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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 clothes-line 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.”
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      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
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