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Prologue
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THE WAR DID NOT BEGIN with the sound of a cannon.

For most families, it began quietly.

It began with a newspaper read at the breakfast table, with hushed conversations behind closed doors, with men standing in courthouse squares while listening to speeches about honor, freedom, states, and a future that none of them could clearly see. It began with promises that the fighting would be brief and that the soldiers would be home by Christmas.

They were promises that would prove terribly wrong.

The American Civil War tore across the country like a fire through dry grass. It divided towns, churches, communities, and, most painfully of all, families. Brothers fought against brothers. Fathers watched sons march away. Mothers stood at gates and watched wagon trains carry their children toward battle while fervently praying that they would return.

Many never did.

Those who remained behind faced a different kind of war.

Fields that had once yielded cotton, corn, wheat, and tobacco were trampled beneath marching armies. Barns were emptied. Livestock disappeared. Fences were torn down for firewood or destroyed beneath wagon wheels. Homes that had stood for generations were burned, damaged, or stripped of everything useful.

The prosperous South that had existed before the war slowly disappeared.

Plantations that had once seemed permanent became places of uncertainty and desperation. Families who had lived comfortably found themselves counting every sack of flour and every handful of seed. Women were left to manage farms and households while their husbands and sons were away fighting. Children grew up knowing the sounds of distant gunfire and the fear that accompanied every knock at the door.

The war did more than destroy property.

It destroyed certainty and it changed the way that people understood home.

For generations, many Southern families had believed that the land beneath their feet would belong to them and to their children. It was where their parents had been born, where their grandparents had been buried, and where they expected to live out their own lives.

Then the war came and suddenly the land that had once represented permanence became a reminder of everything that had been lost.

When the fighting finally moved through a region, people emerged from shelters to find roads crowded with soldiers, refugees, widows, and children who no longer knew where they belonged. Some had lost fathers. Others had lost husbands or sons. Some had lost their homes entirely.

And for many, there was nothing left to rebuild.

So they left.

They packed what possessions they could carry into wagons. They sold what could be sold and abandoned what could not. Some went north. Others headed west toward places that they had heard about through letters, newspapers, and travelers' tales.

The West offered no easy promise. It was not a land where a person could simply arrive and begin again without paying a price. The trails were long and dangerous. Rivers could become deadly barriers, mountains could trap travelers beneath snow, disease could spread through a wagon train, food could run short, horses could die., and wagons could break miles from the nearest settlement.

There were outlaws, wild animals, storms, loneliness, and the constant uncertainty of traveling through a country that was still being settled.

Yet people went.

They went because sometimes the unknown was preferable to the ruins that they had left behind.

They went because starting over, however difficult, was better than remaining among memories that had become unbearable.

They went because there was still land beyond the horizon.

There were ranches to build, businesses to start, mines to dig, towns to establish, and lives to create.

Some went carrying everything they owned, some with little more than the clothes on their backs, and some carrying only the hope that somewhere beyond the mountains and the great open plains they might find a place where the past could no longer dictate their future.

The journey changed them.

Hardship has a way of stripping away the things that people once believed that they needed.

It teaches patience to those who have never had to wait.

It teaches courage to those who have been afraid.

It teaches people how much they can endure when there is no choice but to endure it.

Those who survived the trails learned to read the sky for approaching storms. They learned how to mend broken wheels, find water, protect livestock, hunt for food, and sleep lightly when danger was near. They learned that survival did not always depend on strength. Sometimes it depended on stubbornness, ingenuity, or simply on the refusal to give up.

The people who emerged from those years were not the same people who had entered them. The war had taken much from them. But it had also revealed something that they might never have discovered otherwise.

They were stronger than they had believed.

They could survive losses that they once thought would destroy them.

They could cross distances that they once thought impossible.

They could build homes where none had existed before.

They could love again after grief.

They could trust again after betrayal.

And they could begin again.

For some, that new beginning would be found in a growing town.

For others, it would be found on a cattle ranch beneath an enormous western sky.

For still others it would be found deep in the mountains where men risked their lives searching for gold that was buried beneath the earth.

And sometimes, a person could travel thousands of miles looking for one thing and discover something else entirely.

Emma Jameson would learn that lesson herself.

The war would take almost everything that she knew.

It would take her home, it would take people who she loved, and it would force her onto a road that she never expected to travel. But the journey west would also teach her that a person can lose the life that they were born into without losing the strength to create a new one.

Somewhere beyond the battlefields, beyond the ruined plantations, beyond the long trails and towering mountains, a new life was waiting for her. She simply had to survive long enough to find it.
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Chapter One
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THE FIRST TIME THAT Emma Jameson understood that her father might actually leave them, she was standing beside a creek with mud on the hem of her riding skirt and a dead rabbit hanging from one hand.

She was sixteen years old.

The afternoon sun filtered through the branches of the tall oaks surrounding the plantation, turning the water below into ribbons of gold. Emma had spent the last two hours tracking the rabbit through the woods and following the barely visible marks that it had left among the leaves.

Her father had taught her to look for things most people never noticed like a broken twig, a tuft of fur that was caught on a thorn, a depression in damp soil, or a bent blade of grass. The woods had become a language and Emma had learned to read it.

She heard the sound of horse's hooves behind her and turned.

Charles Jameson rode through the trees on his large bay gelding with his broad shoulders straight beneath his weathered riding coat.

He reined in beside her. "Well?" Emma held up the rabbit and he grinned. Charles grinned. "Not bad."

"Not bad?" she said with raised brow.

"You have been hunting with me since you were ten. I expect better than not bad," he teased.

Emma laughed. "You were the one who said a clean shot mattered more than the size of the animal."

He smiled and nodded. "I did."

"And I made a clean shot," she pointed out.

"You did," he agreed.

She gave him a false scowl. "Then I expect praise."

Charles dismounted and walked over, examined the rabbit, and then nodded approvingly. "Very good."

Emma smiled. "That is better."

Her father laughed.

She loved that sound.

Charles Jameson was not a quiet man. He had a voice that carried across the plantation and a laugh that seemed capable of filling an entire room.

To Emma, he was larger than life.

He knew every corner of the plantation, every bend in the creek, and every trail through the woods. He could repair a wagon wheel, break a horse, shoot a rifle, track an animal, and navigate through the wilderness without a compass.

He had filled Emma's childhood with stories of places far beyond the boundaries of their home.

He spoke of mountains so tall that snow remained on their peaks even in summer.

He spoke of rivers that were wider than anything Emma had ever seen.

He spoke of deserts where the land stretched endlessly beneath an enormous sky.

And he spoke most often about California.

California fascinated Emma. She had never seen the place, but in her imagination it was almost mythical. Gold was being found there and men were arriving from every direction with some carrying little more than a pick and shovel. They were convinced that the earth itself might make them rich.

Charles had read every newspaper and letter that he could find about the goldfields.

He had listened to travelers who had passed through the South on their way west. And, increasingly, he had begun talking about going there himself.

Emma had noticed.

So had her mother.

"Your mother wants us for supper before dark," Charles said.

Emma glanced toward the setting sun. "I know."

She mounted her mare.

Charles watched her settle into the saddle. "You ride too much like me."

Emma smiled. "Is that a complaint?"

"No." He mounted his own horse. "It's an observation."

They rode through the woods together and for several minutes neither spoke.

Emma noticed that her father was unusually quiet.

Finally, she said, "You are thinking about California again."

Charles looked at her. "Do I think about anything else?"

"Not lately," she replied.

His expression softened. "You have become observant."

"You taught me to be," she said.

He grinned and nodded. "I did."

They rode a little farther. Then Charles said, "Your mother and I have been talking."

Emma's stomach tightened. "About California?"

"Yes," he said.

She looked at him as her stomach sank low. "You are going."

It was not a question.

Charles did not immediately answer.

At last he said, "I believe I am."

Emma felt her heart her sink level with her already sunken stomach. "But you just came home."

"I know," he said.

"You said that you wanted to stay," she pressed.

"I do," he replied.

"Then why leave?" she practically whined. 

Charles pulled his horse to a stop and Emma stopped beside him. Her father looked toward the distant fields. The plantation stretched beneath the evening sky with rows of crops running toward the horizon and the main house visible through the trees.

"This land has given us a good life," he said. "But I have spent years wondering what I might find beyond it."

"Gold," she muttered.

Charles smiled. "Perhaps." He looked back at her. "Maybe nothing."

"Then why go?" she asked with desperation.

"Because I'd rather find out than spend the rest of my life wondering," he said. 

Emma understood that answer. She hated it but she understood it.

They continued toward the house.

By the time they reached the stable, Emma had convinced herself that perhaps her father would change his mind.

He did not.

That evening, after supper, Charles sat with his family in the parlor.

Emma's mother, Sarah, sat rigidly in her chair. "You have made up your mind."

Charles nodded. "I have."

"When do you intend to go?" she asked.

"I will leave in two weeks," he offered.

Sarah looked down.

Emma watched both of them.

She had never seen her parents like this.

They were not arguing.

They were not angry.

They were simply afraid.

"How long will you be gone?" Emma asked.

Charles looked at her. "I do not know."

"Six months?" Emma continued.

"Longer than that,” he said. "Depending upon the route and things like weather, it could take six months just to get there.”

"A year?" she gasped.

"Perhaps longer," he replied.

Emma's voice became smaller. "You will come back."

Charles leaned forward and took her hand. "I will come back."

"You promise?" she whimpered.

He gave her a broad and reassuring smile. "I promise."

Emma searched his face. She believed him because she needed to.

Charles continued with, "And when I return,  if I do not have gold, I will at least have enough tales of adventure to make your mother sick of hearing about it."

Sarah managed a reluctant smile. "I already am."

Charles laughed.

Emma did too.

For that moment, the fear disappeared.

But it returned the next morning.

And the next.

Over the following two weeks, Charles prepared for the journey.

He purchased supplies, wrote letters, spoke with men who had traveled west, and studied maps.

Emma followed him everywhere while constantly asking questions. "What mountains will you cross?" "How will you find your way?" "What if you run out of water?" "What if your horse is injured?" "What if someone steals your supplies?" "What if you get lost?"

Charles answered every question. And when he did not have an answer, he taught her how to find one.

One afternoon, he took Emma deep into the woods. He carried only a rifle, a knife, and a small pack.

"No horse," Emma said.

He shook his head. "No."

"Why?" she asked.

"Because you will not always have one." He stopped beside a fallen tree. "Suppose you are lost."

"I am not lost," she negated.

"Suppose you are," he said.

Emma crossed her arms. "Then I'd find my way home."

"How?" he challenged.

She thought. "The creek."

He nodded. "Good. What else?"

She thought for a moment. "The position of the sun."

He nodded again. "Good."

Encouraged now, she continued with, "The stars."

Charles nodded. "What if it's raining?"

Emma hesitated. "I'd follow the land."

"How?" he asked as the lesson continued.

He showed her how water moved downhill.

He taught her how to recognize changes in terrain.

He showed her how to mark a trail without making it obvious to another person.

He taught her which plants could be eaten and which could make her sick.

He showed her where animals gathered near water and how to recognize their tracks.

He taught her how to start a fire under damp conditions.

He taught her how to judge distances.

He taught her how to preserve food.

He taught her how to shoot.

And he taught her when not to shoot.

"Remember," he told her, "a gun is useful, but it will not solve every problem."

Emma raised an eyebrow. "You have spent half my life teaching me how to use one."

"I have spent half your life teaching you when to use one." He handed her the rifle. "There's a difference."

She nodded.

Another afternoon, he took her riding. They left the plantation before dawn and did not return until after sunset. Charles deliberately chose the roughest terrain he could find. He taught her how to keep her horse steady on steep ground, how to cross shallow water, how to ride silently, how to control an exhausted animal, how to recognize when a horse was frightened, and how to calm it.

"You have to listen to the horse," he told her.

"It's an animal," she reminded him.

"So are you," he replied.

Emma laughed and Charles grinned. "Your horse knows when you are afraid."

"I will not be afraid," she said with certainty.

"Everyone is afraid sometimes," he insisted.

"Not you," she said.

Her father looked at her. "Especially me."

She remembered that answer. It was the first time  that she understood that courage did not mean being without fear. It meant continuing despite it.

In the days before his departure, Emma spent every possible moment with her father. They rode together, they hunted together,  and they walked through fields and forests. 

He taught her how to track a deer.

She learned to recognize the difference between old tracks and fresh ones.

She learned how wind could carry scent.

She learned how to wait.

Perhaps most importantly, she learned patience.

The night before Charles left, Emma sat with him on the veranda. The plantation was quiet. Crickets chirped in the grass and a warm breeze moved through the trees. The stars above them were impossibly bright.

"Do you really think you will find gold?" Emma asked.

Charles leaned back in his chair. "I think I will find something."

"What?" she asked.

He smiled. "That is what makes an adventure an adventure."

She looked toward the fields. "Will you miss us?"

Charles turned toward her. "Every single day."

"Then why are you going?" she asked with angst.

He was silent for a moment. "Because sometimes a man has to see what lies beyond the place where he was born."

Emma looked at him. "Will I ever see it?"

"California?" he asked.

She nodded. "The mountains. The rivers. The places that you tell me about."

Charles smiled. "Perhaps one day."

She sighed. "I'd like that."

"I know." He reached over and squeezed her shoulder. "You have your mother's heart and my curiosity."

"Is that a good thing?" she asked.

"It can make things complicated," he thoughtfully said.

Emma smiled. "I think I can handle complicated."

Charles softly laughed. "I think you can."

The following morning, Charles hugged Sarah for a long time and then turned to his children.

Emma tried not to cry but failed while her brother, Samuel, managed to shake hands and nod without shedding a tear.  Four years younger than Emma, he considered himself too manly to shed a tear.

Charles held Emma tightly as he whispered, “You will be fine.”

"You do not know that," she whimpered into his chest.

"I know my daughter." He stepped back and looked at her. "Keep learning."

She vigorously nodded. "I will."

"Keep riding," he added. "Hunt when you need to. And never let anyone convince you that being a woman makes you incapable."

Emma swallowed. "I will not."

Charles nodded and then said the words that she would remember for the rest of her life. "A person can lose everything but the knowledge in their own head."

Emma frowned in thought, "What does that mean?"

"It means that land can be taken. Money can disappear. Houses can burn. People can leave." He touched his finger lightly against her temple. "But what you have learned stays with you."

Emma looked at him. "I will remember."

"Good." Charles said as he mounted his horse.

Sarah stood on one side of Emma and Samuel stood on the other as they watched him ride his enormous black gelding down the long drive.

Emma stood perfectly still as her father's figure grew smaller.

Then smaller still.

Finally, he disappeared beyond the trees.

Emma remained there long after he was gone. She did not know that those lessons would one day become the difference between life and death.

She did not know that the plantation she stood upon would someday be lost.

She did not know that war was coming.

She did not know that California would become much more than the place where her father hoped to find gold.

And she certainly did not know that years later, when almost everything she loved had been taken from her, she would hear his voice in her memory; A person can lose everything but the knowledge in their own head.

At sixteen, Emma believed that the words were simply something a father had said to his daughter before embarking on an adventure. She would eventually understand that they were a lesson for the rest of her life.
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Chapter Two
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FOUR YEARS PASSED AFTER Charles Jameson rode west.

In those four years, Emma learned that life could continue even when a part of it was missing.

At twenty years old, she was no longer the girl who had stood beside the plantation drive watching her father disappear beyond the trees. She had grown taller and more confident, although she still carried herself with the same quiet determination that her father had admired.

Her dark hair was usually pulled back beneath a simple riding hat during the day, and her hands, although still fine-boned and delicate by comparison with a laborer's, had lost the softness that they once possessed.

She worked.

She rode.

She hunted.

And she had become one of the most capable people on the Jameson plantation.

Her mother had seen to that. 

"Your father taught you how to survive in the wilderness," Sarah liked to say. "I am teaching you how to survive in a house."

Emma would smile. "I thought houses were easier."

"Only because you have never managed one." Sarah had a point.

The plantation was still a large and complicated operation, even though the family had lost much of the ease they had enjoyed when Charles was home. There were slaves to tend to,  fields to oversee, livestock to manage, supplies to purchase, accounts to keep, repairs to arrange, and endless decisions to make.

Emma had learned to do nearly all of it.

She kept careful records of what was spent and what was earned. She inspected the stores of flour, salt, coffee, sugar, and preserved meat. She knew when the fences needed repairing and which horses required new shoes.

She spent mornings with Sarah discussing the household and the plantation's finances. By afternoon, she often disappeared into the woods.

It was there that Emma felt closest to her father.

She would saddle her mare, place her bow across her back, and ride beyond the cultivated fields into the forests.

She had become an exceptional shot with both bow and gun.

A deer rarely escaped her once she had chosen to track it.

She could identify hoofprints, broken branches, and other small signs that would have been invisible to most people.

Sometimes she returned with a deer. Sometimes with rabbits or wild turkey. And sometimes she returned with nothing at all.

Sarah never complained because she knew that hunting was more than a source of food for Emma. It was freedom.

Out beneath the trees, Emma could forget for a little while that her father was thousands of miles away. She could imagine that he might ride around the next bend and call her name, that California was not impossibly distant, and that life was still waiting to become what she had once expected it to be. But the letters were coming less often.

At first, Charles had written regularly. Every few months, sometimes more often, a letter arrived from somewhere in California. He described the mountains, the rough camps, the men that he met, the rivers, the mud, the dust, and the endless search for gold.

Emma read each letter until the paper became soft along the folds.

One letter described a mountain pass covered in snow. Another told of a man who had found a small fortune in a stream and spent nearly all of it in a matter of weeks.

Charles had written that the goldfields were full of men who had come west believing fortune would be easy and most discovered otherwise.

Emma had kept every letter. They were tied together with a blue ribbon and stored in a small wooden box in her bedroom.

But the letters became shorter and the months between them became longer.

Eventually Sarah began watching the road whenever a rider appeared in the distance.

Emma noticed but she never mentioned it.

Neither did her mother.

They both knew what the silence meant.

Charles was alive - a least they had every reason to believe so - but something had changed.

Perhaps he was busy.

Perhaps his work had carried him farther into the mountains.

Perhaps mail simply did not reach him easily.

Sarah offered explanations whenever Emma asked. Still, Emma sensed the same worry beneath her mother's words. Their lives might have become smaller without Charles, but they had not become unhappy. Sarah had learned to manage the plantation without her husband. Emma had become her right hand. And Samuel had grown into a young man who seemed determined to become the sort of person that he believed his father would admire.

At seventeen, Samuel had broad shoulders, a quick smile, and more confidence than experience. He spent much of his time on horseback and believed himself to be an excellent rider.

Emma privately disagreed.

One morning, she found him struggling to calm a young gelding in the stable yard. The horse tossed its head and impatiently stamped.

Samuel pulled hard on the reins.

"You are making it worse," she called out.

He turned to see Emma standing beside the fence watching him. "I know what I am doing."

Emma raised an eyebrow as the horse suddenly jerked sideways and Samuel nearly lost his seat.

Emma stepped closer. "Apparently." 

Samuel glowered at her. "You always think you know better."

"No." She reached for the reins. "I know better when I actually do."

Samuel hesitated and then he handed them over.

Emma loosened her grip and spoke quietly to the horse. Within moments, the animal settled.

Samuel stared. "How did you do that?"

Emma smiled. "You listen."

"To a horse?" he said with surprise.

"Yes," she said.

He shook his head. "Father put strange ideas into your head."

Emma's expression softened. "He taught me."

Samuel looked away. "I remember."

Unlike Emma, Samuel remembered their father with a mixture of admiration and frustration. He had been thirteen when Charles left which was young enough to worship him and old enough to feel abandoned. He had spent the past four years convincing himself that he did not need anyone. He wanted to be the man of the family and to prove that he was strong. And more than anything, he wanted to make his father proud.

That desire would become stronger with every passing month.

Their youngest brother, Henry, was still only twelve. Where Samuel was restless, Henry was thoughtful. He spent hours reading, asked endless questions, and followed Emma whenever she allowed him. He was fascinated by her ability to shoot a bow and hit targets that he could barely see.

"Teach me," he asked one afternoon.

Emma stood beneath an old oak tree with her bow in her hands. "You are too young."

"I am twelve, " he protested.

"Exactly," she said.

"You are not that much older," he complained.

"I am twenty," she reminded him.

"That is only eight years," he protested.

Emma laughed. "Eight years is a great deal when you are twelve."

Henry frowned. "Father taught you because he loved you more."

"Father taught me because I was older," she adamantly stated.

“He said good-bye to you and Samuel but not me,” Henry complained. “He loves you more.”

“I happen to know that he went to say goodbye to you and found you in a deep sleep so he kissed you on the forehead goodbye,” she insisted. “He loves you very much. You are just younger is all.”

Henry shrugged as he accepted her story. "Then teach me something else."

Emma lowered the bow. "What?"

"Tracking," he said with enthusiasm.

She considered him. "That I can teach you."

Henry grinned.

They spent the afternoon in the woods.

Emma showed him how to recognize deer tracks and distinguish fresh prints from old ones. She taught him how to notice broken branches and trampled vegetation. By sunset, Henry was dirty from head to toe and proud of himself.

Sarah saw him come through the door. "What have you been doing?"

"Learning," he proudly stated.

"Learning what?" she asked as she looked him over from head to toe.

Henry pointed at Emma. "How not to get lost."

Sarah smiled. "Then your sister has done you a kindness."

The family had learned to make do with what they had. The plantation was still profitable enough to support them, although not with the abundance it once had when Charles at heading it up..

Their house remained comfortable.

They had good furniture.

There was food on the table.

The horses were well cared for.

The slaves were healthy and strong and, considering their lot in life, they were happy.

There was no immediate reason to fear for their future.

Sarah's family, wealthy landowners themselves, continued to provide assistance when necessary.

That security allowed Emma to believe that perhaps their life could continue indefinitely. It was not the life they had expected but it was stable. And stability was something that Emma had come to value.

One evening, Sarah and Emma sat together in the dining room reviewing the household accounts.

Emma added a column of figures while Sarah studied the ledger. 

"You missed something," Sarah said.

Emma checked the numbers. "No, I did not."

Sarah pointed to the page. "The flour."

Emma looked again and then she smiled. "I did not miss it." She turned the ledger toward her mother. "I moved it to the next column because the price increased."

Sarah looked at the figures and then at Emma. "You are becoming very good at this."

Emma smiled. 

"I have had a good teacher."

Sarah closed the ledger. "I wish your father could see you."

Emma looked down. "So do I."

The room became quiet and for a moment neither spoke. Then the sound of a horse approaching the house broke the silence.

Emma immediately rose. "Mail?"

Sarah stood behind her. "I hope so."

They stepped onto the veranda. A rider dismounted near the front steps and handed a small packet to the house servant. "There is a letter for Mrs. Jameson."

Sarah's heart seemed to stop. "From California?"

The rider nodded.

Emma felt a rush of excitement as Sarah took the letter with trembling fingers. The handwriting was unmistakably her father’s.

They went inside and Sarah eagerly broke the seal.

Emma stood beside her as she read.

The letter was short - much shorter than Charles's earlier letters.

He wrote that he was alive, that he was farther north than before, and that the work of mining for gold was difficult. He wrote that he had reason to believe he was close to finding  the gold that he had gone west to seek. 

Nothing more.

No details.

No stories.

No descriptions of the mountains.

At the bottom was a promise: I will come home when I can.

Emma read the sentence twice before whispering, "He will."

Sarah folded the letter. "Yes."

But when she looked away, Emma saw fear in her mother's expression. It was only a flicker but Emma saw it.

That night, she placed her father's newest letter in the wooden box with the others. Then she stood beside the window. The moon illuminated the fields. Beyond them lay the woods, beyond those woods were roads, and beyond those roads were places that she could scarcely imagine – California, the mountains,  the goldfields, and her father.

Emma wondered whether he was standing beneath the same moon.

She wondered whether he thought about them.

She wondered whether he had found his gold.

And, for reasons she could not explain, she suddenly wondered whether he would ever come home.

Behind her, Henry was asleep, Samuel was preparing for another day of riding and work, and her mother was downstairs.

The slaves had mostly retired for the evening and they plantation was quiet. For the moment, everything seemed safe.

Emma had no way of knowing how fragile that safety was.

She did not know that the country around them was moving toward war.

She did not know that men were already choosing sides.

She did not know that the world her family understood was about to disappear.

For now, she was simply a young woman standing at a window, holding onto the last letter that her father had sent and believing, as she had believed since the day he left, that someday he would return.
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Chapter Three
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THE FIRST NEWSPAPER arrived on a warm April morning. Emma was standing at the kitchen table with her mother while sorting through household accounts when the sound of a horse approaching the house drew their attention.

A moment later, a rider handed a folded newspaper to the housekeeper who gave it to Emma. She recognized the tension in the room before she even unfolded the paper.

"What is it?" Sarah asked.

Emma looked down at the headline and her stomach tightened. "Fort Sumter."

Sarah came closer as Emma read the article again, slower this time.

The fighting had begun.

The words seemed strangely small for something that would change the country forever.

Sarah lowered herself into a chair. "No."

Emma looked at her. "It has begun?"

Sarah's voice trembled. "Yes."

Neither woman spoke for several moments. Outside, the plantation continued as it always had. Birds called from the trees, a horse whinnied from the stable, and workers moved through the fields.

Everything looked normal - but Emma immediately understood that normal was over.

By evening, the news had spread throughout the surrounding area. Men gathered in town, church bells rang, and neighbors spoke passionately about the conflict.

Some believed that the war would be over within months while others spoke as though the country was facing the greatest struggle in its history.

Emma listened but said little. She had spent enough of her life hearing men discuss distant places and distant problems. But this was no longer distant. It had reached their front door.

Two days later, Samuel came into the house wearing a serious expression. Emma was sitting beside Sarah in the parlor and Henry was reading near the window.

Samuel stopped in the doorway. "I have something to tell you."

Sarah looked up. "What is it?"

Samuel hesitated. "I am enlisting."

Silence filled the room.

Henry slowly lowered his book.

Emma stared at her brother and Sarah went pale. "No."

Samuel looked at her. "Mother..."

"No." She stood. "You are seventeen."

"I am old enough," he adamantly stated.

"You are a child," she lamented.

"I am a man," he sternly corrected her.

Sarah shook her head. "You are my son."

Samuel's jaw tightened. "I know."

"Then you will stay," she whimpered.

Samuel looked toward Emma. She could see the determination in his face.

He had already made the decision. "I am going."

Sarah moved toward him. "You do not even know what you are going to face."

"I know enough," he replied.

"No, you do not," she insisted. Her voice broke. "None of you do."

Samuel looked away. "They need men."

"Your family needs you," she reminded him.

"I have a duty," he countered.

Sarah stared at him. "To whom?"

"To my country." His words echoed through the room. “I will not be labeled a coward. Everyone I know is enlisting to support our cause.”

Emma understood, and she hated that she understood.

Samuel had spent years trying to become the man that their father had encouraged  him to be. Charles had filled his head with stories of courage, responsibility, and standing by what a man believed was right. Now, Samuel believed that this was his moment to prove himself.

Sarah moved closer. "Your father is thousands of miles away."

Samuel's expression changed. For a second, Emma saw the little boy who had once followed Charles everywhere. Then it disappeared.

"Exactly," Samuel quietly  said. "Someone has to step in  and do what he would have done."

Emma stood. "Samuel."

He turned. "Do not."

She took a breath. "If you go, you may not come back."

Samuel looked at her. "Neither may any of the men who go."

"That does not make it easier," she informed him.

"No." His voice softened. "But it does not make me want to stay."

Emma looked at her brother and saw how badly he wanted to prove himself. She knew that she could not change his mind. Perhaps no one could.

Sarah tried over and over again.

She tried that night.

She tried the next morning.

She wrote to relatives asking whether they could persuade him.

She begged him to wait.

She reminded him that Henry was only twelve.

She reminded him that Emma had no husband.

She reminded him that their father was gone.

Every argument failed.

Samuel had decided.

He began preparing - he borrowed a uniform, he checked his rifle, and he inspected the horse he would ride to town.

Emma watched him from the stable doorway. "Are you certain?"
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