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Chapter One

Sunrise comes late to California. Even when golden light washes the sky, and the snow-tipped peaks of the Sierra Nevada glow pink as winter roses, we remain in shadow for a spell, dwarfed by the slope of the land. Inevitably, a spark sears a crease in the mountains. Within moments, it becomes a flood of light, too bright to look on. The shadows are browbeaten away, and our camp is swathed in color—tall green pines and waving yellow grass along the blue rapids of the twisting American River.

I stand facing east, my hand shading my eyes. At my back are the sounds of our waking camp: tin pans clanking, breakfast fire crackling, dogs splashing through the shallows.

“Morning,” comes a voice at my ear, and I jump. It’s Jefferson McCauley Kingfisher, bleary faced and yawning, suspenders hanging at his sides. His black hair is badly mussed, like a family of mice nested there during the night. “What’s got you so tickled?” he grumbles in response to my smile.

“You have Andrew Jackson hair.”

Jefferson frowns like he just bit into a sour persimmon. “He’s the last fellow I care to resemble. You know what he did.”

I wince. “I was just thinking about the picture they had at school and . . . I mean, I’m sorry.”

He runs his fingers through his hair. “Well, so long as I don’t have Andrew Jackson eyebrows, I’m still the finest-looking fellow for at least”—he glances back at our distant camp, toward Becky Joyner at the griddle, the Hoffman boys helping their father check the wagon, Henry Meek grooming his scant beard—“a hundred feet.”

I harrumph at that. Jefferson is the finest-looking young man for a hundred miles, but I’d never say so aloud. Wouldn’t want it to go to his mussy-haired head.

“A whole month in California,” he muses, “and you’ve never missed a sunrise.”

“Course not. It’s the finest thing I ever saw.” I gaze east again. That’s where we came from, the lot of us. We started off a company of almost fifty wagons and three times that many people, but some went their separate ways. Some died. Now all that’re left are eighteen souls and a single wagon between us.

“There are finer things,” he says softly. My cheeks warm, from sunshine and the sure knowledge that Jefferson is studying my face.

I’m saved having to reply when Becky Joyner calls out, “Breakfast is ready!”

“I smell eggs,” Jefferson says quickly. “Can you believe it? Eggs! For a while I thought I’d eat nothing but quick bread and prickly pear for the rest of my short life.”

“Burned eggs,” I clarify. Becky never saw a breakfast she couldn’t improve with a liberal charring.

“Well, I’m glad for them, burned or not. C’mon, let’s wash up.” We head toward the river’s edge and crouch to wet our hands.

Jefferson rolls up his sleeves and scrubs at his forearms. “Once we find a good claim spot, I’ll head back down to Mormon Island to get some chickens. If we have enough gold, I’ll look around for a good milk cow, too.”

“We’ll have enough,” I assure him, and we share a small, secret grin.

At Mormon Island, we talked to a family who’d had a rough time of the crossing and were already giving up and going home. It’s a shame, because my gold sense is buzzing like it always does in these hills, soft and smooth like a cat’s purr. There’s plenty of gold for everyone here, at least for now.

As I reach forward to splash water onto my face, the buzzing intensifies, becomes almost unpleasant—like bees swirling a hive.

Jefferson’s hands go still above the water. “Lee?” he whispers, with a quick glance behind to make sure no one is listening. “Your eyes are doing that thing again.”

According to him, my eyes turn more golden than brown when I’m near a find, like tiger’s-eye gemstones, he says.

“There’s something nearby,” I whisper back. “A nugget, I think. Not that big, or I’d be near senseless.”

“Well, let’s find her!”

“I . . . okay, sure.” It feels peculiar to stretch out with my gold sense while his eyes are so intent on me. He watches me all the time now. Sometimes he glances away when I catch him at it, but sometimes he doesn’t. Just stares like a man with nothing to hide, which always gives my belly a tumble.

“So how does it work, exactly?” he says. “You just close your eyes and—”

“Breakfast is nearly done for,” Becky calls out. “You miss it, you fend for yourself.”

I shoot to my feet, a little relieved. “Breakfast first,” I say. “Nugget later.”

Jefferson frowns. “All right.” He grabs my upper arm as I’m turning away. “No, wait.”

His hand feels huge and strong now. A man’s hand. When he gazes down at me, he looks just like the boy I grew up with. But he’s changed so much this last year, it’s like a stitch in my side. Like I’ve lost part of him. We’ve changed together, I reckon. We’re still best friends, for sure and certain, but there are parts of Jefferson McCauley and Leah Westfall that are long gone, dropped like so much baggage in the land we left behind, or maybe scattered like seeds across the continent.

“Lee, there’s something I need to ask you.” He looks down at his boots, that frown still tugging his lips, and suddenly my heart is like buffalo stampeding in my chest.

I yank my arm from his grip. Whatever he has to say, I’m not ready to hear it. I know I’m not, and I open my mouth to tell him I’m in no mood for another no-good, fool-headed proposal, but the words can’t seem to find their way out.

“We’ve been friends our whole lives,” he says. “Best friends. And I’m not sure how to get past that to . . .” He pauses. All of a sudden his gaze snaps to mine, his face filled with determination. “To what I want.”

My heart curls in on itself. No, Jefferson, not now. Not yet.

“I’m not sure it’s what you want,” he continues. “But a man ought to make his intentions clear, and my intentions are to—”

A rifle booms, too close.

Jefferson lurches forward, eyes flying wide.

I reach to catch him as another gun sounds—a pistol this time, closer to camp.

Mrs. Hoffman screams as Jefferson sags into my arms.

“Lee?” Jefferson whispers, his eyes glazing. “I think I’m shot.”

I have to find cover. I have to get him somewhere safe. A shot zings past my ear. The horses neigh in panic. I drag Jefferson back toward the line of pines, his heels digging furrows in the damp earth.

“Everyone, get behind the wagon!” the Major yells.

Gunpowder scent fills my nose as more shots ring out.

We reach the trees. I spot the thickest trunk and yank Jefferson behind it. He settles gingerly to a sitting position. “It’s not that bad,” he says, but his dark Cherokee complexion has gone white like curdled cream.

I crouch beside him. I itch to grab my gun, to run and make sure the little ones are hidden away. But not until I know Jefferson is safe. “Show me,” I demand.

He shifts to reveal his right flank. His shirt is in tatters and soaked in blood.

“The bullet’s not in me,” he says, and I’m glad to hear the strength in his voice. “It burns a fair bit, but I’ll be fit in no time.”

I yank my kerchief from under my collar and untie it. “Here.” I thrust it toward him. “Wad it up and press it against the wound. I’ll be right back.”

Crouching to make myself small, I creep through the trees toward our wagon and the campsite.

“You be careful, Leah Westfall,” Jefferson whispers at my back.

Through a break in the pine branches, I see the wheels of our wagon. More gunshots rip the air, and I dare to hope some of my people are firing back. I’m desperate to lay eyes on them, to make sure everyone is all right. But until I figure out who is attacking and where they’re coming from, I have to be patient. I have to be a ghost.

I inch forward on silent feet.

There, tucked behind one of the wagon wheels. Little Olive and Andy Joyner are huddled tight, like a ball made of limbs. Olive’s face is streaked with dust and tears, but when she catches my eye and sees me put a finger to my lips, she gives me a quick, brave nod.

The younger Hoffman boys are crouched behind the opposite wheel, their tiny sister, Doreen, sheltered between them. Otto holds his daddy’s pistol clumsily in one hand, like it’s a snake that might bite. I can’t see Mr. Hoffman, but I know he’s nearby; I know it because he carries my mama’s locket now. But not even the sweet siren call of gold can tell me whether he’s alive or dead.

Beside the wagon is the Major’s triangle tent. It’s caved in a bit, and a tiny flag of fabric waves in the breeze near the top—a bullet hole. I hope to God no one is inside.

There’s no sign of Becky Joyner and the baby, the older Hoffmans, the three college men, or Hampton. We left the horses tied up in a nearby meadow, including my precious Peony, but there’s no way to know how she’s doing. I’m not the praying type, but I can’t help slipping a little something heavenward: Please, please let everyone be all right.

More shots crack the air—two from across the river, one due south. Just three people shooting at us, far as I can tell, and only the one rifle between them. The revolvers aren’t much of a menace at this distance, but I need my own rifle and powder horn if I’m to take care of the fellow who winged Jefferson. They’re in the holster of Peony’s saddle, which is laid out across a log on the other side of our still-smoking campfire. Out in the open.

A cry pierces the air. The Joyner baby. It’s followed by shushing and murmuring, which does absolutely nothing to quiet the tiny girl but fills me with so much relief I’m suddenly a little unsteady. Becky and the baby. Both alive.

The guns go silent all at once. The birds have fled, and my companions are as quiet as the grave in their hiding spots, so it’s just Baby Girl Joyner, wailing her little head off to the open sky.

A man’s voice rings out. “Didn’t realize y’all had a baby!”

Only the daft and the desperate attack a camp full of people without scouting it first.

From somewhere to my right, Tom Bigler shouts, “We have six children under the age of ten and some womenfolk besides!” Tom studied law at Illinois College, and he’s been speaking on our behalf more and more since we arrived in California Territory.

“You Mormons?” the strange man calls out. “We don’t hold with Mormons.”

“No, sir,” Tom says. After a pause . . . “Is that why you’re shooting at us?”

I hold my breath. We’ve heard a lot of grumbling about the Mormons since we got here, though as far as I can tell they’re just regular folks who don’t make any trouble. I’d hate to hear we were attacked because someone thought we were Mormons.

But I’d hate it even more to learn they’re my uncle’s men, looking for me. Because that would mean this is all my fault. We haven’t seen Uncle Hiram since that day at Sutter’s Fort, but I’ve been expecting him to come calling, and not in a friendly way.

“This here a good spot for color?” the man hollers. “Found anything?”

Tom doesn’t respond at first, and I know he’s considering his answer. The man’s voice came from the south. Maybe I can creep around our camp and come up behind him. I’ll have to be very slow and careful, like I’m hunting a deer.

I start to creep back, away from the wagon, but Tom’s voice stills me. “This is a very good spot,” he lies.

Our group has been waiting on word from Jefferson and me that we’ve reached a promising location. This stretch of river does have some gold. But not a lot. Not enough to stake claims here. The others think we’ve got an eye for prospecting, us being born and raised in Georgia gold-mining country. But the truth is, I’ve got witchy powers that lead me to gold as sure as the west leads the sun.

“Well, maybe we want this spot for ourselves,” the man says.

Not my uncle’s men, then. Just a few cussed claim jumpers.

“We haven’t staked claims yet,” Tom says. “Got here last night. Already found a bit of dust without even trying. But if you let us pack up and be on our way, we’ll find ourselves another spot, and you can have this one with our blessing.”

A long pause follows, interspersed with mutterings. They can’t get away with this so easily. Not after they shot Jefferson. I’ll be glad to get everyone safe, sure, but I’d almost give up Daddy’s boots to mark their faces. I want to know trouble when it comes at me next.

“You got ten minutes,” the man calls out. “If any of you start loading guns, we start shooting.”

“That’s a deal,” Tom says. “We’ll be away before you know it.”

I can hardly believe my eyes when Becky Joyner pops up from behind a large boulder, baby over her shoulder. She boldly hastens to the campfire and, using her free hand, starts chucking things into the back of the wagon—the still-hot griddle, the water bucket, the baby’s blanket. Though the air is crisp, sweat sheens her face, and short strands of blond hair have curled wet against her neck.

When no one shoots at Becky, Hampton appears from behind a large tree trunk. “I’ll fetch the oxen and hook them up,” he says.

“I’ll help,” says Otto, crawling out from under the wagon.

Major Craven hobbles out with his crutch from behind the same boulder Becky used for cover and hurries toward his tent to pack it up. I’ve no time to mark the others, because I’m already dashing back into the trees to fetch Jefferson.

Jeff has pulled himself to his feet. He leans against the tree trunk, and his breaths are fast and shallow. The bloodstain has spread down the side of his trousers.

“Don’t think I can ride,” he gasps as I wrap one of his arms around my shoulders to bolster him. “Just get me into the wagon.”

We stumble through the trees. He’s so tall now, and heavy enough that my thighs burn. When did he get so big?

“Jasper!” I holler as we near the wagon. “Jeff’s been hurt!” Everyone is scurrying around, working fast. The sides of the canvas bonnet are rolled up for easy loading, and the bed is already nearly full. “Jasper!”

The young doctor comes running, along with several others. He waves them off. “No, no, keep working,” he says. First thing in the morning, and Jasper is in a starched white shirt, as clean as a groom at his wedding. He’s got some odd notions about dirt for a miner, but maybe not so odd for a doctor. He insists that keeping himself clean saves lives.

Jasper’s eyes are narrowed, assessing, even before he reaches us. Together we lower Jefferson to the ground and roll him onto his side. Olive Joyner stands over us, rag doll clutched in one hand. “I’ll get your kit,” she says, calm as a woman grown, and she dashes away.

“Bullet’s not in me, Doc,” Jefferson pants out.

“I’m no doctor,” Jasper says as he peels the shirt away from the wound. “Just studying to be one.” His voice is calm and soothing, like bullets haven’t just been flying willy-nilly.

“You’re all the doc we need,” the Major says. He taps his wooden leg against a rock. Jasper amputated the Major’s leg to save his life on our journey west.

The strange man’s voice rings out from the trees. “Didn’t mean to hurt nobody! It were an accident!”

“Well, you shouldn’t be shooting at stuff if you’re so cussed bad at it!” I holler back, and Jasper gives me a dark glance that looks so much like Mama’s stop-antagonizing-people-or-else face that it puts a lump in my chest.

Jefferson hisses as Jasper starts poking around. I refuse to look at the wound, focusing instead on Jeff’s pale face. “You’re going to be fine,” I tell him, though I’ve no idea if it’s true.

“Course I am,” he says through clenched teeth, but he reaches for my hand. I grab it and squeeze tight.

Olive hurries back, blond braids swinging, Jasper’s medicine chest banging against her knees. The chest is nearly half the size of the girl, and it’s a wonder she lugged it here so fast.

Jasper pours water from his canteen over Jefferson’s flank. Though I’ve never had a stomach for injuries, I can’t help glancing at the wound. It’s a jagged tear in the skin, still bleeding freely, but it’s small. Jefferson was right. The bullet just grazed him, taking a chunk of skin with it.

“You are going to be just fine,” I say in relieved wonder.

“Told you so,” Jefferson says.

Jasper follows the water with a liberal dose of Hawe’s Healing Extract, but I turn away when he pulls out a wicked needle and some thread.

Olive, on the other hand, stares transfixed. “That’s how I sewed Dolly’s pinafore,” she says.

“Skin feels a little different than calico under the needle,” Jasper says to her. “But if you can sew a pinafore, you can stitch a wound.”

Jefferson’s fingers squeeze the bones of my hand together as the needle pierces his skin.

“I could do that,” Olive says.

Jasper ties a knot and snips the leftover thread. “Tell you what. Next time Lee or Jefferson bags a rabbit, we’ll practice some stitches on the bullet hole.”

“Okay, Jasper!”

I stare at the girl. Such a quiet little thing, who gets teary-eyed at the slightest provocation. But I guess everyone is brave about something.

“All right, Jefferson,” Jasper says as he ties off the wrapping. “It bled a good bit, so I want you to ride in the wagon until I know that wound is sealing properly. But you should be fine.”

Jeff winces as we help him to his feet. “Thanks, Doc,” he says.

The strange man’s voice hollers out, “I reckon it’s all right if you need a few more minutes, given that you have an injury.”

Our camp is already packed up. We’ve had to move fast before, and everyone knows exactly what to do. Major Craven is near the wagon tongue, checking the oxen harnesses. “At least they don’t seem keen to murder us all,” he grumbles.

“Stupid men can be just as dangerous as murderous ones,” I tell him.

“More dangerous, often as not,” he says, and he helps us shove Jefferson onto the wagon bench.

Hampton approaches, Peony and Sorry saddled up and trailing behind him, and I’m so relieved to see them both. I grab Peony’s reins and plant a kiss on her pretty white nose. “Just a bunch of fuss and noise, girl,” I tell her, and true to form, she tosses her blond mane, more annoyed than frightened.

“The sorrel’s got a small gash on her foreleg,” Hampton says. “Must have panicked when the guns went off. I think she’s fine, though.”

“Can’t ride her, anyway,” Jefferson says.

“I’ll lead her instead of tying her to the back of the wagon,” Hampton says. “Otherwise that gash will fill with dust.”

“Thanks, Hampton.”

Jefferson’s sorrel mare looks as sorry as ever, with her head drooping and her tail limp like it’s the worst day of her life, but that’s just her way, ever since she was a filly, so I’m not worried.

“Roll out!” Mr. Hoffman says in his big, booming voice.

The Major whips his stick over the oxen’s heads, and the wagon lurches away. The rest of us follow, me on Peony, Jefferson on the wagon bench, the rest on foot. Mrs. Hoffman carries the Joyner baby to give Becky a break, and Martin Hoffman hefts his tiny sister, Doreen, onto his shoulders, much to her delight. Tom Bigler and Henry Meeks slap Jasper on the back for another job well done.

I let everyone get ahead so I can watch them all and ponder a bit in solitude. I think of the nugget I sensed, still hiding in the riverbank. I hope she stays there, bright and shining and perfectly forgotten until the end of days.

“The place is all yours!” I call out to the trees. “Good luck with it.”

“Good luck to you, too,” a voice calls back. “Sorry about your friend.”

The hair on my neck stands on end. I can’t mark the man’s face, so I mark his voice—deep and gravelly, landing hard on his words.

Once I’m certain we’re out of sight, I grab my rifle and my powder horn and start loading.





Chapter Two

We head east along the American River, passing several promising camping sites, but no one suggests we stop. Can’t blame everyone for wanting to put some distance between ourselves and those cussed claim jumpers.

The sun is getting low, and trees fill our path with dapple shade as we come to a swift tributary creek. Mr. Hoffman wades in to check the depth and figure the best ford for the wagon. “It’s shallow,” he says, knee deep in icy water. “We can roll right through.”

Jefferson flicks the reins of the oxen and hollers them forward.

“Wait!” I call out. “Stop.”

Everyone turns to look at me.

My gold sense is humming, strong and pure. “This is a good area. For claims, I mean. Maybe up the creek a ways.”

The Major twists on the wagon bench to face me. “You sure, Lee? Why here?”

My face warms as my companions stare. It’s innocent staring; no one except Jefferson knows what I can do. Still, I feel like a deer in their sights. Especially when I notice how keen the Major is on my face, or maybe my eyes, which probably look like gemstones right now.

“I . . . er . . . well, it’s the rocks. And the high bank.” I gesture toward the creek. “See how smooth they are? And how deep the bank cuts through the land? This creek floods big every spring. And flooding means gold.” I allow myself a steadying breath. Nothing about that was a lie.

It’s just not the whole truth. The surface gold will be gone after a season. But here, gold runs deep too. I feel it pulsing way down in the earth, like a toothache in the root of my jaw. Back in Georgia, after the surface gold played out, everyone took to the mines, and them that own the mines make the money. There’s going to be a mine here someday, for sure and certain.

“I agree with Lee,” Jefferson says, with a knowing look that no one else would understand.

“Well, okay!” the Major says. “Let’s start looking for a campsite. Any objections?”

“Their word is good enough for me,” Becky says.

“For me too,” Mr. Hoffman says.

Jefferson and the Major turn the oxen upstream along the creek bank. The older Hoffman boys, Martin and Luther, scout ahead to clear branches from the wagon’s path. Gold continues to sing, loud and sweet.

Becky’s voice echoes in my head: Their word is good enough for me.

I have to tell them. I have to tell them all, and I have to do it tonight.

We agreed to stick together, at least until we found a nice amount of gold. We’ve been through too much, Mr. Hoffman said, to give up on one another. Besides that, Jefferson pointed out, people you can trust with your life are hard to come by out here in the West. “We’re family now,” Becky Joyner concurred. So after reaching Sutter’s Fort, we headed into the hills to find a prospecting spot that would allow us to stake adjacent claims.

I almost told them the truth then. But keeping secrets is such a habit. Especially when your mama and daddy died for them.

My new family has a right to decide whether to throw in their lot with a witchy girl like me who could get them all killed. We got lucky with those claim jumpers. If they’d been working for my uncle, we wouldn’t have gotten away with a single bullet graze.

I glance at Jefferson, riding on the wagon bench. His hand grips the edge to brace against bumps. Everything about that hand is so familiar. The shape of his knuckles, the exact color of his skin. My eyes start to sting, and I have to blink fast to keep the tears back, because if anyone else got killed over my secret, it would break my heart into a million pieces.

“Whoa!” the Major calls, and the wagon jerks to a stop. He sets the wheel brake and hops down. I knee Peony forward to see what’s halted us.

The creek is dammed by a warren of branches and mud. Above the dam, the creek widens into the prettiest pond I ever saw, teeming with cattails and buzzing dragonflies. The pond’s headwater is a stair-stepped rapids, frothing white. There, a huge blue heron stands sentry like a statue, eye on the surface, waiting for his next meal to wriggle by. A lone grassy hill overlooks it all, well above the flood line, big enough to pitch a whole mess of tents.

“Glory be,” Becky Joyner whispers, staring agape.

Jefferson’s big yellow dog, Nugget, gives a delighted yip and rushes forward, scattering a whole mess of sparrows.

“Beaver,” I tell Becky. “They always pick the nicest spots.”

“Beaver dam means fish,” Major Craven says, with a fever in his eyes, same as my daddy always got when he talked of gold.

Mr. Hoffman ambles over, frowning. “You sure there’s enough distance between us and those claim jumpers?”

“This is California Territory,” Tom says. “Can’t set up camp without taking a risk.”

“But if we make camp on that hill,” I say, pointing, “we can see folks coming at us. And we’ll set a watch, just like when we were with the wagon train.”

No one protests. “Let’s get to work,” the Major says.

We skirt the pond and head uphill, where we unload the wagon, let the animals out to graze, and start ringing a fire pit. We move fast and with sure hands; we’ve all done it a hundred times before.

Hampton whistles jauntily, and Henry shares a joke and a laugh with the other college men. I’m the only one who sets about the work with heavy hands and a frown.

We’re well enough into the mountains that some of the oaks have given way to conifers, and our evening fire smells sharp of pine wood. The dogs, Nugget and Coney, are exhausted from exploring, and they curl up together as near to the fire as they dare. The Major caught a whole mess of trout, and he showed Becky how to roll them in flour batter and fry them up, which makes for the most delicious meal we’ve had in months—especially since the Major had a hand in cooking it.

I’m licking my greasy fingers clean when Jefferson says to everyone gathered around the fire, “Plenty of timber to be had. And this hill is sound.”

“The boys and I could have some shanties built in days,” Mr. Hoffman agrees. “Like the ones we saw along the river. Maybe even a cabin before winter.”

“I’d dearly like a cabin for the little ones,” Becky says. Her baby daughter sits in her lap, facing us all. The baby kicks her chubby legs out at irregular intervals, babbling at nothing in particular. “We’re well enough into the mountains to get a little snow.”

“A cabin would keep our goods a lot drier than a shanty,” Jasper says.

“It’s settled, then,” Mr. Hoffman says. “Tomorrow morning, my boys and I will lay out a foundation. Lee and Jefferson can help everyone else stake claims, all adjacent like we planned.”

Jasper lifts his tin mug as if it’s full of ale instead of pine-needle tea and says, “Here’s to finding our winter home.”

“What are we going to call it?” Henry asks.

“Call it?” Mr. Hoffman says.

“If it’s a settlement, it needs a name.”

Luther brightens. “We could call it Good Diggins.”

Martin, his older brother, snorts and cuffs him on the shoulder. “Numbskull.”

“Don’t call your brother names!” Mrs. Hoffman says from some distance away. When it comes to her children, that woman has the ears of a bat.

“But we passed too many other Diggins already!” Martin protests. “Smith’s Diggins, Missouri Diggins, Negro Diggins . . .”

“How about Prosperity?” the Major says. “That’s what it’s going to bring us.”

Becky frowns. “Shouldn’t count our chickens before they hatch, or weigh our gold before it’s shining. That’s just asking for the Lord to humble you.”

“You’ve a fair point there, ma’am,” the Major says. “What about Hope? Because if there’s one thing I already have a whole mess of, it’s hope.”

Maybe it’s a trick of the firelight, but Becky’s gaze on the Major turns soft. “I suppose that’ll work,” she says.

Jefferson speaks to everyone, but his eyes are on me. “Hope is too uncertain. I mean, hopes can be fulfilled, but hopes can be disappointed.”

I’ve got to change the subject, because I know he’s not referring to gold and I’m not ready for that conversation. “All that matters right now is we’ve got a glorious place to start.”

Mrs. Hoffman comes to sit beside her husband. She leans a head on his shoulder and smiles softly. “Glory be to God,” she says.

“All ehr und lob sol Gottes sein.” Mr. Hoffman nods solemnly.

Jasper lifts his mug again. “To Glory, California.”

“Hear! Hear!” someone mutters. Everyone raises a mug or a spoon or something in salute, except me.

“Wait!” I say. “Please. I have to tell you something first.”

Everyone hushes. The fire pops. Something splashes into the pond below.

“I . . . You need to know . . .”

Jefferson’s eyebrows lift in surprise, but then he gives me an encouraging nod. He has wanted nothing but the truth from me since the beginning.

Locking gazes with him emboldens me to say, “My uncle is still after me. He didn’t expect to find me surrounded by friends. But he’ll regroup. He’ll try again.”

“Well, he’s not getting you,” Jasper says, and the others murmur agreement.

“And I appreciate that. I do. But you all need to know why. Before you decide to . . . whether or not I can stay with you.”

“What are you talking about, Lee?” Becky says.

“Bah!” says the baby.

I screw up my courage and blurt: “I can find gold! Not like normal folks. Like . . . a witch.”

The Major frowns, and the expression is so out of place on him that it turns my throat sour. “Never took you for a teller of tall tales,” he says.

Jefferson clambers to his feet, favoring his injured side. “I think a demonstration is in order. Herr Hoffman, you still have that bauble?”

Mr. Hoffman’s brows are furrowed deep enough for planting corn. But he reaches into his pocket and pulls out the heart-shaped locket my mama wore until the day she died. It’s changed hands a few times, but I’m glad that something of hers made it all the way across the continent.

Jefferson takes it from him. It dangles from his fingers, sparking in the firelight. “This locket is made of nearly pure gold. Lee, turn around.”

I do as he asks, guessing what he has in mind. While I face the dark, everyone shuffles around and exchanges muted whispers.

“Okay, we’re ready.”

I turn back around, and I pause a moment, memorizing my companion’s faces. They’re about to know everything about me. No going back after this. But I will do anything, anything, to keep my new family safe. Even if it means being alone all over again.

Solemnly Jefferson says, “Where’s the locket, Lee?”

It’s a lump of sweetness in my chest, calling as soft and clear as a whippoorwill.

“Beside the fire, in Becky’s Dutch oven.”

Mrs. Hoffman gasps.

“Fancy trick,” says Henry. “You’ve got keen hearing, I’ll give you that.”

Jefferson’s eyes narrow. “We’ll do it again. Turn around, Lee.”

I do so without complaint, happy to let him take charge. He’s not doing it to boss me; he knows how hard it is for me to tell the truth, and he’s easing my burden.

More murmurings and shufflings.

“Okay, Lee.”

It’s farther away this time, and I have to close my eyes and focus. It tugs me southward, to the edge of the pond at the bottom of the hill. No, that’s something different. Something bigger.

I rise to my feet and head downhill.

“Where’s she going?” Mrs. Hoffman says.

“Hah!” says her husband. “She got it wrong this time.”

I pay them no mind. I’m already on my knees, digging in mud that’s damp but gritty—so different from the mud back home in Georgia. My fingertips know gold the moment they touch it, and I can hardly control how fast they scrape and dig to get at it.

Finally I can hook a finger around it and pry it from the mud.

“Whatcha got there, Lee?” says little Andy, and I jump. I turn to find that everyone has followed us down the hill. The half-moon gives just enough light for me to make out their faces. Jasper’s eyes are bright. Becky is calm and cool as an early fall morning. But Mr. Hoffman glowers, and in the dark, his form is hulking and monstrous.

I wipe the nugget on my trousers and hold it up for everyone to see. “It’s gold,” I say. “Very pure. Worth about eighty dollars.”

“You already knew it was there,” says Henry.

“The locket is in your pocket, Henry Meek,” I tell him.

Silence greets me. After a moment, he fishes it out and hands it back to Mr. Hoffman without a word. Everybody stares at me like I might bite, or maybe cast a hex.

“There’s more in the pond,” I say to fill the awful quiet. “But there’s even more on the east bank. A vein, I think. Close enough to the surface to get to, if you’re handy with a pickax. Lots of dust in the rapids for the little ones to pan. It’s a good spot. The best we’ve come across.”

Major Craven worries at the fabric padding his crutch with his thumb. “That’s why your uncle sailed all the way around the world to find you,” he muses in a voice barely audible above the sound of the running creek.

Jefferson jumps in with, “Remember how she found Andy, that time he got lost on the prairie? He was carrying that locket.”

Becky’s eyes are wide with understanding. “That’s why Mr. Westfall killed your ma and pa,” she says. “That’s why he wants you so badly. You have . . .”—I expect her to say “a burden” or “a curse”—“a gift from the Lord.”

“I . . . Yes, I suppose so.”

The Major straightens. “Well, Hiram Westfall can’t have you.”

My relief is short-lived, because Mr. Hoffman says, “You’re saying he might kill us, too?”

I promised myself I would be truthful. “Yes.”

“I can’t lose another child,” Mrs. Hoffman says, her voice wavering. “I can’t.”

And I can’t blame her. I miss Therese more than I’ve let on to anyone, even Jefferson.

Mr. Hoffman’s face falls into his hands. His silhouette becomes a huge lump against the sky, like the weight of all of California is stooping him low. “We never should have come here. It’s the worst decision I ever made, and . . . I’m sorry, Helma. Bitte, vergib mir.”

His wife pulls his head down to her shoulder.

I force the words out: “I’ll pack up my gear. Peony and I will be gone by morning.”

“No!” Jasper shouts. He’s as excited as I’ve ever seen him, taken with the fever, same as my uncle.

“Anyone who sticks with me is going to get rich, for sure and certain,” I tell him. “But they might get dead, too.”

“I’m going with Lee,” Jefferson says. “No matter what.”

“Me too,” Jasper says.

Hampton steps forward and places a hand on Jefferson’s shoulder. “I’m already a dead man,” he says, “if those slave catchers ever find me. Might as well be with friends.”

I swallow against a sudden sting in my throat. “I didn’t want . . . I mean, you shouldn’t all separate on my account. I’ll just go. I’ll point you in the right direction so you can all get to prospecting, and I’ll leave you in peace.”

“No,” says Mr. Hoffman. He has straightened, and his voice has steadied. “You stay, Lee. We’ll go.”

“Where?” Tom asks. “You’ve got no experience. You need Lee and Jefferson to—”

“Home. Back to Ohio.”

“Vater, no!” Martin cries.

His father winces but says nothing.

Mrs. Hoffman reaches over and grasps her husband’s hand so that they face us united. He squeezes back and says, “We’re not the first to give up and go home; talked to a few folks at Sutter’s Fort and Mormon Island who were already making plans to leave California. I thought crossing the desert would be like crossing the ocean, and there would be a better life waiting for us on the other side. But gold isn’t worth our lives. We’ll go by ship this time, arrive home a lot poorer, but grateful not to lose anyone else.”

We are silent for a long moment. I expect others to announce their own departure, but no one does.

I offer the nugget to Mr. Hoffman. “Here.”

He takes it from my hand.

“And this, too.” I reach into my pocket and pull out another. “I found it two days ago. Worth about fifty dollars.”

“I can’t—”

“You can and you will.” I shove it into his hand. “I have a leather pouch in my saddlebag filled with smaller ones. They’re all yours. They can buy passage for your family.”

He shakes his head. “I still have a candlestick left. Once I sell it—”

“Use it to give yourself a new start back in Ohio. Take it as a gift. In Therese’s memory, because she was my friend.”

“I . . .” Concern for his family’s welfare overcomes his pride. “All right. Thank you, Leah Westfall.” He rummages in his pocket and pulls out my mother’s locket. “I should be returning this to you.”

With a nod, I take it from him and slip it around my neck. I breathe deep as the heart-shaped piece settles against my chest, setting my magic to buzzing, welcoming it home where it belongs.

Together, we all trudge back up the hill. Martin Hoffman hangs his head and kicks at the ground with each step. Once we reach the wagon and tents, he dashes off into the darkness. Mr. Hoffman starts to go after him, but Mrs. Hoffman grabs his arm. “Give the boy some time.”

I grab my rifle from Peony’s saddle holster. “I’ll take first watch.”

“Wake me in a few hours,” Jefferson says.

But I’m still sitting on the hilltop, wide awake, rifle across my lap, when morning blushes the sky.

A condor soars high above. It’s a giant of a bird, bigger even than an eagle, with magnificent black-and-white wings. Like everything else in this territory, it’s both familiar and odd, and it makes my old home in Georgia seem like a very small, distant place.

After breakfast, we split up our gear. The Hoffmans agree to let us keep all the tents, the mining gear we bought at Mormon Island, and Mr. Hoffman’s gray gelding. In exchange, they’ll keep the wagon and half the oxen, which they’ll take to San Francisco and sell.

Everyone says their good-byes. The four Hoffman boys are stone-faced as they hitch up the oxen, except Otto, whose lower lip quivers. Martin goes about the work with jerky, slapdash movements, yanking on the hitch so hard that an ox lows in protest.

Mrs. Hoffman hugs Becky fiercely.

“I’d dearly love a letter from you, Helma,” Becky says.

Mrs. Hoffman promises to write. “Take care of that baby girl,” she admonishes. “And you must write me when you’ve finally settled on her name!”

As the wagon rolls away, Olive Joyner runs after it, doll swinging at her side. “Doreen!”

My heart stops as the Hoffman girl leaps from the back of the wagon and tumbles to the ground. But she jumps nimbly to her feet and runs toward Olive, bonnet whipping at her back. The two little girls throw themselves into each other’s arms.

Olive pulls away. She shoves her rag doll into Doreen’s arms. Without another word, she turns and dashes into the nearest tent.

Martin Hoffman strides back toward us to fetch his little sister. Doreen doesn’t protest when he swings her up, but tears stream down her cheeks, and she’s still staring at us over her brother’s shoulder, Olive’s rag doll dangling from her tiny hand, when the Hoffman family disappears into the trees.





Chapter Three

Becky wipes at her cheek and smooths her blond hair. “Well,” she says, checking a hair pin. “The cure for a heavy heart is industry.” With that, she turns toward the fire and begins scraping the breakfast dishes.

No one else moves for a moment. I look around at all the folks who are willing to risk their lives to stay with me: Jefferson and Hampton; Jasper, Tom, and Henry; Widow Joyner, with her two little ones; and Major Craven. I swallow the lump in my throat. “So, who wants to learn how to pan for gold?”

“Me!” Andy shouts, raising his hand like he’s in a schoolroom.

“And me,” Jasper says, a bit sheepishly. For all that he’s a doctor and wants to help people, he’s caught the fever like everyone else and wants to feel the weight of heavy pockets.

“I’ll go with Jefferson and stake all our claims,” Hampton says.

“There’s nothing to it,” Jefferson says, nodding. “Folks at Sutter’s Fort said to pace it out, pound some stakes into the ground, and connect them with string.”

Tom rubs at his chin. “Doesn’t seem right, having everything so informal.”

Henry cuffs him on the shoulder. “Not everything in the world is a law written in stone.”

“Well, it should be! Especially with California destined for statehood. We need the law more than ever in tumultuous times. What if—”

“What if you come and help me lay out the foundation for our cabin?” Henry interrupts gently, to everyone’s relief. Once Tom gets on a tear, there’s no stopping him.

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” Tom says. “Putting up cabins seems like a much more secure way to make our claim than stakes and strings.”

“Won’t do us any harm to do both,” Major Craven says. He waves his crutch at us. “I’m not much for heavy lifting or hammering or digging these days, but I’ll tend to the animals and then stand watch.”

“Watching the widow,” Jefferson whispers at my side, and I hit him with an elbow.

“Olive, go with Lee,” Becky orders her daughter. “Later, you’ll teach me what you learned about panning for gold.”

Olive has crept out of the tent, and though tears still streak her cheeks, she stands stoically, hands clasped against her pinafore. “Yes, Ma.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed,” Jasper says. “We’ll have fun.”

He pats her head, and she jerks away. She doesn’t care for that any more than I would.

I stare for just a moment toward the trees that swallowed up the Hoffman family; then I grab a wide, shallow pan, a bucket, and my hat. “All right, Andy and Olive. Are you ready to get soaking wet?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Andy says, while Olive regards my pan suspiciously.

“I’ve got the shovels,” Jasper says.

“Then let’s go.”

If we were back in Georgia, trying to pan for gold in those played-out creeks, we could be at it all morning and not have anything to show for it but sunburned necks, blistered hands, and a few flakes of shiny dust. Here in California, my gold sense is humming all the time, like my school bell has been pulled, and there’s ringing in my ears that won’t go away.

Jasper convinces the children to stand quiet long enough for me to concentrate, and I pick us a prime spot. It’s a wide, flat place in the creek, shallow enough for Andy and Olive, with a tinkling like chimes bouncing up through the ripples.

As expected, the gold comes easy. Mostly I supervise and explain what to do. Jasper shovels the gravel and black sand, and he and Olive take turns shaking the pans in water until the heavy pieces sink to the bottom. Olive hums as she works, some old hymn. It’s her favorite tune—I’ve heard her humming it while she helps her mother.

“Slow down,” I tell Olive. “You have to let the gold settle. Do you see it?”

“Where?” she asks.

All I mean to do is point, but it seems as though the flake lifts out of the water and sticks to my finger, just as if I called it. It’s the strangest feeling, like a static shock when it touches my skin.

“Did you do that on purpose?” Jasper asks.

“Do what on purpose?” I say. “Give me your hand.” I brush the tiny speck of gold into his palm. “You hold on to what we find. Now both of you, get back to work. This gold isn’t going to pan itself.”

My students do well. Jasper has a good touch, Olive has a good eye, and Andy has a good time. He splashes in the water and chases fish and cheers every time his sister or the doctor announces another find.

Jefferson and Hampton are exploring along the creek, trailed by the dogs, marking off claims for everybody in our group, and of course they want my advice. So I leave Jasper and Olive to pan, and Andy runs up and down the bank with me while we pick out good spots. I try to listen not just for the gold song coming from the water, but also for the deeper hum stretching back into the banks. I help Hampton choose the richest spot for his border of string—he’s got freedom to buy and family to reclaim from down south.

We’re tying off string at the edge of Hampton’s claim when I notice Jefferson staring at me. “You don’t have to watch my eyes,” I grumble. “When I sense gold, I’ll tell you straight.”

“That’s not why I’m looking,” he replies, and Hampton fails to keep the grin from his face.

I hightail it out of there and return to Jasper, who has two hands full of tiny nuggets. He’s staring at them, eyes wide.

“A few ounces,” I say. “Not bad for half a morning’s work.”

He holds out both hands. “Pick one—it’s your half.”

“Keep it all,” I say. “Jefferson and Hampton say this stretch is going to be your claim. That’s Tom and Henry’s claims, right adjacent, so you can work them all together. I was supposed to be teaching you, and it seems like you’ve been taught.”

“Are you sure?”

“Are your feet wet?”

Jasper laughs and pours all the gold into one hand. He picks out the largest nugget and calls to Olive. “Here you go, partner. For your all your hard work.”

She takes it reverently and holds it like it’s a hummingbird’s fragile egg.

“Where’s mine?” Andy says. “I helped, too.”

“I’ve got yours right here,” Jasper says, and he gives me a wink as he hands another tiny stone to the boy.

For a moment, I am happy, maybe the happiest I’ve been since Uncle Hiram murdered my parents and stole my life from me. I have sunlight on my face, and the siren call of gold singing under my skin. I’m with family again, my real family now, whatever the law says, and I’m doing something I’m good at.

“I’m cold,” says Olive.

“Let’s get you back to your ma and dried off,” I say. Jasper gathers our tools and whistles a tune as we head downstream. When we come within sight of camp, Andy takes off running.

“Ma! We found gold!” he hollers. His trousers are soaked through, his right leg slathered in mud up to his knee.

Becky jumps up from the table, the one that made it here all the way from Chattanooga. Her red-checked tablecloth is spread across it just so, the corners perfectly aligned, and a vase full of purple alpine rises from the center. It’s like God dropped a tiny tavern right into the middle of the wilderness.

Sitting at the table is a stranger.

My hand flies to the five-shooter at my hip. The man sits across from Becky, scooping up half-burned flapjacks like they’re manna from heaven. Crumbs cling to his wild gray beard. Becky holds the fussing baby to her chest like a shield.

“Hush, Andy,” I whisper. “Say no more about the gold.”

“Okay, Lee,” Andy whispers back. Olive slips her hand into mine. I glance around for the Major, who was supposed to be keeping watch.

“This gentleman is Mr. Tuggle,” Becky says smoothly, though I know her well enough to note the wariness in her eyes and the carefulness of her speech. “He paid me two dollars for a plate of flapjacks.”

“And a mighty fine breakfast it was, ma’am!” he exclaims. “The best flapjacks I ever had.”

Olive and I exchange a baffled glance. The bearded man is either daft or deceitful, because Becky Joyner is the worst cook in the whole wide West.

He wipes his mouth with one of Becky’s embroidered napkins, then rises from the table and stretches out his hand to shake. “Just call me Old Tug,” he says. “And your name, mister?”

“It’s . . .” I almost say my last name, Westfall, but I don’t want to make it any easier for folks to connect me with my uncle. “Lee. Miss Lee.”

His gaze darts down to my trousers, then up to my chin-length hair. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Lee. You’ll have to forgive me. We don’t much get the pleasure of gentler company in these parts.” His skin is craggy and weathered, his nose peeling from the sun. His riotous gray beard nearly covers a smile only half full of brownish teeth.

I’m about to retort that my company is anything but gentle when I sense someone at my shoulder. I turn and am relieved to see Jasper. “This is Jasper Clapp,” I tell Old Tug. “He’s our doctor. Most of our other menfolk are about their chores, but I expect them back any moment.”

“I see.” Which I hope means Old Tug got the message; we are not alone and helpless out here.

“Where are you headed, Old Tug?” I ask.

“Not sure yet. Looking for a place to stake a good claim.”

“If you head back to the river and point your boots east, you’ll see plenty of good prospecting land.”

“I was thinking this might be a good place.”

Major Craven materializes at the tree line, swinging forward on his crutch and cradling an armful of Becky’s dishes. He must have taken them to the creek to wash. “Sorry, sir,” he calls out cheerfully. “But every parcel within view has been claimed already.”

Old Tug frowns, his eyes narrowing. “You don’t say.” His voice does not match the one I heard when Jefferson was shot, but he could easily be one of the silent claim jumpers who shot through the trees.

The Major stacks the dishes beside the fire pit. “We wouldn’t mind having some good neighbors, though. Be happy to show you a few promising spots that haven’t been claimed yet.”

I stare at him. Has he gone mad?

Becky bends over to clear away Old Tug’s dishes. “Indeed, sir,” she says with her sweetest smile. “We could do with some company on occasion. Wouldn’t be right to let go the finer tenets of civilization just because we’re out in the wilderness.”

Old Tug stands from the table, revealing a ragged hole in the knee of his trousers. “I couldn’t agree more, ma’am.” He flips his hat onto his head. “Mind if I come back tomorrow morn? Might bring another fellow or two.”

This seems to take Becky aback, and my grip on the five-shooter tightens. “I . . . I suppose that would be all right,” she says.

“Would you accept gold dust for payment?” he asks.

Her eyes widen. “You mean you want to bring me paying customers?”

“Lots of gentlemen in these parts with gold to spare would pay to have such a fine breakfast,” he says.

Becky’s face is transformed with wonder, and Lord help every man within a thousand miles, because it makes her one of the prettiest women I ever saw. “Why, certainly, Mr. Tuggle. Bring as many friends as you’d like.”

Tug turns to the Major. “Mind showing me to one of those promising spots?”

Craven grins. “Not at all, sir, not at all.” He grabs his Colt.

Jasper steps forward, hoisting his rifle, too. “I’m coming with you.”

I give Jasper a grateful nod. There’s no way we’re leaving our friend all alone with this strange man.

As Jasper, Major Craven, and Old Tug skirt the pond toward the beaver dam, Becky says to me, “I must be a better cook than I thought!”

I blink. “It must be from all the practice.” I step forward to grab the table, just like I’ve done hundreds of times, but I stop short, laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Becky asks.

“I was about to put the table away in the wagon. Then I remembered we don’t have a wagon anymore.”

She grins.

“Becky, I have to ask. Why were you so blasted friendly to that man? You practically invited him to join us.”

She puts her hands on her hips and stares me down. “And what would have happened if I’d bullied him away? He’d have become suspicious, that’s what. He would have realized that we’re sitting on the best gold claims in the Sierra Nevada.”

“Oh.”

“And then he would have jumped our claims or gotten close enough to learn our real secret.”

Our real secret. Tears prick at my eyes. “Oh.”

“So we’re going to be friendly. Like it or not, we’ll encounter plenty of folks here in California. More are pouring in every day. Might as well establish some good neighbors.”

I scuff my boots in the dirt. “You’re right, of course. Sorry.”

“I’m not daft, you know. We’ll set a double watch tonight. Just in case.”

I groan, thinking of lost sleep, as Becky flips the dishrag over her shoulder, signaling an end to it all. She crouches to tend to Andy and Olive and make appropriate exclamations over the gold they found.

All the chores are done, so I mosey back up the creek to find Jefferson standing ankle-deep in ice-cold water, trousers and sleeves rolled up, leaning on a shovel.

“Glad you’re here,” he says. “I wanted to ask you if this is a good spot.”

I give him my best glare. “Jasper say you’re fit to work yet? You’re supposed to be staking claims, not heaving dirt.”

A smile tugs at his lips. “Worried about me, are you?”

“You’re going to tear your stitches, and then you’ll be useless for two more weeks.”

He digs into the bank and comes up with a shovelful of mud and gravel, which he tosses into his broad pan. “Claims are done. And I’m hale enough to dig my way from here to Sacramento.”

He looks it, too. His forearms are corded with muscle, his skin burnished by the sun, his black eyes bright. He catches me staring, and his tiny smile turns into a full-blown grin that makes my toes feel funny.

I snatch the shovel from his hand. “If you’re so hale, you won’t mind when I dunk you in the creek.”

Quicker than a blink, he steps so close that my nose nearly touches the hollow of his throat. “Try it,” he whispers. “I dare you.”

“I . . .” I can’t stop thinking about his lips. “When did you get so blasted tall?” I blurt.

His hand comes near to my ear, and he gently runs his thumb and forefinger against a lock of my hair. “It’s growing out,” he says. “I’m glad. You always had the prettiest hair.”

I’m not sure what to say about that, so I change the subject. “A stranger came into our camp,” I say.

His hand drops. “What? Who?”

“Man by the name of Tug. Paid Becky two dollars for a plate of flapjacks.”

“Poor fellow.” Jefferson steps away and squats to grab his pan full of mud.

The air around
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