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To our home group, 

thanks for being 

a hidden treasure

and great blessing

in our lives.

_____

I will give you hidden treasures, 

riches stored in secret places, 

so that you may know that I am the Lord,

the God of Israel, who summons you by name.

Isaiah 45:3
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Chapter 1
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Near Prescott, Arizona Territory

April 17, 1869

Paul Lancaster closed the gate behind him and paused to take in the quiet morning air. A chorus of pine-scented breeze and the burble of Granite Creek greeted him like an old friend. He hadn’t been out this way in weeks. Too many repairs at the boardinghouse, too many decisions about furniture and rugs for the new lodging house. Now, with the housekeeper handling breakfast and the boarders set to their routines, he finally had a day to himself.

Sunlight filtered through the towering pines and danced on the water. The placer mine sat just beyond the bend, tucked between jagged granite and patches of sage. He’d missed this—digging, sifting, and the promise of discovery. There was something honest about coaxing a living from the land with his own hands.

He adjusted the satchel slung across his shoulder and began the descent toward the mine. The trail curved down steeply. Birds chirped overhead. A squirrel darted across the path. Paul smiled. Prescott was growing, changing. So was he. For once, he allowed himself to feel proud.

Down at the creek bed, he rolled up his sleeves and shoveled a scoop of gravel and silt into the top of his shifters. The weight of it hit his shoulders as he bent low, gripping the frame in both hands. Back and forth. Slow and steady. He rocked the box over the water, letting the current rinse away debris. The mud and stones lingered in the upper screens. Tiny golden flecks slipped through into the catch basin below.

He leaned closer. Not much there today. Just a glimmer or two. No surprise. This mine never made him rich. Never would. It was more of a hobby, something to pass the time and enjoy the peace of nature. A man needed that, especially when the days ran long with bookkeeping, small talk, and cranky boarders.

The rhythm of the work settled his thoughts. His mind drifted—to the new furnishings, to the way Prescott shifted with each passing year. To the silence of the creek.

Then came the snap.

His body froze, his pulse racing.

A second later, the sharp crack of gunfire shattered the morning stillness. Paul dove behind a pine tree just as bark exploded beside him. The crack of gunfire ricocheted through the canyon, shattering the serene babble of Granite Creek below. Splinters burst from the trunk, needling his cheek and jaw. The sting made him flinch, and he tasted iron—either blood or adrenaline, he couldn’t tell.

His lungs burned. Every breath was a battle. His ribs ached from the constant flexing.

Why didn’t I stay at the boardinghouse? Instead, he’d chosen the mine. The worst mistake of his life.

He gritted his teeth and sprinted toward the next tree, the forest a blur of green and shadow. Heat lanced through his side—a burning sensation that stopped him midstride. His hand instinctively pressed the wound, and when he pulled it away, crimson glistened on his fingertips like fresh paint on raw wood.

A growl escaped his throat. He yanked the revolver from his belt and twisted around, half-blinded by the sting of sweat and the haze of pain. The figure behind him moved—an Apache warrior, fierce and fast, emerging from the trees. Paul aimed. His hand trembled, but the bullet hit true. The man dropped like a felled sapling.

Paul didn’t linger. He holstered his gun and pushed forward, stumbling through underbrush. Whoosh. Thwack. An arrow embedded itself into the tree mere inches from his temple, vibrating with malice.

The sound of another shot split the air. He froze, bracing for the strike, but nothing came. The bullet must’ve missed—again. He didn’t wait for a third chance. He tore off, his boots sliding over pine needles and loose rock. His breathing turned ragged, each gasp a desperate plea for survival.

The wound in his side pulsed with every movement. His vision blurred, curling at the edges like burnt paper. But up ahead—buildings. Prescott. Civilization. Safety.

“Come on, Paul.” The voice echoed in his head, rough and familiar. His father’s voice. “Dig deep. You can make it. Give it everything you’ve got.”

He pushed harder. His legs felt like sandbags. His boots pounded against the dry, dusty path. Another tree exploded beside him. He barely registered the bark peppering his arm. He couldn’t stop—not now.

Then, a sharp sting sliced through his calf. He grunted, stumbled, then dropped—face-first into the forest floor. Pine needles scratched his skin, and the earthy tang of moss and loam filled his nose. He lay motionless, dirt caking his lips, fire coursing through his limbs.

“Get up, Paul.”

He couldn’t. His legs refused. They were dead weight beneath him. Blackness crept in from the corners of his eyes, whispering surrender.

An arrow zipped past, grazing his shoulder.

He gasped. Eyes open. Chest heaving. Keep going.

Prescott. He had to reach it. Just a few more feet.

With a groan, he dug his fingers into the soil and shoved himself upright. His entire body screamed in protest, but he dragged one foot, then the other. The trees parted. A dusty street appeared.

“Paul!”  

His name pierced the haze. Someone ran toward him. Relief surged, cracking through the wall of pain. He tried to speak, lips dry and clumsy.  

“Need...” he gasped. “Doctor.”

His knees buckled. The world tilted. He hit the ground hard. The last sound he heard was his own voice, low and hoarse.

“I... killed him.”
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Wickenburg, Arizona Territory

April 18, 1869

“Miss Pritchett, that was a lovely song,” Mrs. Ritter said, reaching for Millie’s hand on her way out of the meeting tent following Sunday services. “You have an angelic voice.”

“Thank you,” Millie replied as heat rose to her cheeks. Why had she let Dad talk her into singing the solo?

An awkward grin spread across the face of Stanley, Mrs. Ritter’s youngest son, as he craned his head up to make eye contact with Millie. “Can’t wait for your next solo, Miss Pritchett. Your voice is beautiful.”

Millie’s stomach turned over as she looked down at the much shorter man. She understood the look of interest sparking in his eyes. It brought forward memories of the past she wished would stop haunting her. She quickly turned to the person behind Stanley, feeling a little remorse for snubbing him.

There wasn’t anything particularly wrong with Stanley. He was a nice enough young man. But his twenty-three years felt entirely too young compared to her thirty-seven. He had a sweetness about him that would endear him to the right young woman whenever he met her. She was not that woman.

Her mind fought against those old memories, the ones that would likely see her die an old maid. If she ever did find a man with whom she could share her heart, and if he was closer to her own age, he was sure to run when the day came to tell him her secret. All the others had.

A frown threatened to scrunch her forehead, but she managed to stop it in time. It wouldn’t do to make the next parishioner think her sour expression was intended for him. She kept her feelings buried as the last member of her father’s congregation exited the makeshift church.

As far as she was concerned, her first solo would also be her last. After today, her singing would be relegated to the front pew. She felt too uncomfortable with all those eyes staring at her—hanging on the flowing lyrics. To finish the song, she had closed her eyes and let her soul speak the words directly to her Heavenly Father. Perhaps that honest expression of worship had drawn the congregation in even more.

It didn’t matter. There was no way she would allow Dad to talk her into it again.

“Millicent,” he was saying to her, “They’re right. You delivered the song so perfectly and sweetly. It was as if we stood before the throne of glory and listened to all of heaven praising Him.”

Now she let her frown show.

“You’ll have to plan another song in a few weeks. Especially if you’re trying to catch yourself a husband.” He winked at her.

“Dad, I’m not trying to catch a husband. And certainly not with a song of praise to the Lord.”

His face sobered. “Sweetheart, I was just teasing. But perhaps it is time for you to think about finding a mate.”

She fought the urge to roll her eyes. He knew better than anyone that she would never marry.

Dad took one last look around the meeting tent and then offered her his arm. They stepped out into the bright noon sun. She squinted until her eyes adjusted to the intense light.

The meeting tent wasn’t far from home.

“I see Mason’s new saloon is open.” She gestured toward the clapboard building across the dusty street. She hoped Dad would take the bait.

Dad frowned. “On Sunday, too. We now have one church for every four saloons.”

They fell into silence during the walk. The warm sun beat down on the back of Millie’s lavender dress. With little touches of lace near the collar and running down the row of decorative buttons in the front, it was her favorite. Even with no mirror in sight, she knew how the color of this dress made the violet in her eyes more prominent. Perhaps if she had worn her dull gray work dress, Stanley Ritter would not have been so mesmerized.

As they walked past Mason’s original saloon, the sound of the tinny keyboard and off-pitch singers assaulted her ears, nearly undoing the glorious feeling of worship from that morning.

Dad had been adamant when they first arrived in Wickenburg that the church should be centrally located. Little did either of them know that seemed to be the same plan the saloon owners had. It seemed strange to walk by so many saloons to get to and from church on Sunday morning.

Soon enough they passed the last saloon on the main street of town. Dad led them down another street, and they walked by several businesses including a tailor, the Ritter’s stage stop, and Bradburn’s Mercantile. Thankfully, most of the saloons were built further away from the respectable businesses.

They finally arrived at the small house Dad built. The house faced east, with a modest porch shading two rocking chairs from the heat of the day.

As her father held the door open for her, the savory smell of roast drew them in.

“Smells good,” Dad said.

She stepped into the small parlor that doubled as her father’s study. On the days he spent at home he could usually be found sitting at the desk in front of the window working on his sermon. Two wingback chairs faced the fireplace.

Off to the left was the entryway to their bedrooms. Off to the right, was the entry to the kitchen. She set her reticule on the mantle.

She noticed her dad’s serious expression and quickened her pace to the kitchen.

“I’m serious, Millicent.” She heard the muted sound of him setting his things on his desk. The soft thud of his footsteps stopped just inside of the kitchen.

“It’s time for you to stop taking care of your old dad and start taking care of a husband.”

So much for hoping he would forget about their earlier conversation. What had gotten into him?

“You’re a strong woman—”

She snorted as she secured her apron to the front of her dress. If only he knew her heart.

“—but you can’t shy away from love forever.”

Using the edge of her apron, she lifted the roast from the oven. She set it down on top of the stove with a clunk and turned to face him.

“Who said I’m running away from love? Who do you think I’m in love with?”

Her father sighed heavily. “I don’t suspect anyone at present. You cut them off before giving them a chance. Like you did with Stanley Ritter this morning.”

“Dad, you can’t be serious. He’s young enough to be my son!” The words came out before their full meaning hit her heart, slamming it fiercely against her chest. Her eyes and soul burned.

Her father reached for her hand. “I know he’s the same age as—”

“Don’t.” Millie fought back tears.

Dad cleared his throat several times before releasing her hand. He paced back and forth across the length of the kitchen, stopping in front of the small window above the washbasin.

She turned her attention back to finishing supper, filling a serving platter with the roast and the vegetables, and carrying everything to the table.

The light from the window highlighted the gray in Dad’s hair, making him look older than he was. His hands were stuffed in his pockets and a frown etched deep lines in his forehead.

She sprinkled a spoonful of flour into the pan and began whisking. The mixture bubbled, thickening into gravy.

“Millie, I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a few days now.”

She stopped whisking and glanced over her shoulder to see in his eyes an intensity matched by the edge in his voice. She was sure she would not like what was coming next.

“Do you remember Mabel?”

“Widow Cleary?”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“You know that she and I have corresponded for some time now.”

He cleared his throat at her second nod.

“Mabel and I... That is, we’ve decided...”

“To get married.” Millie’s throat constricted as she finished his sentence.

Somehow, she knew this day was coming. Every time Dad received a letter from Widow Cleary, his eyes lit up with unrestrained excitement. He would retreat to his desk and pour over the letter several times before he shared the highlights with Millie. She supposed it was only a matter of time before Widow Cleary completely won his heart.

Was he ready to let go of Mother after all these years? She had been gone so long now that Millie stopped counting the holidays and special events that went on without her. Perhaps time had finally done the same for Dad.

“I know it’s hard to understand. I loved Nia with all my heart for every second that I had with her. Your mother has been gone almost twenty years. I miss her so much.” Her father’s voice thickened with emotion. “Mabel is different. So very different from her. She could never replace your mother, but I do love her.”

She stood on the opposite side of the table from him, crossing her arms over her chest.

His eyes begged her to understand. She did but she didn’t. She had lost the man she loved through the worst betrayal of her life, and it had shaped her into the taciturn woman she was now. She understood love—and losing it—and so to some extent, she could understand Dad’s desire to find it again. But she had long since given up on that dream for herself.

She dropped her arms to her side, stuffing her emotions away. “When is she coming?”

“Soon. She’s waiting for a letter from me, and then she’ll board the next stage.”

“And what of me?”

Dad looked away.

Ah. That’s what this was all about.

“You’re a brave woman, Millicent. I’ve seen you aim a rifle at a criminal’s chest. You sang before the congregation this morning. You are stronger and more independent than you credit yourself.”

Her stomach knotted. He didn’t want her to be alone because of his moving on. But didn’t he know that no one would have her? She had accepted it; why couldn’t he? She sat down at the table as Dad took the seat across from her, doubting that she would be able to enjoy Sunday supper.

“I know Caroline Anderson has asked you up to Prescott several times. Perhaps now would be a good time for a visit—or even a move. The town is bigger than Wickenburg. There are more opportunities...”

“You want me to move to Prescott?” Millie failed to keep the hurt from her voice.

“Sweetheart, I’ve thought long and hard about what might be best for you at this stage of your life. There really are more opportunities for you there than in Wickenburg. There’s a boardinghouse that is safe for women boarders, should you decide to stay. All I’m asking is that you consider a visit to your friend. Go and see for yourself what the town is like.”

She dished up a helping of the roast and vegetables onto her plate, and then she held out her hand for Dad’s plate. “When were you planning I leave?”

“On next Wednesday’s stage.”

She thrust the full plate towards him and closed her eyes. Ten days. He was sending her away in ten short days.

There were all sorts of reasons why she should stay longer. He would need her to cook and clean for him for several weeks or even a month before Widow Cleary arrived. Wouldn’t he want the house to look perfect for her? As soon as the argument came it left. She’d disobeyed her father in her youth, and it had cost her so much—too much. She vowed from then on to be obedient, and so she had moved from Santa Fe so her father could start his mission to save the lost souls of the miners in Wickenburg.  Now she would leave.

Millie gathered up more enthusiasm than she felt. “I’ll begin packing my things tomorrow.”
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A few days later, Millie left the house and headed down toward the Hassayampa River, more restless than ever.

She heard the stamp mills long before she could see the river itself. More than once, she had walked down to the river’s edge. The first time after moving to Wickenburg, it had been quiet. Then she learned that the stamp mills rarely stopped their rhythmic clanging as they pulverized gold ore into dust. At first, she hated the sound, but over time it grew on her. There was something about the clang-clang-chug of the large metal pistons beating against the round metal bases that became a source of comfort.

Clang-clang-chug. Clang-clang-chug.

Millie looked around for the dead and dried out carcass of a saguaro cactus. It reminded her of her favorite dead log back in the forest near her childhood home, only the dead cactus had gaps between the long spines that had once helped it stand tall and proud near the river shore. She sat down on it, rubbing her hand along the smooth surface.

Clang-clang-chug.

She watched as water sprayed a light mist over the men standing near the basin beneath the stamp mill. Each one lifted a shovel full of silt and carried it to a large spinning wheel, meant to further refine the silt until only gold remained.

Her life wasn’t so different from the gold ore. Her heart had been a tangled mess, far from pure, intertwined with guilt and false hope. Then, little by little, God had refined parts of it. He had even crushed her a few times to do so.

She felt the weight of that now. What could God possibly have in store for her this time? Dad was sending her away.

The sting of his decision was still raw on her heart. She was going to a new town to live a new life.  Except he hadn’t even asked her if that was what she wanted. He never did.  She hadn’t wanted to move from Santa Fe to Wickenburg in the first place. But she had maintained her role as an obedient daughter.

Now that same obedience was leading her away from the only family she had left.

A tear slid down her cheek. Did all their time together mean nothing to him?

She sniffed. Mom would say Millie was being unfair. That meant a lot to him, but her well-being meant more. It was for her own good that he was sending her away.

Whom would she rely on? No one would know her like Dad did. No one would comfort her in sadness or laugh with her in joy.

Please, Lord, don’t make me face the next stage of my life alone. I cannot bear it.

What had Dad called her? Courageous. Hardly.

Millie remained by the river for a few more minutes, until the sound of the stamp mills seemed to match the frantic pace of her worries. Today, they hadn’t helped. Instead, they fed her anxious thoughts until she could stand it no more.

Clang-clang-chug.

She stood and trudged back home, still searching for peace for her pending move.

_____

Millie retrieved her wooden stationary desk from her room and set it on the kitchen table. She had the house to herself, and she could delay no longer. It would only be right to let Caroline know she was planning a visit.

She slid a sheet of paper from the stationary, dabbed the pen in the inkwell and started to write. “Dear Caroline. My father is getting married and sending me away...”

She crumpled the paper before the ink dried then she stood and tossed the paper into the stove’s fire. A bird sat on the clothesline outside the kitchen window, chirping a light melody.

Her thoughts drifted to her mother. If she had lived to Millie’s thirty-seventh birthday, would she have pushed her out? Probably. Maybe even long before now. Mother had always encouraged her to be more independent.

Had her heart broken with Millie’s when suitors fled?

She wiped away a tear from her cheek. No matter how much time passed, she never looked back on her journey to adulthood with anything other than sorrow. So much had been taken. So much of it, through her own fault.

Slowly the tune of her mother’s favorite hymn rolled around in her mind. She allowed the music to fill her heart and rise from her lips.


Blest is the man whose softening heart

Feels all another's pain;

To whom the supplicating eye

Was never raised in vain:



Whose breast expands with generous warmth

A stranger's woes to feel;

And bleeds in pity o'er the wound

He wants the power to heal.



He spreads his kind supporting arms

To every child of grief:

His secret bounty largely flows,

And brings unasked relief.



To gentle offices of love

His feet are never slow:

He views, through mercy's melting eye,

A brother in a foe.



He, from the bosom of his God,

Shall present peace receive—

And when he kneels before the throne,

His trembling soul shall live.



Millie closed her eyes, slowly breathing in and out. Her lungs emptied, as did her heart, and she sat down to write the letter. She kept it short and to the point. She would be arriving on the stage next Wednesday and wished to stay with Caroline for a week. She resolved to find her own place by the end of that week.

Somehow, she would find a way to make Prescott her home.

She sighed and looked out the window, remembering how she’d met Caroline several years ago. As Millie and her dad got ready for the move to Wickenburg, Millie had spied an advertisement at one of the shops in Santa Fe. A young lady from Texas was looking for a chaperone to the Arizona Territory.

Millie had discussed the advertisement with her dad and responded, offering to escort the young lady if she was headed toward Wickenburg.

Caroline had arrived in Santa Fe with her eldest brother a few weeks later and explained the reason for her move. Her best friend and other brother had both moved to a ranch outside of Prescott, and she had managed to convince her overly cautious parents to let her join them.

Once Dad had established his new church in Wickenburg, he planned to escort Caroline the rest of the way to Prescott by stage. Caroline had never been a patient woman and snuck off on her own only a week after they had arrived. The choice had almost cost her life when the stage was robbed and she was stranded in the desert, left to fend for herself. In the end, she made it to Prescott.

Millie recalled the journey from Santa Fe, smiling at the memory of her friend’s enthusiasm.

“Look at all the glorious colors of the sunset, Millie!” Caroline had exclaimed. She even gushed over the fact that there was an outhouse available at one stop along the way. For nearly an hour Caroline talked about her hopes that the Arizona Territory would be more civilized.

She had admired Caroline’s friendliness. Despite her chatty nature, she had listened with interest when Millie spoke. She had even been responsible for shortening Millie’s full name.

“It just suits you better.” Caroline’s voice echoed teasingly in her memory. “Millicent’s too formal for you.”

She had been right.

There had been a time when Millie allowed herself the same freedom Caroline exhibited—but no more. The only thing she did with exuberance now was sing.

She stood and looked around the room. The faded coffee pot sat in its place on the back of the stove. The ceramic bowl adorned with turquoise paint, a gift from Dad after Mom’s passing, sat in the middle of the table with a loaf of bread she baked that morning. Should she take it with her? It didn’t seem right to separate it from all the other dishes it had complimented over the years.

A tear rolled down her cheek as she fingered the handmade checkered towel hanging over the back of one of the chairs.

Soon she would leave all of it behind. She would start a new life—one without her dad—on her own, whether she wanted to or not.
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Stinging. Burning. Ouch! Paul woke up to the pain. 

“Lie still.”

“Ma?” Paul’s eyes flew open. His mother’s face blurred in his vision. He blinked a few times, and her face came into focus.

He looked around the small room. Glass-front cabinets lined one wall. A wooden chair sat next to a small table beside the bed. The odor of carbolic acid caused his eyes to water and his head to spin. Light spilled through a window behind Ma, giving her an almost angelic appearance.

“Where—”

More liquid bit into his side. He moaned.

“Go easy on him, Doc.” Ma’s voice sounded far away as he closed his eyes.

A warm hand patted his.

“Ma?”

“I’m right here.”

He opened his eyes again. This time Doc Hank smiled down at him.

“You’re one lucky man. Bullet went clear through the fleshy part of your side. One in your leg came out with no problems.”

He started to sit up, but Doc held him down. “Don’t think you should move just yet.”

“When can I take him home?” Ma’s voice was strained—a tone he hadn’t heard since his early twenties.

“I’d like to keep him here for another day. Let’s see how he fares now that he’s awake.”

“Are you sure?”

“Betty, he’ll be just fine. I’ll be back to check on him later.”

When Doc closed the door, Ma sat down.

“You nearly took a decade off my life!”

Paul’s head started to swim again. He closed his eyes.

“Oh no you don’t.” Ma swatted his arm. “You stay with me, Paul.”

Typical Ma. He forced his eyes open. “What happened?”

Fear creased her forehead. Hints of red edged her eyes. Wisps of disheveled gray hair framed her face. She looked older than he remembered.

She pulled her handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes.

“Ben and I came in for Sunday service only to learn you were at Doc Hank’s nearly dead.”

“Nearly dead?”

“Well, unconscious at least. I didn’t know how bad it was at first.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “I was afraid I lost you.”

Paul gave her a weak smile. “Takes more’n a few bullets to get rid of me.”

The return smile he was hoping for never came.

“Ben stayed with me the first night, but he had to get back to the ranch. I’ve barely left your side. I was so worried you might really go to glory this time.”

“You make it sound like I get shot on a regular basis.”

She withdrew her hand. “You know what I mean.”

Paul stared down at the wrinkles in her blue dress.

“Ma, I’m not the same man.”

“I know that.” Her arms crossed defensively. “It’s just that... I never did like you working that placer mine. It’s too dangerous.”

Paul frowned and shifted his position. The movement sent pain shooting up his leg. He gritted his teeth.

Ma jumped up from the chair and hovered over him. “Are you alright? What hurts? Should I get Doc?”

The pain subsided. He let out a slow breath. “I’m fine. Sit down.”

Ma did as he asked. Silence settled over the room.

Paul glanced at his bandaged leg. Mining did have its risks. But for him, the rewards far outweighed them.

When he’d first moved West with Ma and staked his claim along Granite Creek, it had been a lot more dangerous. None of the miners could work their placers alone without fear of being killed by Apache. As Prescott expanded and grew closer to the mines, it had become much safer.

Except for recently. He frowned. He wasn’t the first miner to be attacked in the past few months.

“I really wish you’d just sell the darn thing.” Ma’s soft voice broke through his thoughts.

“Ma—”

“Just hear me out.”

He closed his mouth.

“I’m really worried about you, Paul. I’m not here to take care of you anymore. And you don’t have a wife—”

“Don’t start on that again, Ma. You’ve been at it for months.”

“It is not good for man to be alone.”

“Now you’re quoting scripture.” He thought about quoting the verse where the Apostle Paul advocated staying single. It wouldn’t help.

“You’re not getting any younger. I want grandchildren.”

“Your grandchildren live in Missouri. Maybe you should go back.”

The shock on Ma’s face instantly made him regret the words. She looked down at her hands for several minutes.

“I couldn’t ask Ben to leave the ranch. All I really want is for you to be happy.”

He wasn’t unhappy. He liked his life. Running the boarding-house. Mining. They were both fulfilling.

A pang of loneliness shot through him, and he sighed.

“I would love to find a wife, Ma. I really would.”

“But?”

He looked away. No one wanted him. He was too old for the single young ladies, like Grace Talbert and her peers. His only other option were widows, but it didn’t seem right somehow to pursue one—if there even were any close to his age. Anytime he got up the courage to court a lady, some other man swooped in and took her away. Not surprising; men in town still outnumbered the women four to one.

Ma reached out and rubbed his arm. “Look at me, Paul.”

He did.

“God has the right woman for you. I’ve always prayed for her and for you. You’ll meet her one day.” She smiled. “Who knows, maybe she’ll arrive on the next stage?”

Paul laughed. A mail order bride did not appeal to him. He wanted to get to know the woman face to face and not through a bunch of letters.

A knock sounded at the door. Ma stood and let Sheriff Smith into the small clinic room.

“Glad to see you’re awake. Heard you had some trouble.” Sheriff Smith stepped closer to the bed, working his hat in his hands. The badge on his brown vest glistened in the light from the window. He wore a white button-down shirt beneath it. His brown trousers looked like they might slip off his wiry frame if not held up by the double gun belt. At thirty-eight, Paul had a few years on the sheriff. But Smith’s age had not hindered the respect of the citizens of Prescott.

“You feeling up to talking about what happened?”

“Sure. Ma, can you help me?”

Ma stood and propped several more pillows behind Paul as he leaned against the headboard. His leg throbbed, though with less intensity than when he had tried to shift his position earlier.

“I left Mrs. Feldman in charge at the boardinghouse this morning—er, a few days ago—and headed out to my placer. I hadn’t been out there in almost two weeks. Things were fine at first. A lot of the other miners around my claim seemed to be taking the day off, so it was quieter than normal.”

He closed his eyes to conjure the scene in his mind.

“Heard a twig crack behind me, like someone was sneaking up on me. When I turned around, there were three Apache braves pointing their weapons at me. One had a gun. The other two had bows and arrows.”

“I ran toward the closest tree I could find, and they opened fire. I hid, but they kept getting closer, so I knew I had to defend myself. I killed one of them.”

“You sure you shot him dead? We didn’t find any bodies when we went out to your placer that afternoon.”

Paul nodded. “Shot him in the chest. Don’t see how he could have survived.” A shiver ran down his back. No matter the man’s race, he still felt terrible about taking a life.

Lord, forgive me.

“Hmm.” The sheriff rubbed his chin. “Maybe they took the body back with them. We did find three sets of tracks. But that seemed odd, too. Most of the time, the Apache are more careful. It’s almost like they wanted us to know they were there.”

“Yeah. Something else bothers me. Never seen an Apache with a gun before.”

“Me either. They don’t usually have any ammunition for ‘em if they come across one.”

Paul frowned. “You don’t think someone from town is supplying them with weapons, do you?”

“Not sure. Did hear that Simon Talbert’s been buying up quite a few of the placers around you.”

Paul narrowed his eyes. Talbert’s approach last week was still stuck in his craw. What was Talbert up to? Didn’t he have enough money already?

“Yeah. Guess he’s buying ‘em up, then hiring the former owners to work the claims.” No point in mentioning that the claims had barely even been worked since then.

Sheriff Smith nodded. “Heard that too. You sure it was Apache?”

“I didn’t really get a good look.” Paul shook his head. There was something, but...

“Let me know if you think of anything else,” Sheriff Smith said as he opened the door.

“Will do.”

As the door closed behind the sheriff, Ma wagged a finger at him. “I told you it isn’t safe to be out there.”

Paul frowned as his energy faded. He was tempted to agree with Ma after this attack. Tempted to give up on his dreams.
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Chapter 5
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Doc Hank had good news the next morning. “You’re cleared to go home. Just take it easy for a few days. Might be best to stay around town.”

Paul held back a snort as he pushed himself up from the bed. Now Ma had the doctor hounding him about mining.

“Betty is waiting for you at the boardinghouse. Said she would send someone to help you home.”

“I’m fine.” Paul took a few steps to prove it. Pain burnt a fiery path from his side and wrapped around his middle, squeezing the breath from his lungs. He forced a smile to his face. “See?”

Doc Hank’s eyebrow arched on his forehead. “I see very well.”

“At least you’re still breathing.” Thomas Anderson limped into the room.

Relief flooded Paul, quickly followed by guilt. His closest friend was not the right man for the job. His other friend, Jake Waters, would have been a better choice.

A few years ago, Thomas had badly injured his leg. He had been caught in a snowstorm while riding the mail from Prescott to Wickenburg. A stranger had found him and taken him to the nearest shelter, a ranch between Prescott and Wickenburg.

After months of rest, he finally returned to Prescott, everything healed except for the bowed leg. He had never been able to walk normally since then.

Thomas offered his shoulders as support.

Paul lightly looped one arm over them, careful not to put much weight on him and both shuffled out of the clinic.

“How are you feeling?”

Paul gritted his teeth as they stepped off the boardwalk. “Fine.”

“Hmm. Well, your mother gave me strict instructions to send you right to bed.”

“I’m sure she’ll be waiting at the door.”

Thomas laughed and his gait slowed. “If you squint, I think you can see her sitting on the porch.”

Paul shifted, lightening the weight he placed on his friend. They stopped and waited for a wagon to roll down the wide dusty road before continuing toward the town square. It was his favorite feature of the town. Only a few trees had been cleared from the area, leaving handfuls of cottonwoods and junipers to provide shade during events. Saloons and houses of ill repute lined one side of the square, along with the water well. On the opposite side stood several clapboard buildings. His boardinghouse, dining hall, and bunkhouses were among them. Numerous other businesses lined the remaining two sides.

The smell of pine lifted his spirits. A low layer of clouds crowded the sky, and a cool breeze rustled the leaves of the branches overhead. A perfect day to work at the mine.

“Heard it was Indians that shot at you,” said Thomas.

“I think so. It was hard to tell.”

“Well, Caroline and I have been praying for you.”

“Thank you.” A wave of pain pulsated from his thigh. He needed to think about something else. “How’s the livery?”

“Doing well. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to handle the competition when the fourth one in town opened. Hasn’t hurt my business at all.”

“Town’s growing fast.”

“Yeah. Surprised a lot of people that the town didn’t shrivel up when the capital moved to Tucson two years ago. Guess the perfect weather appeals to the masses.”

Paul smiled. Most of their rain came during the winter, and even then, it only lasted an hour or two. The summer rains were just as mild.

Thomas stopped in front of the boardinghouse porch. “Here we are.”

Ma descended the stairs, arms eagerly outstretched to receive him.

“Come on. Let’s get you to bed.”

Paul rolled his eyes. Surely, he could manage the task by himself.

Thomas ducked out from under Paul’s arm. “Can you make it?”

“Yup. Thanks.”

“Anytime. Stay out of trouble.”

Paul laughed as Ma put her arm around his waist. “I’m sure this lady will keep me in check.”

Thomas waved and started his awkward shuffle-walk towards his livery.

“Are you feeling okay? You look a bit piqued.”

“I’m fine, Ma.”

She held the door open. As soon as he crossed the threshold scents of home filled his lungs. Apple pie. Beef stew. A hint of pine.

“Mr. Lancaster.” Mrs. Feldman greeted him in her lilting Irish accent. “Glad to have you home, sir.”

“Do I smell pie?”

“That ye do, sir. Your ma insisted I have your favorites ready.”

“Would you like something to eat before resting?” Ma asked. “Wait, no. We should probably get you to bed first. Then I can bring a tray.”

Paul cracked an unseen smile, warmed by his ma’s care.

“I’ll get it ready for ye, Mrs. Shepherd.” Mrs. Feldman hurried down the hall toward the kitchen as Ma helped him to his bedroom on the first floor.

Paul lay on his back and stretched one arm over his head, staring at the ceiling of his small room. Everything looked as it always did. Near the door and opposite his feather bed—a gift from Ma—a pitcher of water and a small bowl for washing sat on the dresser. His handcrafted desk still stood next to the window. On the nightstand next to him laid his Bible.

Home.

A flash of a memory from the forest knotted his stomach, sobering his joy.

Lord, that was too close.

Ma knocked on the door and entered with the promised tray of food. He scooted up the bed and leaned against the hard wooden frame. Ma set the tray on his lap then stood by his side as he ate.

The savory beef stew melted in his mouth. In no time he finished it off and started on the apple pie.

“Ben is in town for deliveries. He wants me to come home with him. Will you be fine without me?”

Paul winked at Ma. “I think so.”

“Good.” She placed a kiss on his forehead
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