Quinn makes no nevermind to me.”

      “The last thing I need is some man elbowing his way in on my claim.”

      “You misunderstand.” He spoke as he might to a colt he was trying to break, pitching his voice low and steady. “I don’t want any of the gold. I owe Quinn my life, so I’m in his debt. He’s gone, so the debt transfers to you. I’ll do whatever you need, but I’m not leaving.”

      The sheriff glowered at him but remained silent.

      “What if I don’t want you to stay?” Her eyes glittered, sparks of hurt mingled with anger and uncertainty.

      He put on his hat. She was a pistol, no doubt about it. “Then I’ll look for your husband’s killer.”

      “Good luck with that. All the evidence points to the Cherokees, but they’re not talking, and no one saw anything.”

      Jess shook his head. “The Indians aren’t interested in your gold, but there must be plenty of white men who are. Quinn mentioned some incidents in the letter, but didn’t include details. Would you be willing to tell me about them?”

      Uncertainty flitted across her face, and she glanced at the sheriff, then back at him. He pinned on what he hoped was an encouraging expression. He’d go behind her back if he had to in order to keep her safe and find Quinn’s killer, but secrecy was fraught with pitfalls.

      “Have you eaten?” Resignation and something akin to hope warred for supremacy in her eyes. She gestured to the house. “I’m sure there are plenty of leftovers.”

      “That’s mighty kind of you. I left before sunup this morning. A meal would be appreciated. Would you mind if I unsaddled Major?”

      “Not at all. We’ve got oats in the barn. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks. Much obliged.” He dipped his head and led the horse into the ramshackle structure. He couldn’t hear the sheriff’s words, but from the man’s tone of voice, he wasn’t happy at Mrs. Lauman’s decision to feed him. Would she let him stay?

      He made quick work of removing Major’s tack, then brushed him down and fed him. He stroked the animal’s muzzle. “Good boy. Not much of a stable, but it will have to do until I can make improvements. Wandering out of the hut, he looked for a pump so he could wash up, but didn’t see one. Did she have to haul water from the creek? His estimation of the woman grew.

      The yard was vacant, and he smiled. She’d managed to get the sheriff off her property. Bet that had taken some doing. Jess strode across the uneven expanse and onto the tiny porch. He rapped his knuckles on the doorframe.

      “Come in.”

      He stepped inside, and the aroma of frying chicken greeted him. His mouth watered, and his stomach rumbled. Standing in front of the stove, Mrs. Lauman had donned a white apron over her dark blue dress. Despite the fatigue that lined her porcelain complexion, she was exquisite. A sable-colored braid hung down her back, and her eyes were the color of a summer sky.

      Blinking, he shook his head. What was he doing admiring his friend’s widow mere hours after his burial. He cleared his throat. “I didn’t expect you to cook for me.” A plate piled with biscuits waited on the table next to a glass of water. The tiny cabin was scantily furnished and dim. Couldn’t Quinn have provided a real home for his wife?

      “I’m just reheating some things. It won’t be long.” Her gaze raked his attire. “There’s a pail of water in the sink for washing.”

      Aware of his perspiration and travel-weary clothes, he nodded. “Guess I should have stopped in town, but I didn’t want to waste another minute. The closer Major and I got, the more pressure I felt to get here.” He slipped past her, the clean scent of her hair wafting toward him. Lavender? He swallowed and dunked his hands in the pail, then used the lump of soap to scrub his hands and face. By the time he toweled off, she’d set the food on the table and was sitting in one of the two rustic chairs.

      Dropping into the vacant seat, he bowed his head. Lord, You’ve got Your reasons for allowing Quinn to be killed, but I can’t imagine what they are. Comfort Mrs. Lauman, and help me know what to do. Thank You for her kindness in feeding me...and for not throwing me out on my ear. Amen.

      He looked up and grabbed a couple of biscuits.

      “You’re a believer?” Her voice was hard as steel.

      “Yes. You?” He took a bite of the flaky bread.

      “At one point, but I’m not exactly on speaking terms with God right now.”

      “Understandable.” He continued to eat. “You’re hurting awfully bad.”

      She gaped at him. “You’re not going to tell me I need to rest in His comfort. That he has a plan in all this?”

      “Nope. I figure plenty of people have already done that.” He pushed away the empty plate, then wiped his mouth on the cloth napkin. “Don’t get me wrong. I agree with them. God is the only One who can stop the pain, but you already know that. No sense in telling you stuff you already know, but I will be praying for you.” He pulled out the letter and laid it on the table. “Quinn asked for my help. Please let me stay. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      Would he?
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      Hannah swung her feet onto the floor, the cold boards shooting chills up her legs. Her eyes gritty from the long and sleepless night, she climbed from the bed. Shivering, she hurried to the dresser, lit the lamp, then poured water from the pitcher into the basin to wash up. She dressed in the dim room and pinned her hair into a bun at the base of her head before straightening the covers on the bed. A bed she’d never share with Quinn again.

      Her gaze fell to his clothes hanging on the hooks. A lump formed in her throat, and she buried her face in the shirts, breathing deeply of his scent. Tears formed, and she let them fall. Giving in to her sobs, she cried for several minutes, her wails filling the room.

      Drained, she squared her shoulders and wiped the moisture from her cheeks. If she were on speaking terms with God, she’d tell Him what she thought of His plans for taking Quinn. But prayer was a waste of time, so she returned to the bureau, dipped a cloth in the bowl, and washed her salty skin.

      With a loud sigh, she scrutinized her red, blotchy reflection in the mirror. Crying hadn’t done her any good, and now she looked haggard. Hopefully, by the time she gathered the eggs, fed the animals, and finished breakfast, her complexion would return to normal. She needed to get down to the river and couldn’t let other miners see any sort of weakness.

      At some point, Sheriff Fawley would probably show up and make another attempt at convincing her to sell her claim. She gritted her teeth and marched out of the bedroom to prepare her food. She was not going to let anyone run her off. She might have been reluctant to come when Quinn had pitched the idea, but such as it was, this was her home. Until the claim quit producing, she’d work the vein and save her money.

      After a quick meal of scrambled eggs and leftover biscuits, she slapped together a couple of sandwiches and wrapped them in a towel. She grabbed the last few cookies and put everything in a pail. She rinsed her dishes and left them in the sink. Enough time had been wasted. She needed to get to the river.

      Lunch in hand, she opened the door and gasped. Quinn’s friend, Jess, stood in the yard, arms crossed and looking just as handsome as he had yesterday. Her heart thundered in her chest. He’d promised to return this morning, but she hadn’t believed he would. What sort of man takes on the problems of a friend he hasn’t seen in a decade and a half? “Mr. Vogel.”

      He bowed and removed his hat. The rising sun glinted off his ash-blond hair. His chocolate-brown eyes were unreadable. “Mrs. Lauman, you seemed surprised to see me. I made a vow and intend to keep it.”

      She studied him for a moment and seeing no guile, she shrugged. “Suit yourself. I was just heading down to the claim. You’re welcome to join me. Supplies are in the barn.”

      “That’s what you're wearing?” His forehead wrinkled, and a frown twisted his mouth.

      And so it begins, a man with no authority over her criticizing her choices. Her stomach clenched. She glanced down at the denim pants and flannel shirt that clad her body, then stomped a booted foot. “If you had ever tried to pan for gold in a dress, you’d understand my outfit. I can’t slog through the water in skirts. Now, you can either accept my way of operating and give me a hand, or you can hop back on your horse and head back where you came from.”

      Holding up his hands as if in surrender, he said, “Forgive me. I’ve seen a lot of things in my time, but never a woman dressed like you, so your attire is somewhat of a shock.”

      “Most of the women who pan wear pants. You’ll have to get used to it.”

      He plunked his Stetson back on his head. “I’ll do my best, but first we need to discuss the situation before any more time passes.”

      “Daylight is burning. I’ve got chores to do, so you’ll need to talk while we work.” She set the pail on the ground and strode to the barn, Jess close to her heels. She swallowed a grin. If he was this easy to boss around, maybe having him here would be a help after all. They entered the shack, and she gestured to the pony. “If you feed and saddle him, I’ll take care of the chickens and gather the eggs. Then we’ll grab our tools and get out of here.”

      As she scattered the corn, the chickens clucked and pecked at the kernels. Behind her, Jess scooped oats into the trough, then gathered the tack. He was an efficient worker, she’d give him that. She snatched the eggs and put them in a basket, pleased at the number. Maybe she could make a cake later, giving her something to do during the lonely evening.

      She wandered to the corner of the shack where the mining tools were stored and hissed in a breath. The implements were gone, every last one of them. A shiver slithered up her spine. The items had been in place last night. She’d seen them while feeding the pony. While she’d tossed and turned, someone had crept in under cover of darkness and filched them. Heat flushed her body, and she fisted her hands. “How dare you steal my livelihood!”

      At her shout, the pony snorted, and the chickens scattered.

      Jess rushed to her side. “I’m not.”

      “Not you.” She pointed to the empty corner, the urge to cry or kick something warring within her. “I’ve been robbed. That’s where the mining tools are supposed to be, and they’re gone.”

      “I stayed in town last night against my better judgment, and this is proof that it’s too dangerous for you to be here alone. We should find a place in town for you to live, and we can come out each morning to work the claim.”

      “No. If they steal from me while I’m here, what sort of damage will they do if I’m absent. And I think there’s some law that says if I vacate the property, I could lose it. Not going to let that happen.”

      “All right, then I need to bunk here, but I’m concerned for your reputation.”

      “I’ve little care for what others think of me. You can stay in the barn. I’ll provide linens and a pillow, so you’re not totally bedding with the animals. And if we’re to be working together, let’s dispense with formalities. Please call me Hannah.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Grinning, he held out his hand. “I promise to work hard and not get in the way.”

      Hannah grasped his warm, calloused fingers, tingles shooting from her palm to her elbow. Loathe to admit it, she was glad to have the help, but why did he have to be so good looking?
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      Pulling Major to a stop, Jess slid from the horse and gaped at the crowd of men crouched at the creek’s edge. Like ants at a picnic, the number of miners was countless and just as silent. Nearly identical in attire and stance, each man hunched over the water, hat worn low on his head, squinting into a pan. No one looked at them or spoke, and the only noise was the scraping of shovels against rock.

      He glanced at Hannah, who stood next to the pony, unpacking her saddlebags. They’d lost the entire morning going into town to replace her tools and report the robbery to the sheriff. The man had made a valiant effort to convince her of the danger of remaining in the boomtown and working her claim, but his words had fallen on deaf ears. The longer he talked, the stiffer Hannah’s posture became. By the end of the conversation, her jaw and hands were clenched, but she was gracious when she assured him of her plans to stay.

      They’d returned to the cabin, eaten the lunch she’d packed hours earlier, then headed to the creek as the sun hit its zenith in the cloudless blue sky. Perspiration had already formed at his hairline and trickled down his back. He’d be soaked by dinnertime.

      Tying off Major under the trees, he grabbed his supplies and followed her to the water. Squatting next to her, he mimicked her actions. “You’ll have to give me a primer on what to do. This is my first experience searching for gold. What makes this place so good?”

      She gestured to the rushing water. “The floods from winter storms and the spring snowmelt wash fresh gold down from the mountains. Another couple of months and the water level will drop, and panning will get more difficult. Eventually by midsummer, the creek is dry, so folks will find somewhere else to pan or get a job. I’ve heard lots of reports about who found the first gold, but the stories differ wildly, so it’s tough to know who to believe.”

      “How’d you and Quinn hear about it?”

      Her shoulders stiffened, and he regretted bringing up the memory.

      “It was about this time last year. We were living outside of Macon.” Her eyes took on a distant stare. “The fall harvest had been poor, and we were struggling to make our payments. Quinn took some odd jobs here and there, but being winter, work was scarce. He was looking for a way to make money, and some of the men in town were talking about it at a church social. That night he told me he’d sold the farm. Within three days we were here.” Her lips thinned. “We had enough money to pay off what we owed and build the cabin.”

      “You mentioned that Quinn was killed coming home from making a bank deposit. You’re doing all right with the claim?”

      “Yes, better than we could have imagined.”

      Jerking his head toward the swarm of men, he narrowed his eyes. “There seems to be plenty to go around. Why did he think he was in danger?”

      “We had a few incidents like the tools, but he never intimated we were in serious trouble.” She shuddered, her face pale. “The sheriff wouldn’t let me see him and said the Cherokees were responsible for his death, so he must have been scalped.”

      “What motive did the Indians have?”

      “This is mostly their land, but after the gold was found, the government started working to get them relocated. The Indians knew it was here. That’s why they named the area Dahlonega. The word means yellow money in their language.”

      “But why Quinn? If they don’t want the miners here, why not attack with a war party and be done with it?”

      “That’s my train of thought, and why I’m not convinced the Cherokees killed him.” She gripped the pan. “And why I’m going to stay and work the claim. I’m not going to let some bully run me off. If I leave, whoever killed him will have won.”

      She drew herself to her full height, and he swallowed a grin. A hairsbreadth over five feet tall, she looked ready to take on the world regardless of her diminutive size.

      “And we can’t let that happen. So, tell me what to do with this armload of tools.”

      Her face pinked. “I’m ranting again, aren’t I?”

      “I admire your spirit.”

      Hannah pointed to the shovel. “First, you’re going to scoop a few handfuls of gravel, sand, and silt out of the creek into the pan. Be sure everything is nice and wet. The gold is heavier than the other stuff in the river, so if you shake the pan and swirl the water, the gold will settle at the bottom. Then tip the pan into the water and let the current carry away the silt and sand. You’ve got to be careful not to let too much of the material get away. Repeat the process until you’ve got a small amount of the sand. As you continue to swirl the pan, the flakes will settle further, and you pick them out.”

      “You make it sound simple.”

      “Simple, yes. Easy, no. Every muscle in your back will be screaming by the time you’re done.” She put on a pair of leather gloves. “Your hands may not need covering, but the first time I panned I got blisters so bad I could barely move my fingers. They’ll save you from cuts and scrapes, too. Eventually, you’re going to need to dig in the cracks and crevasses of the rocks, and some of them can be sharp.”

      Jess sat back on his heels. “Don’t you sound like an old hand.”

      Her color deepened, and she ducked her head. “I’ve learned a few things over the months.”

      He nudged her shoulder. “Don’t be embarrassed. You’re a smart gal. I’m impressed with your knowledge.”

      She shrugged. “No smarter than anyone else.”

      “I beg to differ, but enough conversation. I’m going to find you some gold.” He snatched up one of the shovels and a pan, then bent over the water. His first attempts at imitating her gentle motions were an abysmal failure. He was too heavy-handed, his movements abrupt and awkward, dumping the sand back into the creek in clumps.

      Tongue peeking out from between her lips, and her brow furrowed in concentration, Hannah worked quickly and efficiently. He huffed out a sigh. At the rate he was going, he’d be lucky to collect half an ounce by day’s end. At least he could rest in the knowledge he was keeping her safe. For now.

      Time passed, and he finally got the hang of the process. Huddled on a large rock in the middle of the swollen river, she dipped and agitated her pan. She worked for several minutes, then rose and pressed her hand against her lower back. “I could use a break.” She hopped from one boulder to the next. As she landed on the one closest to shore, her ankle twisted and her foot plunged into the deluge. Losing her balance, she fell face-first.

      Jess leapt to his feet and lifted her from the water. She weighed little more than a child. He laid her on the ground, then wiped the wet strands of hair from her face. His heart banged against his ribs. So much for keeping her safe. “Are you all right?”

      Eyes screwed shut, and she moaned. “My ankle. I wrenched my ankle.”

      He looked up, but none of the miners appeared to notice her accident. Apparently, it was every man for himself. He frowned and shook his head. “This may hurt a bit, but I’m going to remove your boot. We need to see how bad the damage is.”

      Her lips in a thin slash, she nodded.

      With delicate motions, he untied the laces on her boot, loosened the gusset, then slid out her foot and rolled down her sock. She sucked in a breath. His gaze shot to her face. “I’m sorry. There’s no discoloration or swelling, but you should probably check in with a doctor.”

      She sat up, her face wan. “I guess we’re done for the day. A stupid move on my part. I should have been more careful. Can you help me get things loaded?” She grimaced. “And I’m going to need help getting on the horse.”

      “You wait right here.” He gathered the tools and shoved them into the saddlebags, then returned to where she reclined. “Nice day for sunbathing. Sure you don’t want to stay for a bit?”

      “Ha ha. I’m more than ready to leave.” She attempted to stand, but winced and fell back to the ground.

      “Easy now.” Jess swept her into his arms, and she laid her head on his shoulder, with a sigh. The fragrance of her soap assailed his nose, and the feel of her slight form against his chest sent his heart pounding. He gave himself a mental slap. The poor woman was only days from being widowed. He had no right to be affected by her closeness. Too bad his skittering pulse didn’t agree.
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      The pain in her ankle had subsided to a dull throb, but Hannah was grateful for Jess’s help dismounting the horse and getting settled on the rickety-looking rocking chair inside the cabin. He arranged the quilt over her lap, then went to the stove and started the coffeepot. Moments later, the acrid aroma of the dark brew wafted toward her. She laid her head back and closed her eyes with a sigh. Between the theft and her stupidity at falling, the day had been almost a complete waste.

      As soon as Sheriff Fawley heard about her accident, he’d start haranguing her about leaving again. What did Jess think about the mishap? With the exception of asking how she felt a couple of times, he’d been stoic during the ride back from the claim. When she’d trained him how to collect the gold flakes, he’d seemed impressed, but had she doused his admiration with her clumsiness? Would he pity her? Praise himself for being here so he could rescue her?

      Hannah rubbed her forehead. Too many questions and not enough answers. China clinked, then footsteps clomped toward her. She opened her eyes as he approached bearing a cup, his forehead creased with concern. She forced a smile and held out her hands to take the coffee. “Thank you.” Her face warmed. “And thank you for helping me with...you know...” She gestured to her legs.

      “No need to thank me. It’s what friends do.” He crossed his arms. “Would you like me to ride into town for the doc? You should have the ankle checked.”

      “No. I’ll be fine by tomorrow morning, perhaps tonight.” She took a sip of the dark brew. “Mmm. Where’d you learn to make such good coffee? I think this just became your job.”

      “Changing the subject, are you? I’ll play along.” He folded his lanky frame into the nearby chair. “My mother taught me her secrets, but I’ll never tell.”

      “Hello, the house!” The sheriff’s voice sounded from the yard.

      Jess rose, opened the door, and gestured for the lawman to come inside.

      Sheriff Fawley yanked off his hat and strode to the couch. “Some of the boys down at the river told me you hurt your leg. Is it serious? You should have seen the doctor.” He tossed a glare over his shoulder at Jess, then knelt by her side. “I could ride for the doc or send for him.”

      Hannah set down the cup and squeezed his arm. Why did every man think she needed saving? “I’m fine. Or I will be. It’s just a twinge. That’s all. I didn’t watch what I was doing and turned my ankle, but the joint isn’t swollen, and the pain has subsided for the most part. I’m going to keep off it for the day.”

      “You need to be more careful, Hannah. I told⁠—”

      “Stop. I appreciate your concern, but please don’t lecture me. I was foolish and paid the price, but the accident wasn’t serious. Jess helped me, but any of the guys could have if he wasn’t here, so save your criticism, and tell me why you came all the way out here.”

      “Fair enough.” His mouth twisted, looking like he’d eaten something bad. Rising, he crossed his arms. “I wanted to let you know I haven’t had any luck finding the Indians who killed Quinn. I know the chief within the local tribe, and he never ordered any attacks, and none of the braves have bragged about killing a white man.”

      “And you believe him? He might be protecting his own.”

      “Could be, but I doubt it. I’ve known this guy for a while, and he’s straight up.” He plunked on his Stetson. “Anyway, I wanted to let you know I’ll keep looking, but the trail cools every day that passes.”

      Her stomach roiled, and she pressed her hands against her middle under the quilt. “So I shouldn’t hold out any hope? Quinn deserves justice.”

      Jess stepped forward. “He’s doing his best, Hannah. Solving a murder takes time, but you do have to prepare yourself in case we can’t find the culprit. Dahlonega’s a big place, easy to get lost in.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew Quinn’s letter, then handed it to the sheriff. “Quinn seems to think someone wanted his claim. That kind of motive doesn’t sound like an Indian. You had any complaints about claim jumpers? Maybe the killer staged the murder to frame the Natives. Wouldn’t be the first time that sort of thing has been done.”

      The sheriff tapped the letter. “You might be right. If Quinn suspected the Indians, he’d have said.”

      “What can you tell us about the claim, Hannah?” Jess tilted his head. “Did Quinn get one during the original lottery, or did he purchase from someone?”

      The rolling in her stomach turned into a knot, and Hannah set her jaw. How much should she tell him? A chill swept over her. Now that he knew the value, perhaps he saw an opportunity to get rich. Did he want to determine if he could take the claim from her? Her gaze bounced from his face to the sheriff’s. Who could she trust?
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      Disappointment, anger, fear, and suspicion danced across Hannah’s cheeks, but Jess refused to break eye contact with her while she studied his face. She didn’t trust him. Did she think he was out for her money? Should he tell her he had plenty of his own and that he didn’t need hers, or would that admission make matters worse?

      She blew out a deep sigh and rubbed the back of her neck. “Quinn didn’t share his business dealings with me, but he did tell me he bought the claim from a woman whose husband had died. Her name was Sadie Webb. He came down here one day without telling me and took care of the transaction. After he secured the property, he came back to Macon and told me to pack.”

      Jess’s eyes widened. No wonder Hannah got testy when she felt he’d been dictatorial. The sheriff, too. Quinn had apparently treated her as an ignorant and naïve girl. Hadn’t he realized how smart she was or was he threatened by her intelligence? She might have helped him get a better deal if he’d included her. It was obvious she was pulling more than her fair share.

      Sheriff Fawley returned the letter to Jess. “Where did Quinn store his copy of the deed, Hannah?”

      “It’s not here.” She frowned. “Or at least I haven’t found it.”

      “Okay. Maybe it was on him when he died, and the killer got it. I’ll go to the gold office. But I’m not sure what that information will tell us.”

      “Can you also find out who applied for a claim but didn’t get one?”

      “Possibly, but that’s not a likely motive. There are still plenty of sites to go around.”

      Jess frowned. “Yes, but what if our guy wanted a particular claim?”

      “Could be. I’ll see what I can unearth.” Sheriff Fawley smiled at Hannah. “Care to go with me? Sweet-talking the clerk might go further than the heavy hand of the law.”

      The guy’s actions made it obvious how he felt about the widow. Jess’s stomach clenched.  Surely she didn’t reciprocate his feelings mere days after Quinn’s death. Had the man been interested before his friend’s demise? Was he an opportunist or worse? No. Jess was grasping at straws. Nothing in the man’s behavior lent credence to him killing Quinn to marry his wife.

      But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t eventually fall for the lawman.

      Hannah shook her head. “That’s not my style, Sheriff. The clerk would see right through me. No, I think it’s best if you go without me, but I appreciate the offer.”

      A spark of irritation glinted from the sheriff’s eyes for a split second, and Jess swallowed a grin. Not that he wished the man ill, but the last thing Hannah needed was the complication of a relationship. She needed time to mourn the loss of Quinn.

      Jess schooled his features. “Guess it’s too late in the day to make it to the office before they close.”

      Fawley shot him a dark look. “Yes, as a matter of fact it is, but the information isn’t going anywhere, so first thing in the morning should be fine.”

      Pressing his lips together against a retort, Jess shoved his hands into his pockets. This from the man who’d warned them about the trail cooling as time passed. Did he want to solve Quinn’s murder, or was he just making a show of it? Was a little digging about the lawman in order?

      He glanced at Hannah’s slumped shoulders and wan face. She was putting on a brave front, but the day had taken its toll on her. “Listen, we appreciate you coming by with the news, Sheriff, but Hannah could use some rest. I’ll do some more hunting for the deed and any other documentation that might be useful for your investigation. We haven't checked the barn.”

      With a frown, the sheriff gave a curt nod, then wagged his finger at Hannah. “I’m available should you need me for anything.” He jerked his head toward Jess. “Anything at all.”

      “Thank you, Chet, but I’m sure we’ll be fine.” Her chin trembled. “We’ll hold down the fort here so you can focus on the case.”

      The sheriff gave him another long look, then yanked open the door, and stalked outside. The door closed with a muted thud.

      “I don’t think your marshal likes me.” Jess shrugged. “Not that I’m looking for new friends, but I hope that doesn’t impede his ability to do the job.”

      “He’s a professional, but for some reason he does think he needs to be my protector.” Her mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Frankly, not much different than you’ve been acting since your arrival. You two may have more in common that you want to admit.”

      His face heated, and he sputtered, “We⁠—”

      “I’m quite worn out, Jess. I’m going to lie down. You’re welcome to search the living area or the barn.” She shoved aside the quilt and staggered to her feet, wincing as her right heel hit the floor.”

      He rushed to her side, swooped her into his arms, and carried her into the bedroom. He laid her on the mattress, then returned to the couch and grabbed the patchwork comforter to cover her. “Rest. I’ll rustle up dinner.” Before she could reply, he ducked out of the room and closed the door.

      Grabbing his hat, he strode from the house. He needed to put distance between him and the attractive widow of his friend lying on the bed. Hopefully, the exertion of searching the barn would get her off his mind. He scrubbed at his face with cold fingers. Not likely, but he could give it a try.
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      Rain thrummed against the window like a snare drum, and intermittent thunder rumbled. A periodic lightning flash illuminated the greased paper pane. The storm had been raging since the middle of the night and showed no signs of abating. The lamp flickered, and Hannah tossed aside the book. She’d read The Last of the Mohicans too many times to care what happened to the Munro sisters, but the novel was one of only six books in the tiny cabin.

      She rose from the couch and prowled the room, a slight twinge gripping her ankle as she walked. Her fall had been avoidable if she’d been paying attention. It wasn’t the slick surface of the rock that had caused her to slip, but rather the vision of Quinn’s friend hunched over the water on the bank of the creek. The sunlight hitting his silver-blond hair, and his long, tapered fingers working the pan. The final distraction has been the sight of his muscles straining against the fabric of his shirt.

      “Get ahold of yourself, Hannah. You’ve been widowed less than a week. What are you doing cogitating over your husband’s friend, who will be leaving at some point.” She blew out a loud breath. “There are plenty of chores to be done. Get busy.”

      Marching to the kitchen area of the tiny house, she grabbed a broom and began to sweep with a vengeance. She finished the floor and attacked the ceilings, stabbing at the cobwebs that had formed. A housekeeper she was not. One of the few wifely tasks she was good at was baking. Her bread was light and flavorful, her desserts delectable. If she did say so herself.

      “That’s what I’ll do. Baking always makes me feel better.” She swept the dust into a pile, then brushed the debris toward the front of the house. As she opened the door to send the rubble outside, she startled.

      Jess stood on the threshold, hand poised as if to knock. Eyes wide, he leapt back.

      Hand pressed against her banging heart, she widened the door so he could come in out of the rain. She blinked as his scent wafted into her nose as he slipped past her.

      He grinned. “You’re so bored you’ve been reduced to cleaning the house. I’m glad I decided to see if you wanted company.”

      “You don’t think much of my housekeeping skills?” She frowned and swept the pile out the door with a swift motion, then turned and held out the broom. “You could offer to do your share.”

      “That’s not it. My mother hated to clean house and claimed most women felt the same. I figured you don’t care for it either.” He held up a small box, painted on both sides in a checkerboard pattern. “Care for a game or three?”

      Her anger dissipated like dust on a windy day. “Yes. I love to play checkers. That’s a lovely container. Where did you buy it?”

      “I made it.”

      Hannah leaned closer and inspected the container. She’d been mistaken. The pattern wasn’t painted on the box, but constructed of pieces of wood veneer glued together. Some sort of oil or varnish gave the box a satiny sheen. The decorative hinges and clasp were brass. “Truly beautiful. You’ve got a gift for woodworking.”

      “A hobby I picked up from my grandfather.” When he spoke, his breath ruffled her hair.

      She straightened and rushed to put away the broom, hopefully giving her pulse time to return to normal. What had she been thinking to get so close? She should have waited to admire the piece after they began to play.

      After hanging the broom on the hook, she smoothed her skirts and frowned. She must look a fright. Would he think her vain if she went into the bedroom to check her appearance in the mirror? Bah. There was no reason to care how she looked. He was here to lend a hand, nothing more.

      The chair thumped as he seated himself and set up the game. She sat across from him, then picked up one of the checkers. A perfectly formed disk with a tiny flag carved into the surface.

      He turned the board so the black checkers were in front of her. “Ladies, first.”

      With a fluid motion, she made her move. “You were right, you know.”

      “How’s that?” Jess looked up and smiled, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “I like to know when I’m right.”

      She giggled. “When you said I was bored. Like your mom, I despise cleaning the house. It’s such a useless task. You clean away the dust and dirt, yet they return within hours. At least washing clothes or the dishes serves a purpose.”

      “Mom used to say the very same thing.” He tilted his head. “The two of you would be fast friends.”

      Warmth spread through Hannah’s chest. Why did it please her to know his mother would like her?

      For several minutes, they played, silence enveloping the room, then he slid a piece forward and cleared his throat. “I was surprised to see the house was stick-built, not a soddy.”

      “I was...uh...pretty adamant about that. I promised to make Quinn miserable if he made me live in a mud hut.” She lowered her gaze. “Not very nice of me, and he was right to be angry, but in the end he agreed that the cabin was a better place to live. Being able to come back to a house, no matter how small, was nice after a long day working the claim.” She shrugged. “It’s not perfect, but it’s home.”

      “I’d be happy to make it perfect. As you can see, I’m not without skills. Up until now, I’ve done little to earn my keep.”

      Tears prickled the backs of Hannah’s eyes. She nodded and
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