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      Venture into the rugged frontier, where love defies danger, secrets run deep, and hearts must fight to survive.

      
        
        Trail of Hope

      

      

      
        
        On the treacherous path of the Cherokee Trail of Tears, debutante Sophia Deveraux is fleeing a ruthless pursuer when she encounters Choctaw lighthorseman Clay Jefferson. Driven by a need to avenge his murdered family, Clay is focused on his mission—until Sophia nurses him back to health, igniting an unexpected bond. Together, they must survive the deadly dangers of the trail, but will their love withstand the weight of Clay’s vow for revenge?
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        US Cavalry officer Bryan MacConnell’s dreams of family and stability are shattered when his homestead is destroyed. As he and his grandfather head west for a new start, they stumble upon Megan Floyd, a woman searching for the truth about her brother's disappearance. Their journey through the unforgiving frontier binds them together, but can their love survive the dangers and hardships ahead?
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        Savannah, Georgia, September 1838

      

      

      Sophia Deveraux smiled at the beauty of the countryside as she headed back to her family home. The land lay quiet in the fading light of the day. She’d spent the day wandering around the bustling port town of Savannah as she searched for the perfect birthday present for her father. It had been a wonderful day, the first she’d had since her mother’s accidental death the previous month. Her father had had an extremely difficult time accepting it, which made her present even more important.

      She pulled the exquisite frame from the satchel she’d tucked between the heavy material of her dress and the pommel of the sidesaddle, her thumb tracing the beautiful filigree etching on the black frame. The artisan who’d created the mourning frame of her mother had done a remarkable job. He’d wound her mother’s blonde hair in a filigree design that matched the frame and accentuated the yellowing picture of her mother’s smiling face.

      She had been told enough by her mother, as well as her mother’s closest friends, that it was regrettable Sophia didn’t have her mother’s refined features and porcelain complexion. With her sun-kissed skin and chestnut hair, she must have taken after a long lost relative on her father’s side of the family, although from the few portraits hanging in their front hall, most of them had either blond or red hair.

      Tucking the frame back into her satchel for protection, she shrugged off the melancholy stirred up by the memories. Living with her mother had not been easy; she hadn’t had a pleasant upbringing. Her mother had always criticized everything she’d done, from education to how she dressed or styled her hair—which was so straight it was always falling out of the coiffure her maid would painstakingly put it in.

      Swallowing her sigh, she refused to end such a wonderful day feeling sorry for herself. She was so looking forward to watching her father’s reaction when he saw the frame. She was also looking forward to eating the Black Forest cake she’d instructed the cook to make with her father’s favorite cherry brandy. Her stomach growled just thinking of sinking her teeth into the moist, cherry-topped, chocolate cake.

      Several shouts captured her attention as her horse plodded along the newly-bricked lane leading to her family’s plantation home. A bright light cascading across the front lawn filled the darkening sky, and she could see what looked like a whole regiment of men standing around the large Georgian structure. She pulled the horse to a stop and slowly forced it to back up until they were hidden behind the large live oaks growing over the lane.

      From her vantage point, she watched as three men marched up the grand marble staircase to the wide front door, which was already standing open. Pale yellow light from the inside lamps poured through the doorway. A tight sensation closed off her throat as fear for her father became a living thing inside of her, trying to claw its way out as she worked to figure out what she should do. She was just one lone female, and there were so many men surrounding her home.

      She gripped the reins like a lifeline, desperately trying to make a decision, when it was made for her. Silhouetted in the lamplight stood a familiar figure—the one man she wished she had never met. Major Adrian Todd presented himself as a gentleman, but after accosting her at a party, she’d learned otherwise and refused the suit her mother had worked tirelessly for.

      Her mother all but accused Sophia of purposely turning the major away. That was the final straw in their already rocky relationship. Sophia’s entire life had been spent trying to please her mother. She could still hear her mother’s icy tone telling her she would always be a disappointment and that she would do whatever it took to remove Sophia from her home.

      Sophia patted the horse’s neck and wrapped the reins around a thin branch. She crept through the underbrush until she found the well-worn path she’d played along with her old nanny’s children, Sally and Tom. The memory of them playing and fishing in the nearby creek, bittersweet.

      Making her way to the back of the house, she stepped inside through the slaves’ entrance and silently made her way up the wooden stairs to the back hallway near the dining room. Gently twisting the doorknob, she pushed the door open just a crack to see if anyone was inside.

      The room was quiet and dark. She tiptoed through the room, moving around the chairs and large oak table, using the moonlight streams as her guide.

      Poking her head into the main hall to see if anyone was about, a huge shadow loomed above her. Terror exploded inside her chest and, before she could stop herself, she screamed. Another man instantly appeared, his large, beefy hand reaching for her as he pulled her into the main hall.

      “Quit your caterwauling, woman,” the man holding her said, each word sharp and pronounced. “Won’t do you no good anyway. No one here can help you.” He proceeded to shake her hard enough that her head slammed against his massive chest, causing her to bite her tongue. The sudden pain effectively stopped the scream. Pressing her lips together, her tongue throbbed as she clenched her jaws so tightly her teeth ached.

      From where she stood, the flickering light of the fireplace in the sitting room across the hall had died down, its still-smoldering embers glowing. The full moon’s brightness filtered through the thin curtains that covered the room’s two windows. She glanced up, able to see the men only too well, their menacing expressions sending cold shivers down her back.

      Thick shadows hung like a heavy curtain behind the them. A flicker of movement held her gaze. Squinting, she stared at the wall until she made out the indistinct form of a man hidden in the darkness. A painful gasp scraped down her throat when the moon’s glow momentarily brightened, and the dark shadows recoiled. The sight of the major’s cold, lifeless eyes seared into her mind.

      She swallowed her next breath, its sharp trail searing a path down the inside of her chest and constricting it in a tightening vise. The major’s slight frame advanced toward her. Without thinking, she tried to scoot back, but her frantic motions were stopped by the immovable arms holding her in place.

      Small tingles of dread bit across her chilled skin, quickly turning into larger spikes as waves of malevolence washed over her. Pulling her gaze from his, she struggled. Where was her father? The servants?

      “Well, my dear, I warned you. Didn’t I? I told you I always get what I want,” his thin, reedy voice taunted as he stopped in front of her, his face only a few inches from hers.

      Sophia gathered what little courage she possessed and spit in his face. The major’s gloved hand whipped upward and struck her. The sharp slap against her cheek echoed through the space. The force of the hit threw her head sideways, blurring her vision.

      Pain ripped through her lip, and she tasted the bitter copper flavor of blood. The only sound in the quiet room was her own strangled whimper.

      I will not cry. I will not cry. Where is everyone? Someone should have been here by now…

      She mentally shook herself, trying to stop the fluttery tremors of terror as its force moved her slight body. She pinched a tiny bit of skin on her thigh, the sharp pain immediately cutting through some of the mind-numbing fear as she tried to figure out a way to escape…but nothing came to mind. She couldn’t leave her father.

      Major Todd grabbed her by the arms and jerked her away from her captor, pulling her against him. “You will learn better manners when we are married, my dear Ms. Deveraux,” he hissed in her ear.

      A quick shot of anger replaced some of the fear, freezing the blood in her veins. “I will never be your wife. I’d rather wallow with pigs!” She pulled as far away from him as his tight grip would allow, which wasn’t very far.

      The cold, abrasive look in his eyes caused her heart to flutter painfully inside her chest. Instinctively, she knew she was in trouble. “You are a commissioned officer—the Army won’t let you get away with this,” she pleaded. Blinking several times, she forced back the burning tears threatening to spill from her eyes. She refused to let him see just how upset she really was.

      “You will pay for your insults, dear Sophia, and you will wish you had accepted my proposal. You think to call me a filthy animal? You will soon learn the definition of animal where you’re going.” He shoved her back into her captor’s arms and left the room, his boot heels tapping in a clipped rhythm against the polished floorboards.

      Stopping in the middle of the hallway, he turned his head back to her with a sneer. “Oh, and I can and will ‘get away with it,’ as you so succinctly stated. I am an admirable soldier, and have proven my worth time and again. General Scott would never question my honor.”

      With a quick flip of one finger, he motioned for the soldier holding her to move her forward, placing her at his side. He pinched her trembling chin between his fingers and tilted her head up. “Love is such an honorable notion...is it not?” His tight-lipped grin turned her stomach upside down. “I have convinced Scott we are in love.” He tilted her head back, her neck cramping painfully, as his eyes moved over her face. “You would do anything for your father?”

      Her eyes widened, and she tried to nod, but his grip on her chin was unrelenting. “Then, my dear, I suggest you do as I tell you. You will display the manners your mother so painstakingly tried to teach you, and come with me quietly and without struggle. Otherwise…” His low chuckle sounded sinister, sending a new burst of fear through her that settled in her stomach like a heavy stone.

      She’d never seen evil before, but as she stared into the major’s eyes, she knew without a doubt evil stared back at her. She forced her frozen muscles to move, and twisted her body against the tight grip of the soldier who’d taken hold of her again.

      His fingers dug painfully into her tender skin. As if her efforts were nothing more than the annoying buzz of a fly, the man jerked her into step behind the major. She stumbled along the hall, which led past the grand staircase to the second floor.

      Knowing she was running out of time, she planted her feet and pushed her body back into the guard, but still nothing happened. The man was as solid and as immovable as a brick wall. He shoved her forward, and she caught a quick glimpse of the library through the open double doors. The room was her father’s private domain. He would never leave one door open, much less both.

      When the soldier pushed her forward, she saw her father. His arms and legs had been tied to a chair placed in the center of the room. His face was bloody and swollen, and one hand dangled at an awkward angle. She stared at the bright red splotches of blood on the front of his torn white shirt. He tried to raise his head, holding it up only long enough for their eyes to meet before it fell forward again to rest against his chest.

      A pained cry tore through her pinched lips. “Papa!” She struggled to get away. Get to her father. “Why are you doing this?” She screamed at the major.

      He turned his head just enough for her to see his profile in the candlelight flickering from the sconces lining the main hall. “Because I can. Your father will soon learn he can’t keep from me what’s mine. And, my dear, dear Sophia, you are definitely mine.”

      Shocked and dazed at what was happening to her and her family, she had no strength left to fight and let her captors easily pull her onto the front portico. The numbness spreading over her was a welcome relief.

      A loud commotion pulled her gaze toward the end of the street where a group of soldiers on horseback were shouting and laughing. She saw rather than heard the harsh crack of their whips and the slaves’ answering screams. It was simply too much for her to comprehend, and she welcomed the darkness pulling at her with open arms.
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        Fort Wool, New Echota, Georgia, October 1838

      

      

      Hunger pains gnawed at the inside of Sophia’s shrunken stomach. She moved and smelled her own sweaty body. She stank…plus her dirt wore dirt, which made it worse. She gazed across the crowded courtyard. Bleakness and loss surrounded her in her prison.

      Having grown up in a beautiful plantation home surrounded by the finest things money could buy, she’d never really given much thought to her surroundings. She’d always been more concerned about the people inside her home and how they were living. This place, though? This place she hated.

      She stared into the blank faces of the starving and abused Cherokee families as they inched their way around the too-small enclosure. So many whys pushed through her mind until she thought she would go crazy

      She still couldn’t quite fathom the reasons behind Major Todd’s actions of placing her there. After fainting the horrible night of her abduction, Sophia didn’t remember the journey or her arrival. She woke up to find herself in the fort surrounded by Cherokee Indians.

      Her thoughts returned to the major, and she asked herself the same questions for the thousandth time. Why would a decorated soldier care what she thought about him? And why lock her up with the Cherokee? None of it made any sense to her.

      Her gaze scanned the prisoners inside the fort’s interior, their worn clothing and emaciated bodies. These kind and loving people treated her better than her own kind. Even as their numbers diminished daily as more and more died from the deplorable conditions and lack of food, they continued to care for her in spite of being white. Especially Martin. He’d taken care of her almost from the moment she’d opened her eyes and found she was a prisoner.

      Over the last few weeks, the elderly Indian had taken a special interest in her, acting more like a grandfather than a friend…at least how she imagined a grandfather would be if she’d ever known one. Everything she now knew about the Cherokee was so very wrong from what she’d been taught.

      Sophia turned away from the gruesome sight of the growing mound of bodies in the corner of the fort. It was a constant reminder of just how dire their situation was. As she did several times each day, she rose on her tiptoes and searched through the crowd of listless bodies until she found Martin sitting against the far wall.

      Carefully making her way across the courtyard, she pushed through the last line of people and stood in front of Martin. With no care for the tiny ants scurrying through the loose sand—or how unladylike she’d become—Sophia dropped down beside him,  crossing her legs as the Indians did, which was a surprisingly comfortable position.

      “Martin? Why are we still here? Why are we held here like prisoners?” Her words came out clipped, but Martin didn’t seem to notice.

      “One of the more friendly guards told me our departure was changed to avoid the hot weather,” he answered in his usual calm manner. “I did not want you to worry more, so I said nothing.”

      Sophia sighed. “I was afraid of that. You’ve been too cheerful.” She tucked her arm through his and wrapped her fingers around his balled fist. “I’m not a little child. I can handle more than you think.” A smile tugged at one side of her mouth, and she bumped him gently with her shoulder. “I just wish I could understand why this is happening to your people.”

      Martin’s lip curled in disgust, and his eyes narrowed into small slits on his weathered face. “The white man is not interested in the care of our land but in its riches—specifically, gold.”

      Sophia’s eyebrows furrowed together as several more questions popped into her head, but she pressed her lips together, biting her tongue to keep silent. “Our homeland is fertile, and we could grow many crops. Over the years, white men crossed our lands. They found gems, gold, and silver and wanted it for themselves. The Choctaw and several other tribes have already resettled out west, including my best friend, Strong Eagle, and his family. I miss them.”

      She watched his gaze shift from hers to the empty space over her shoulder, and squeezed his hand. She didn’t want to press him for more, but she needed answers. “So, everyone here will be moved west as well? How far west will they take us?”

      He didn’t answer. Several minutes passed in silence. His gaze was empty as he continued to stare over her shoulder.

      “My wife and I were brought here with everyone else.”

      She frowned in confusion. “Your wife?” At times since her arrival, he’d worn his sorrow like a cloak, but she hadn’t known him well enough to ask at first. Then, as time passed, she had never found a good time to ask what weighed so heavily on his heart.

      With a slight turn of her head, she followed the direction of his gaze, which was focused on the mound of bodies in the corner behind her. She closed her eyes briefly, wishing she could take back the question. His sadness was palpable.

      She threaded her fingers through his. “Martin, I am so very sorry.”

      He shrugged, his gaze dropping to their clasped hands. “She was sick for a while. We knew it was only a matter of time. I only wish it hadn’t been here.”

      She wanted to comfort him, at least to say something comforting, but the words would not come. She had never faced so much loss before and wasn’t sure how to help herself, much less help Martin. The only real family she’d ever known was her mother and father, but it had been her old nanny and her nanny’s two children who’d taught her what the bond of family should be.

      Martin sadly patted her knee. She wasn’t sure whether he was trying to comfort her or himself. “The Ani’Yun’wiya have lived and cared for these lands many lifetimes—it is with heavy hearts that we leave our homes.

      From her first day in the godforsaken fort, she had witnessed the Cherokees’ abuse at the hands of the soldiers. The generous people had been starved and beaten. She gazed at the fort’s inhabitants, clumped together in family groups. Her chest tightened at the pathetic sight.

      She tamped down an intense, unfamiliar flood of anger. “Surely the government doesn’t want the Cherokee treated like this?” she whispered.

      Martin smiled. If the tiny lift of his lips could be called a smile. “No, little one. General Scott is a good man. I was there when he gave the orders for all of us to receive food and blankets. Because so many here have died, he also commanded the soldiers treat us better…but these orders are not obeyed.”

      “And the other? What was the word you used…ani-something.”

      His smile widened. “Ani’Yun’wiya. That is who we are.” He raised his free hand and motioned toward the people surrounding them. “It is what we call ourselves. The name was given to us by the ancient Cherokee who passed before. Ani’Yun’wiya means the Principal People.”

      “Why do you talk differently than the other Cherokee? Did you go to school? And why don’t you go by your Indian name?”

      “You have many questions,” he grunted, but Sophia caught the approval glistening in his clear eyes. “Martin is my only name. As more white families settled these lands, my grandfather believed we would need white names, so trading between our people would be easier and we wouldn’t seem too different. My father had two names, Cherokee and white. By the time I was born, he never used his Cherokee name, and I was only Martin.”

      Sophia’s admiration for the old Indian grew as she listened. In spite of everything his people had been through, the Cherokee spirit remained strong. Even as death hovered, waiting for its next victim, Sophia observed their loving regard for one another—and not just the individual families. They seemed more like one huge family.

      “I attended William and Mary, the white man’s college in Virginia,” Martin said, pushing out his thin chest with pride. “My father insisted. He was a smart man, my father. He watched as the white settlements grew larger. He told me I must become an important person—that the Cherokee would need important people to survive.” Sophia watched his bony shoulders wilt. “I don’t feel so important now.”

      “I know it isn’t much, but you are very important to me.” She placed her small hand over Martin’s skeletal arm and squeezed. Her tentative smile disappeared as his bushy gray brows drew together, and his gaze hardened.

      “Martin?”

      He gently patted her arm and forced his stiff old body into a stand. “I will return shortly.”

      Sophia turned and watched as he made his way toward the front of the fort. He stopped beside one of the fort’s tall log doors and crossed his arms over his thin chest. She leaned to one side to see what Martin was doing and saw him talking to a very handsome man.

      Her eyebrows rose as she peered closer. The younger man’s face could have been chiseled from stone. He had high cheekbones and a perfect nose, and his skin was dark like the Cherokees. Even though she was too far away to be certain, his eyes looked black.

      As if he knew he was being studied, his gaze scanned the enclosure, finally landing on her. Even with the distance between them, her stomach knotted, and a small kernel of fear balled in her stomach. His gaze seemed to pierce her soul. The hairs on her arms and neck rose the longer he stared…his piercing gaze made her feel as if a predator stalked her.

      Forcing herself to look away, she decided she wasn’t that curious about who he was after all. She couldn’t help herself, however—two seconds later, she was studying him again. He wore dark gray wool trousers and a light gray shirt covered by a soft-looking brown leather coat. The clothing almost fooled her, but she knew he was an Indian. If so, how was he able to ride around the countryside without being locked up?

      A sharp yell pulled her attention away from his handsome face to a group of boys hitting a small rock back and forth between them with a stick. The hair on her arms and back of her neck rose, and she once more had the eerie sensation of being watched. Slowly scanning the stockade, she searched for whoever stared at her—and dreading whomever she might find.

      She finally noticed a uniformed soldier standing under the shaded overhang of a small shed several feet away, but she couldn’t see his face until he stepped out into the early morning sunshine. She sucked in a breath, holding it until her lungs burned and tried to scoot backward but the material of her dress skirt tangled in her legs, and she was forced to remain still.

      Major Todd’s lips thinned in a knowing grin, his hooded gaze following her every move.

      Uncomfortable and not wanting to talk to the major or draw any attention to herself, Sophia stood, her palms nervously trying to smooth the tattered material of her skirt. It had been a gift from one of the women who’d taken pity on her the night she’d arrived wearing her dirty nightgown. She despised the ill-fitting and scratchy garment but refused to complain. It was much more proper than the nightgown.

      She turned to walk toward Martin and the handsome stranger, but before she could finish the forward motion of her step, a hand wrapped around her upper arm and squeezed. She fell backward and hit something hard enough to knock the air from her lungs.

      “You try my patience, dear Sophia.” Major Todd said in a low growl. She tried to pull away, but his grip was too tight. All she could do was try to keep upright as he shoved her through several small groups of Indians who backed away from them, their eyes wide with fear.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” he asked before pushing her into the small shed where he had watched her a few moments earlier.

      Frantically, her gaze darted around the room, trying to find some way to protect herself…so she wasn’t prepared when he wrapped his hand tightly around her throat and shoved her against the hard wooden logs of the room’s wall. Something jabbed into her back, but the sharp pain was nothing compared to the constricted burn spreading through her chest as she tried to breathe.

      Clawing at his short, stubby fingers, she gasped in minute amounts of air. After several seconds, she wheezed, “What…what…did I…do?” The major ignored her struggle. Dark spots floated in her dimming field of vision as her air-deprived lungs burned.

      “You are spending too much time with that Indian,” he spat. “Have you slept with him yet?” The back of his other hand slammed across her face. “Whore,” he spit out, then slapped her again, whipping her head in the other direction sideways. His grip around her throat loosened, and she gulped in air.

      The stench of his foul breath as it blasted across her face made her want to retch. She swallowed furiously, trying to control the upward flow of bile in the back of her throat. Tears of pain and frustration filled her eyes, but she refused to let a single one fall.

      His eyes narrowed, and a strangled sob caught in her tight throat as fear raced through her battered body. “Martin is like a grandfather to me. Nothing more.” She choked out the words. Her body felt like it was on fire, but strangely, her face felt numb.

      A small tic began in his right eye. He took one slow step back, his hand dropping to his side. She pulled herself upright and eased away from him. With each deep, calming breath, the tremors faded from her exhausted muscles, and her body stilled. No matter how much this man tormented her, she refused to appear weak or let him know how much his actions and words affected her.

      “He might have lived in a regular house and worn our clothing, but he’s still a filthy Indian. Your mother worked too hard to make you into a lady—a white lady, I might add. Do not disappoint me again. Next time, I will not be as forgiving, and you will be treated like the rest of these savages.”

      She let her gaze follow him as he clomped across the room. He might as well have been speaking in a foreign language because she had not understood what he had just said. Gently massaging her tender neck, her thoughts were chaotic as she tried to figure out the major’s insinuation—both about the ‘white lady’ as well as her treatment. She wasn’t treated any differently than the Cherokee, and the other remark made no sense to her at all.

      The slight squeak of the hinges as the major opened the door pulled her out of her thoughts, and her breath caught in her chest when he stopped. Thankfully, he didn’t turn, only glared at her over his shoulder. The slimy smirk on his face made her empty stomach roil. “You will learn to do as you’re told. I was promised your cooperation.”

      After the door slammed shut behind him, her shaking returned, now more with anger than fear. “How dare he?” she whispered. “He is delusional if he thinks I will ever be his wife.” She might be young and alone, but she wasn’t without her own gifts. A lifetime of dodging her mother’s foul temper and underhanded slights had given her strength. From somewhere deep inside her, she drew on that power. Without a doubt, she knew she would be able to handle whatever the major threw at her.

      Edging around the door, she hung her head and picked her way through the crowd, trying to remain invisible to curious gazes. Gingerly, she lowered her sore body to the ground at the base of the far wall, one side of her frame pressed against the rough wood, and tucked her feet underneath her. With her head against the wall, she closed her eyes. The voices around her faded into the background as exhaustion claimed her.

      “Oh, Lord. What happened to you?”

      The young male voice startled her awake. Her eyes flew open and she glanced up, instinctively scooting away from the young man despite the soreness in her muscles. When her sluggish mind realized it wasn’t Major Todd but another young soldier she’d occasionally seen standing guard, she relaxed.

      His wide-eyed, sky-blue gaze and open mouth steadied the choking panic writhing in her gut. He had the appearance of a gangly youth, more arms and legs than bulk. He was very cute, though, and in about ten years would mature into a handsome man.

      “I ran into a small problem.” She grimaced. Her slender fingers hovered over her cheek, then dropped into her lap. “Is it very noticeable?”

      The young soldier stared down at her swollen face. He shook his head, the sunlight catching pale red highlights in his brown hair, but she could see the uncertainty in his gaze. “Not too much.”

      He squatted and handed her a bundle loosely held in his grip. When she took the wad of material from him, he sat back on his heels. “Who did this?” He jerked his head toward the large group at his back, his gaze locked with hers. “The Cherokee are good people. They wouldn’t have done this.” Realization dawned and his eyes widened. “It was a soldier, wasn’t it?”

      Sophia didn’t answer. Carefully, she unwrapped the dirty blanket and stared into the age-cracked porcelain face of the antique doll her father had given her as a child. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. She hadn’t told anyone about her problems with the major, or how she’d ended up at the fort; for whatever reason, she surprised herself and told the young soldier everything.

      After a short silence, another voice joined their quiet conversation. “Child, why did you not tell me?” Martin leaned forward and tipped her face up with the tips of his fingers. Sadness filled his eyes as he stared at her swollen cheek. “We take care of each other. That is what family does. You are a part of the Cherokee family now. Of my family.”

      So many feelings flooded through her, filling her heart until her chest ached. She clutched the doll to her chest, drawing strength from her father’s gift. Her heart felt shredded. She wanted nothing more than for her father to show up at the gate to take her home—but now that she had Martin, she knew she couldn’t leave him either.

      Looking up, she met the older Indian’s worried gaze. “I’m all right. At least I will be.” She nestled the doll in her lap and willed her jittery stomach to calm down. “My old nanny’s daughter, Sally, told me the major was a bad man. She used to say, ‘He has devil eyes, Miss Sophia. I seen the fires a-burnin’ in them. Devil eyes.’” She blinked back the threatening rush of tears. “Sally was right, you know,” she whispered.

      “Excuse me. Sir?” The young soldier motioned for Martin to follow him a few feet away.

      Sophia watched Martin quickly glance at the doll draped across her lap, but he didn’t ask about it, and she was simply too tired to explain. Crossing his arms over his chest, he turned to face the young man.

      “Name’s Bryan, sir. Bryan MacConnell.” His voice lowered, and she had to focus to hear his words over the background noises filtering in. “I haven’t been here long, but I’ve seen how you take care of her, sir. Major Todd ordered me to give her the doll, but when I saw what he’d done to her, I couldn’t give her his message.”

      “What’s the message? I will tell Sophia when she’s feeling better.”

      Bryan shuffled from one foot to the other. “I don’t rightly understand it, but he wanted her to know her father wouldn’t be comin’ for her. Said he was restin’ with her mother.”

      Sophia heard a cry filled with so much pain it brought tears to her eyes, and was startled to realize the cry had come from her. Unaware of the stream of tears staining her face as she gasped for air, she felt arms wrap around her trembling shoulders.

      She cried until she couldn’t cry anymore, then gently pulled away from Martin with a loud hiccup. She wiped her face with the backs of her hands. “Thank you,” she whispered. “When I heard what Bryan said…” She clenched her jaws together, willing away the overwhelming grief threatening to erupt all over again.

      “Miss Sophia, I don’t understand. Your parents are together. That’s good, isn’t it?” Bryan’s face pulled into a lopsided frown.

      She moved her head slowly from side to side as more tears again trickled down her face. She drew in a shaky breath. “No, that’s not good. My mother’s dead.” She turned her soggy gaze to Martin. “The major wanted me to know he killed my father.” Sorrow consumed her body, squeezing and crushing her chest. She bit the tender flesh on the inside of her cheeks, the momentary sting of pain giving her a brief reprieve.

      A small spark stuttered from somewhere deep inside her, then roared to life. She pushed her shoulders back and sat up straighter. Crying and feeling sorry for herself would do her no good. She let loose the strong will and determination that had cost her a close relationship with a mother. Sophia would use the very thing that had made her life miserable as a weapon against the major.

      Martin’s joints popped and creaked as he lowered himself to sit beside her. Finally, after a few grunts and groans crossing his legs, he got comfortable. Not wanting any more questions, she changed the subject. “Martin, who were you talking to earlier?”

      His eyes sparkled. “He is the son of my best friend, Strong Eagle. They were relocated several years ago with the rest of their tribe to the lands promised by President Jackson. Strong Eagle’s son is named Clay.”

      “Only Clay?” she prodded.

      “When he joined the Lighthorse, Clay took the last name of Jefferson after the third president. He believed taking a last name like everyone else would allow the White law to respect him more if he seemed more like them.

      “Clay asked me questions about the relocation—and our treatment here. The Cherokee Council wants to try to stop the move.”

      “What is a Lighthorse?” Sophia asked, trying to convince herself she was more interested in the Indian history than Martin’s handsome friend.

      “It is a group of appointed warriors who uphold Choctaw laws—an honorable profession among the tribe.”

      “Does Clay also have an Indian name?”

      Martin nodded. “Nighthawk.”

      “Nighthawk,” she quietly repeated. She knew nothing about Indian names, but his sounded strong. Clay’s handsome face shadowed her thoughts as her tired mind replayed the day’s events. She wanted to know more about Clay. How did he know Martin was here, and why would the council have sent him? Clay was also an Indian, so how was he able to avoid recapture?

      A small kernel of hope began to form. She wanted to see Clay Jefferson again. Maybe she would even muster enough nerve to talk to him, too.
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      Dirty and tired, Clay left Fort Wool and rode into the small town of New Echota, Georgia. He’d pushed hard to get the information he’d gathered from the Indian Territory where his Choctaw tribe had been relocated to the leader of the Cherokee, Chief Ross.

      Clay needed a bath and sleep but still had ten more hours of riding before he would arrive at the Cherokees’ newest council house in Red Clay, Tennessee.

      The last time he’d been in New Echota, people bustled along the carriage-rutted street, shopping and visiting with one another. The town had been brimming with life and laughter. Now, however, it resembled a ghost town.

      On the far edge of town, he stopped at a small farm owned by a long-time friend of Martin’s to trade his tired horse for a fresh one. After transferring his gear to a well-muscled bay, he rode north. The small, picturesque town disappeared behind him. The moment he hit the trail, he urged the horse into a gallop. He would have to alternate with occasional walks, but he and his new four-legged companion had forty-one miles to go and no time left.

      Seven hours later, Clay rode up to the skeletal council house where several men hovered around the lodge’s central fire pit. Evidently, there hadn’t been time to build anything more than the four corner posts before putting the building to use. He slid off the bay and wiped down the sweaty horse as best he could, then led the tired animal over to a group of horses already drinking in a shallow creek.

      Stretching his muscles, sore from long hours spent in the saddle, he crossed a carpet of browning grass dotted with spots of sandy soil and tall, spindly weeds leading to the council house. Just inside the entrance, three men stepped into his path.

      Dark clouds floated over the moon’s bright glow and distorted their features, casting a macabre look on their angry expressions. Clay watched the emotions twist and mold his long-time friends’ faces, and wondered what had just transpired within the small circle of elders to erase their usual smiles.

      Clay nodded toward each man. “Seth, Thomas, Michael. What has happened?” Knowing they wouldn’t let him through until they were good and ready, Clay propped one foot against a large rock near the house’s foundation and rested his elbow across his knee as he waited for their answer.

      Seth, the tallest and oldest of the three brothers, stepped forward. “The council members have agreed to try one more time, asking the President to overturn the removal act and stop the final march.” With a flick of one wrist, Seth motioned toward the group of men inside who heatedly talked amongst themselves. “The soldiers are foolish! Our people should be gathering food and necessary items for survival. Only the white man would be stupid enough to travel during the worst of winter.”

      “A-se-hi.” Seth’s two brothers shouted yes in Cherokee.

      Clay straightened and crossed his arms over his chest, willing away the tension from his tight muscles. “I, too, wish to stop the removal, but I’m afraid it’s too late. Too many in the stockades die daily. Like you, I agree something must be done, but we must petition President Jackson to provide food and appropriate clothing—everything the Cherokee will need to survive such a dangerous journey.”

      He took a step forward and casually placed a hand on Seth’s shoulder for a moment, then continued into the open structure. The day’s light had faded, but the orange firelight flickered over the dour look on John Ross’s face. Clay watched as the chief’s jaws clenched and unclenched in frustration.

      Clay adopted the chief’s rigid stance a few feet away from the other council members. “Has a decision been made?”

      Ross’s lips thinned, almost disappearing as his mouth tightened. He shook his head. With a quick jerk of his head, he indicated for Clay to follow as he walked toward the six men, still debating amongst themselves in low, angry voices.

      The moment Ross stepped up to their tight circle, all talking stopped. Each man faced him respectfully, their faces blank. Ross took a firm hold of Clay’s upper arm and pulled him forward into the circle.

      “This is the man I told you about. Clay Jefferson. His Choctaw tribe was the first moved to the Indian
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