	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CRY, THE CHEROKEE


[image: ]


By Ashley Simmons

Copyright © 2025 by Ashley Simmons

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.
Printed in the United States of America

For the ones who were forced to leave—
and the ones who stayed to remember.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Acknowledgments

[image: ]


Stories like this are never told alone.
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March 1830 – North Georgia

The buckboard lurched hard, the wheel striking a root hidden under the mud. Mattie-Rae Ellison’s spine slammed the plank seat. Cold crawled up through the wood, through her cloak, through to her marrow—slow and unrelenting, like grief itself.

The road had narrowed to a pair of muddy ruts, water pooling dark in the hollows. Uncle Hiram’s bay gelding plodded on, head low, hooves pulling free with a wet, sucking sound that set the wagon swaying. Mist drifted between the trees in pale ribbons, curling close to the ground as though reluctant to rise. The oaks on either side stood like gaunt sentries, limbs bare, whispering in the wind. Their branches clawed skyward toward a pewter-colored dome of cloud.

It smelled different here. Gone was the faint lavender her mother had used to scent the linens, gone the hearth smoke that once hung soft in the Richmond streets, gone even the river brine that sometimes rode the breeze from the James. Here the air held the damp rot of fallen leaves, the metallic tang of red clay, and something sharp and green beneath it, as though something wild was pushing up just under the surface.

Beside her, Sam stirred under the thin wool blanket. He hadn’t spoken in more than an hour. His sandy hair stuck out from beneath his cap, his small hands gripping the seat’s edge as though he could hold himself steady against everything that had happened. Eight years old and already trying to carry weight too big for him. His freckled face still held the softness of childhood, but his eyes searched the trees as if expecting something to leap from the shadows.

Another rut jarred the wagon. Sam’s hand shot out, caught her sleeve. She covered it with her hand—steadier than she felt—and gave him the gentlest smile she could manage. His fingers eased, but he didn’t let go. The wind pressed cold against her cheek and tugged the strings of her bonnet.

The miles since Richmond had blurred into one long gray ribbon. Her parents lay now beneath the Virginia earth—two plain stones, fresh-cut, on a hill that still smelled of rain. Hiram had come the morning after the burial with his wagon and his wordless resolve. What could be packed was packed, what could not was left behind. By noon the house was hollow, by evening they were on the road, and there had been no time for grief to do anything but follow.

Her dress, sewn during those hollow days after the funeral, was plain green wool—serviceable, meant for work, for survival. The Richmond dresses had stayed behind: white collars, lace-edged sleeves, gloves meant for carriage rides under the sycamores. She was sixteen now, not quite a woman, no longer a child. That morning she had plaited her hair with cold, stiff fingers, and it hung heavy down her back like a rope.

Mattie-Rae drew the blanket tighter around Sam’s shoulders and looked past the trees toward the dark rise of mountains under the slate sky, where strangers tore at the earth for gold that was never theirs to claim. Newspapers called it promise—gold dust and fortune—but to those already remade by loss, it looked more like fever, a madness that made men trade their names for a claim stake and their souls for a panful of sparkle.

She braced against the next jolt, bonnet tugged sideways by the wind. Beyond the trees lay what newspapers called promise—gold dust and glory—but everyone else called madness. A place where men would trade their names for a claim stake and their souls for a handful of sparkle in a pan.

Uncle Hiram flicked the reins with a grunt, shoulders hunched beneath a threadbare coat that smelled faintly of last night’s whiskey. He hadn’t spoken much since leaving the last town—not that he’d ever had much to spare. His eyes stayed pinned on the road, jaw set in that hard, stubbled way she had come to recognize: determined, silent, worn thin by years that hadn’t been kind.

“Keep them eyes sharp,” he said at last, his voice rasping like wagon wheels over stone. “Camp’s not far now. You’ll smell it ’fore you see it.”

She didn’t answer. She only looked at Sam, who sat stiffly beside her, his lips pale and his hands tucked under the blanket. He hadn’t cried since the day they left. Grief had wrapped itself around him like vines—tight and invisible—and she could see it in the way his shoulders hunched, as though braced against an unseen blow.

The road climbed a long rise, then dropped, and the trees fell away.

Mattie-Rae caught her breath.

The valley opened below, wide and quiet beneath a ceiling of clouds. The Chestatee wound through it like a dark vein, its surface dull under the gray sky. No whitewashed fences. No church spire. Only bare trees, mist, and a faint thread of smoke rising from somewhere near the river. It was beautiful, she thought—and it does not want us.

Hiram pointed with the whipstock. “Down there. Best mind yourselves when we get in amongst ’em.”

And then the smell reached them—greasy smoke, sweat, unwashed wool, something charred that caught in her throat. The camp appeared, as if the forest had opened to spit it out: tents crouched low, lean-tos nailed from split boards, paths worn deep into red mud like scars. Canvas flapped like tattered flags, smoke clawed upward from tin-pipe chimneys, and the wind carried the cough of a hammer on metal.

Men moved between the shelters—some bent under shovels, others crouched by fires. A few glanced up at the wagon with narrow eyes. One spat into the mud. Another shifted the pick slung over his shoulder.

Hiram hauled the reins and brought the wagon to a stop in a churned patch of ground. “This’ll do,” he said, climbing down stiffly. “We’ll stake our place here.”

Mattie-Rae swallowed hard and stepped into the thick muck, the sound a wet pull beneath her boots. She steadied her bonnet against the wind and turned to help Sam down. His hand gripped hers tight.

Whatever home they had known was gone. And whatever waited here wasn’t waiting kindly.

We’ll get along well enough,” Hiram said as he led the horse away. “Keep to your own affairs and others’ll keep to theirs.”

He vanished into the sprawl of tents, leaving them to settle the camp alone. Mattie-Rae knelt to drive stakes into the hard ground, her fingers stiff with cold. The mallet’s leather wrap was cracked, its handle slick with wear.

Sam worked beside her without complaint, dragging a crate from the wagon until his arms shook with the effort. “Here,” she said gently, crossing to take the other side. Together, they shouldered it into the tent. Their breath mingled in the air and drifted away.

They were finishing the ridgepole when she heard it: footsteps, slow and unhurried.

A boy strode toward them through the slop, tall and lean, moving with the confidence of someone who knew this ground well. He looked to be seventeen, rust-colored hair falling just above his eyes, a grin flickering as if to test whether it would be welcome.

“You all fixin’ to settle in?” he called, voice easy as creek water.

Sam straightened. “We—we can manage, sir.”

The boy chuckled. “Sir? That’s rich. Name’s Jake Wheeling. Thought I’d lend a hand. This camp’ll turn you crosswise if you don’t get your bearings quick.”

Mattie-Rae straightened, cautious but polite. “Much obliged,” she said evenly. “We’ll trouble no one.”

“No harm in that,” Jake said, stooping to pull the tent rope taut. “Just better to have neighbors standin’ steady. This place can knock ’em out from under you before you know it.”

“Name’s Mattie-Rae,” she said finally, hearing her mother’s voice in her own. “This here’s my brother, Sam.”

Jake nodded once. “Pleasure.” He glanced at Sam, who crossed his arms as if to seem taller. “You been workin’ hard, boy,” Jake said. “That’s good. Don’t wear yourself to skin and bone, though. Camp’ll do that soon enough.”

Sam flushed, but he held his chin high.

“Folks here ain’t like what you’d know back home,” Jake said. “Some came chasin’ fortune. Some came runnin’. All of ‘em brought somethin’ they’d rather forget. Don’t mean they’re all bad—but you gotta keep your wits.”

She nodded, though she still watched him warily.

“You been here long?” she asked.

“Few months. Long enough to know what not to do. Long enough to see good folks give up and bad ones stick.”

Sam spoke up softly. “You think there’s gold left for us?”

Jake’s grin dimmed a little. “Maybe. Maybe not. Sometimes the hope of it’s worth more than the gold. Keeps a man goin’ when nothin’ else will.”

Mattie-Rae kept her hands busy brushing dirt from the canvas. “Thank you kindly,” she said, her voice low.

Jake tipped an imaginary hat. “You need a pail filled, or the name of a man you’d best steer clear of, you ask for me. You’ll find me down yonder if you’ve a mind.”

By the time Hiram returned, the sky had gone indigo and the camp had gathered close around its fires. Men crouched over tin plates, cards slapped against board, and the thin whine of a fiddle carried on the wind.

Inside the tent, the ground was hard, the blankets thin, the cold still seeping up through the earth. Mattie-Rae lay with her wrap pulled high, listening to the camp noises fade one by one until only the rope creaked at the stakes and the wind scraped along the canvas.

She stared into the dark until her eyes ached, her thoughts knotted and restless. Sleep finally came, thin and brittle. Her dreams filled with wind and shadow, the land whispering in a tongue older than words. It was not fear exactly—but close enough to make her wake with her heart hammering. Something in the hills had opened its eyes.
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Dawn came unwilling.

A thin wash of light crept across the canvas walls, pale and watery, as if the sun itself hadn’t the heart to rise. Mattie-Rae stirred beneath her coarse wool blanket, her breath curling in faint clouds into the frigid air. For the briefest moment—one fragile moment—she forgot where she was.

She could almost smell it: the buttery rise of biscuits in the oven, the faint sweetness of cane syrup, the lavender soap her mother used to keep by the washbasin. In her mind’s eye, sunlight spilled through the parlor window, gilding the polished floorboards and making the lace curtains glow. She saw her own hand, small again, parting them to watch the garden, to see if the first crocuses had come. Somewhere, her mother hummed—soft and wordless—the tune she used when all was still right with the world.

Then the cold shouldered its way back in. Not the bright kind that stung your skin awake, but the kind that burrowed deep, mean and stubborn, rooting in the bones. The memory split clean in two.

Gone were the streets of Richmond, the Sabbath shoes, the whitewashed sills. Gone the smell of polish and hearth smoke. In their place lay this camp: patched tents pitched too close together, smoke and mud pressed into every corner, frost in the seams of the canvas. And loss—woven into every breath she took.

She sat up slowly, the blanket falling from her shoulders in stiff folds. Her limbs ached from the night’s chill, and her dress—still damp at the hem—clung to her like old grief. She wrapped the blanket back around her, trying to hold the last bit of warmth against her.

Beside her, Sam lay curled small, one hand tucked beneath his cheek, brow smooth in sleep. He looked so like their mother just then it stole her breath. She reached out but stopped short of touching him. Let him dream, she thought. Let him stay there if he can.

Outside, the camp was stirring to life. The clatter of tin pots carried on the air, and men’s voices—rough, low, still thick with sleep—moved between the tents. The smell of smoke mixed with wet earth and ash.

Mattie-Rae pushed through the flap, boots crunching over the frozen ground. The cold bit at her neck and nose, but she did not flinch. She told herself she was used to it now, though she knew that was not yet true.

The camp lay before her in a scatter of canvas and crude shelters, lean-tos built from scavenged boards, tin kettles hanging from low branches. It did not look like a town. It looked like the memory of one, as though someone had tried to build a place and lost heart halfway through.

She gathered her sketchbook and the small bundle of charcoal sticks she had wrapped in linen and slipped away from the tents. The clatter of camp faded behind her, swallowed by the hush of the river’s edge. Here, the world was quieter, though not less watchful.

Sycamores and water oaks lined the bank, their pale trunks blotched with lichen like old maps. The sycamores stood ghost-white where the bark had peeled, the oaks darker and knotted, their roots clutching the soil as if to keep the river from taking it. Their shadows fell long and thin over the frozen ground like black fingers. Mist curled off the water in thin veils, catching on the low branches and clinging there, reluctant to rise, as though the river itself were holding its breath.

She spread her blanket on a dry patch near the bank and sat, the cold seeping up through the wool until she felt it in her spine. Her fingers moved almost of their own accord—charcoal to paper, line to curve. She drew the slow bend of the river, the way the roots of the far bank clutched at the soil, the subtle ripples where the current turned. For a moment, her breathing evened. The cold seemed to retreat.

Then—something stirred. A rustle in the underbrush, faint but distinct. Mattie-Rae’s hand stilled. She turned slowly, scanning the trees, the shadows pooled at their bases, the fog that blurred where the forest met water.

From that curtain of gray, a figure stepped into view.

A girl.

She was near Mattie-Rae’s age but carried herself with a steadiness that felt older. Her hair was tightly braided and threaded with beads that winked like tiny stars in the meager light. She wore a tunic of soft deerskin, its fringe brushing against her legs as she walked. The embroidery—red and blue, worked with care—spoke of patience and tradition. Her skin was the color of wet earth, her features sharp and fine as if carved by a sure hand.

She moved closer with the quiet grace of a deer, each step measured, sure. Her eyes—dark, steady, unblinking—fastened on Mattie-Rae until her throat went dry.

“You do not belong.”

The words struck the air like a stone breaking the surface of a still pond.

Mattie-Rae’s breath caught. The charcoal smudged across her paper, a dark streak she did not notice.

The girl stepped nearer, her voice low but cutting.

“Your people come with iron and axe. They tear the earth, muddy the water, leave nothing whole.”

Her gaze dropped to the sketchbook, lingered, then rose again.

“This river is ours. This ground is ours. My people walked here before your people had words for it. You dig your holes, raise your smoke, call it good.” Her jaw tightened. “I see only hurt.”

Mattie-Rae’s lips parted, but no words came.

“You are not welcome.” The girl’s dark eyes shifted toward the camp. “Go back. Tell your people to go, before this ground stops suffering you.”

Then—without another word—she turned and slipped into the trees, vanishing so swiftly it was as if the forest had drawn her back into itself.

Mattie-Rae sat unmoving, her hand slack in her lap. The river she had been sketching no longer looked the same. The curves had turned harsh, the water too dark. She closed the book and set the charcoal aside.

The cold pressed back in.

The campfire had burned low by the time Mattie-Rae returned. Its coals glowed faintly under a veil of ash, hissing when frost-melt struck them.

The tent was too still.

Sam should have been there—hunched by the fire, poking the coals with a stick, or half-wrapped in the blanket still warm from his sleep. But the blanket lay crumpled and empty, and beside it his cap, tossed as if he’d left in haste.

Her stomach pitched.

“Sam?” Her voice was barely a breath inside the canvas.

No answer. She pushed through the flap, her heart thudding, and called again, sharper. “Sam!”

Around her, the camp was waking. Men stooped at the fires, boots thudded in the mud, the smell of scorched fat and boiling coffee drifted close. But no one looked up.

She began to run, weaving through the narrow alleys between tents, scanning every face.

“Sam!”

A miner by a woodpile looked up as she nearly collided with him. She caught his sleeve.

“Sir—have you seen my brother?” she asked, breath catching. “Little fellow—brown hair, about so high—did you see him?”

The man scratched his jaw, squinting toward the tree line. “Aye,” he said at last. “Saw him makin’ for the woods. Near on a run, he was.”

Her heart lurched. “The woods?”

He shrugged, already turning back to his work. “Didn’t say where.”

That was all he had. He hefted the axe and brought it down on the log, splitting it clean.

Mattie-Rae stood still one beat, then turned and ran. Her feet were flying before her thoughts could form. She tore across the churned ground toward Jake’s tent, skirts catching on low brush, boots slipping in the muck.

“Jake!”

He looked up from where he crouched cleaning his boots, the brush falling from his hand. One look at her face and he was on his feet.

“What’s happened?”

“It’s Sam—he’s gone! A man saw him head into the woods.”

Jake’s jaw tightened. “When?”

“I don’t rightly know—only he’s gone to the woods.” Her chest was tight, words catching. “We’ve got to find him.”

Jake slung his rifle over his shoulder and snatched up his coat. “We’ll find him. Take the west trail, keep low. I’ll swing north for the bluff.”

She nodded once, though her knees felt weak beneath her.

Then she ran.

Branches whipped her sleeves, thorns tugged her skirt. The path was little more than a thread between roots and brambles, but she didn’t slow. Her heart pounded against her ribs, each cry of his name sounding smaller, swallowed by the hush.

“Sam!”

No answer.

She stumbled over a root, caught herself on the rough trunk of a sweetgum, the bark biting into her palm. The pain steadied her, sharpened her breath.

“Sam!” she called again, voice breaking now.

Only the forest answered—creak of branches overhead, a distant woodpecker hammering at some hollow tree. The silence closed in heavy and watchful. Not peaceful. Not safe.

She pressed on.

The deeper she went, the darker the woods became. Pines took over, thick and straight, their needles carpeting the ground, muffling her steps. Her skirts caught on fallen limbs, her shawl snagged on briars. She tore free, leaving threads behind.

Her breath burned in her throat, each gasp like a needle in her chest.

“Sam!” she cried one last time, voice ragged.

Nothing.

The forest swallowed the sound whole.

Then—

A sound stopped her cold.

A man’s voice, low and sharp, cutting through the hush like a whipcrack. Beneath it ran something colder, the kind of sound that made the hair at her neck prickle. Then a girl’s voice, pitched high with fury.

She stepped off the narrow trail, boots sinking into the damp earth. Each step was careful, measured, her breath caught high in her chest. She crept forward, slow as she dared, her fingers clutching a branch for balance as she picked her way through the underbrush. The trees thinned, the ground rising toward a break in the woods.

What she saw locked her in place.

Spotted Dog.

The name struck her like a blow. Jake had spoken it just yesterday, voice low and certain: “You see Spotted Dog, you turn tail,” he told her. “He’s a highland moccasin if ever there was one — quiet till he’s close enough to bite. He takes what he wants, and there ain’t no mercy in him.”

Now the Catawba warrior stood in the clearing like something rooted there, his feet planted wide, his shoulders square, paint streaked across his face in black bars. He wore a hunting shirt of tanned hide, the fringe stiff with use, and his hair was bound back with a strip of red cloth. In one hand he gripped a long, curved knife, the blade bright where the light struck it.

And in his other hand — the Cherokee girl.

Her arm was wrenched high in his grip, but she didn’t hang limp. She fought him with every breath, her braids lashing, her bare feet digging into the earth as she twisted, trying to break free.

Spotted Dog didn’t move except to tighten his hold, his chest rising and falling with slow, measured breath. He looked like a man entirely certain the outcome was his to decide.

Mattie’s heart pounded so hard she could hear it in her ears. Her feet wanted to root to the ground, but she forced herself forward until she stood at the edge of the clearing.

The girl spat a word that cracked the air — sharp and guttural. Spotted Dog jerked her close, his jaw tightening, the paint across his face making his expression unreadable.

Mattie’s hand found a fallen limb — thick pine, heavy enough to swing. She barely felt its weight.

“Let her go!”

Her voice broke on the last word, but it carried.

Spotted Dog turned his head, slow as turning a wheel, and fixed her with black, unreadable eyes.

“You run back,” he said. His voice was low and flat, each word spaced like a measured step. “This not for you.”

Mattie’s hands shook so badly the limb rattled against her skirts, but she lifted it higher. “You’ll let her go,” she said. The words came raw, not shouted but ground out of her throat.

A slow smile spread under the paint — not kind, not warm. “She mine,” he said. “Not yours.”

Mattie felt the world closing in — the trees, the clearing, the frozen air between them — but she didn’t back down. “I’ll not stand and watch you take her.”

Something flickered in his dark eyes — surprise, maybe, or amusement.

Mattie moved first. She hurled the branch with all the strength her arms could give. It spun wide, striking nothing, but the sudden motion cracked the moment open like ice.

The girl dropped low, twisted hard, and tore free with a cry that tore through the clearing. Spotted Dog’s fingers clutched empty air.

“Run!” Mattie shouted, her voice ragged.

The girl bolted toward her. For one heartbeat their eyes met — a wordless exchange — then Mattie seized her hand, and together they plunged into the trees.

Behind them Spotted Dog roared — a sound that shook the clearing and sent the birds shrieking from the trees. Then came the crash of brush and the soft, rapid thud of moccasined feet, swift and closing fast.

They ran harder, the forest grabbing at them — branches whipping their faces, briars tearing their skirts, roots catching at their boots. Mattie’s lungs burned like fire, each breath sharp enough to cut.

“Run,” the girl hissed, pulling her onward. “Do not stop.”

The ground dropped into a gully carpeted with slick pine needles, the scent of resin sharp as Mattie skidded down. She went down hard to one knee, her palms biting against the frozen earth as she caught herself.

Behind them came the hiss of parting brush, the drumbeat of moccasined feet — closer now, close enough she could almost feel his breath at her back.

They scrambled up the far side, breath tearing out of them.

“He will not stop,” the girl said, low and fierce. Her dark eyes flashed. “Go on. Keep to the path.”

Mattie shook her head, gasping. “I can’t hold on—” she gasped.

“You can,” the girl snapped, shoving her toward the path. “Run!”

Before Mattie could answer, the girl veered off the path and vanished into the shadows, stooping low as she ran. She caught up a length of fallen oak, thick as her arm, and melted behind a tangle of laurel, waiting.

Mattie stumbled onward, branches whipping her face, the path a blur beneath her boots. Her lungs burned as though the cold air were tearing them raw. She risked a glance over her shoulder — the trees shuddered with motion.

Spotted Dog moved low and fast, a shadow among the trunks, the black paint on his face streaked with sweat. His knife gleamed pale in the half-light as he closed the distance, his breath hissing between his teeth.

He had eyes only for the fleeing girl — until the club swung out of the shadows. It struck him full in the ribs with a sound like splitting kindling. His body folded, the air leaving him in a single guttural grunt.

Before he could rise, the girl swung again, bringing the oak down hard across his head.

The crack of the blow echoed through the trees, dull and final.

Spotted Dog dropped to one knee, one hand clawing at the ground. His knife fell into the leaves with a soft thud.

“Run!” the girl shouted, voice ragged.

Mattie tore through the woods, her lungs searing, the world narrowed to the path ahead and the pounding of her heart. Roots caught at her boots, briars tore her skirt, but she didn’t slow. At last her legs gave way. She staggered against a hickory and clung to the rough bark, chest heaving, the taste of blood coppery in her mouth.

The girl caught up moments later, silent but breathing hard, the oak club still gripped tight. She stopped beside Mattie, scanning the trees behind them, her dark eyes watchful.

“He stays down,” she said at last, her voice steady though her chest rose and fell with each breath. “For now.”

Mattie nodded, too winded to speak. The image of Spotted Dog falling — the sound of the blow, the thud of the knife — replayed in her mind until she shuddered.

The girl’s gaze held hers. “You did not run.”

Mattie pressed a hand against the hickory’s rough bark, her knees near to giving out. “I couldn’t just stand and watch,” she said, her voice catching.

The girl’s mouth tightened, not quite a smile. “You could have,” she said quietly. “But you did not.”

Mattie swallowed hard, feeling the truth of it. The weight of what might have happened settled heavy on her.

Then the thought struck her like a blow.

“Sam.”

She said it aloud, barely more than a whisper, then again, louder, the word tearing from her: “Sam!”

She spun, searching the trees, her heart slamming against her ribs. The clearing blurred. Panic surged hot and fast, stealing her breath.

“My brother—he’s out here—Lord help me, I forgot—” The words broke apart in her mouth, her chest so tight she could barely get air.

The girl’s eyes narrowed, sharp as a flint edge. “We find him,” she said. “Now.”

Mattie lurched forward, almost tripping as she followed. The girl was already moving, swift and silent as a shadow
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