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From the Author

Dear Reader,

If you're holding this book in your hands,

it means you've already taken your first step 

into the world of Virginia.

This novel is not just a love story. 

It's a tale of freedom, choice, inner strength, 

and a faith that endures even when everything seems lost.

I wrote this story with tenderness, pain, and inspiration.

Each character became real to me. 

Every twist is an emotional journey.

Perhaps you'll find a part of yourself within these pages—

in fears, in the dreams, in the longing to love and be loved.

Thank you for being here.

Thank you for reading.

Thank you for allowing my words to echo in your heart.

With warmth,

Yanina Koroleva
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CHAPTER 1

ESCAPING FROM HOME
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Lumpkin County, Georgia. USA, 1830s.

Gloomy dark clouds blanketed the blue sky. A peal of thunder echoed in the distance, and for a moment, bright lightning flashed—signaling that heavy rain was about to pour down on Lumpkin County, Georgia.

A tall, blonde young woman with almond-shaped green eyes, dressed in a dark blue dress, stood defiantly in the middle of a cotton field plantation. She looked frightened; the fear in her eyes was unmistakable.

Lightning flashed again. The young woman gazed into the distance, where she saw flames erupting from a two-story building. Thick black smoke billowed into the sky. Suddenly, away from her, she heard a child crying. It was her five-year-old daughter, with wavy dark hair, now in the arms of two tall men who held her tightly by both hands, making it impossible for the little girl to break free.

“Mom, Mom, save me!” the girl cried out to her mother for help.

“Give me my daughter! Leave her alone!” the blonde woman shouted, looking imploringly at the two tall men, who showed no urgency in returning the child to her desperate mother.

The men's faces were hidden by black scarves, and their heads were covered with identical black hats. One of the men glared menacingly at the girl's mother.

“This is my daughter! She will stay with me!” he said to a young blonde woman named Virginia.

“No, she is my daughter!” shouted another man, younger than the first.

Virginia looked at the men in black pleadingly once more.

“Give me my daughter. She must stay with her mother—it will be better for her,” she repeated, stepping closer and attempting to take her daughter from them. But one of the men rudely shoved her aside, causing Virginia to fall to the ground. She struggled to get back on her feet.

“Which of us is the father of this girl?” both men asked in unison, addressing the tearful woman. The little girl began to cry.

Suddenly, in the distance, against the backdrop of the burning building and the gloomy sky, a rider on a white horse appeared. He rode up to the men, who were debating among themselves which of them the five-year-old girl should stay with. The rider dismounted. He was a man of mature age, with a long gray beard.

Maybe he will help resolve the situation, and my daughter will stay with me, Virginia thought, falling to her knees in front of the rider.

"Please, sir. Help me get my daughter back," the blonde young woman pleaded, looking at him desperately. "Resolve our dispute — the girl will not be able to live without her mother, and I will not be able to live without her."  

"I’ll help!" the elderly man immediately replied, turning to look at the two men in black hats with matching black scarves covering their faces.

Virginia breathed a sigh of relief. More than anything, she wanted to hold her daughter close and never let go again. The rider took the girl by the hand and led her toward his horse. With tears in her eyes, the girl obediently followed the stranger, glancing back at her mother. Virginia watched in bewilderment, then moved toward the rider, who had quickly mounted the horse with the little girl.

"What’s going on, sir?" Virginia shouted desperately, trying to grab the horse’s reins to stop him from riding off.

She was trembling, her heart pounding, and her palms sticky with sweat.

"Where are you taking my daughter???" she cried.

The rider looked at the woman menacingly.

"If the three of you can't share this child, then none of you will get this girl!" he loudly announced to the men and the blonde woman standing nearby.

He then pulled on the reins and raced toward the burning plantation, leaving the puzzled men in black and the crying blonde woman behind him.

"No!" Virginia shouted furiously, running after the departing rider who was taking her daughter away.

She ran toward the burning building, fell to the ground, and got up again. Her hair clung to her tear-stained face. Tears clouded her vision, and she saw nothing in front of her except a blazing yellow-red fire... It was as if time had stopped at that moment.

The last thing Virginia felt was a blazing fire scorching her face... From the sharp, searing pain, she screamed loudly, tightly clenching her eyes, realizing that she was no longer able to save either her daughter or herself...



Another loud scream echoed through the night, and Virginia jumped up in bed. She opened her eyes and looked about, then touched her face and felt tears—her heart beating faster.

“It’s just a dream, a terrible dream!” she said aloud, breathing a sigh of relief. “It’s such a strange dream, because I don’t have a husband, and I don’t have a daughter. I don’t have any children at all. What can it mean?”

She sat back down on the pillow thoughtfully and closed her eyes for a moment, recalling the details of the dreadful vision. Virginia had always attached significance to her dreams, having long observed that many of them had come true. At times, she had even feared falling asleep, lest she see and not know what lay ahead.

Is this truly a prophetic dream about my future? But I don’t want to lose my daughter one day. May this dream never come true! she thought, then rose from the bed and walked to the window.

Outside, a thick fog hung low, but the sun’s bright rays broke through, casting light upon her bed and the bedside table. She glanced around. To the right of the door stood a long chestnut table; to the left, a wardrobe, beside which were more trunks. The room was small, but very cozy. Virginia had grown up here, on this ranch, raised by adoptive parents who had an elder son named James Williams.

"James, where is he? What will happen to me next?" Virginia asked aloud, gazing out of the second-floor window.

In the distance, she saw her half-brother, James Williams, strolling through a pine grove. He was tall and dark-haired, with a black mustache and a sly expression. His sharp, subtle mind was something he took great pride in. James was thirty years old; Virginia had only recently turned eighteen.

According to the stories told by her adoptive parents, Virginia knew that her birth mother and father had been killed. The Williams family adopted her when she was just seven years old—James’s mother had always longed for a daughter. But now, with her stepparents gone and James back at the ranch, Virginia felt unsafe.

James had openly expressed his desire to marry her as soon as possible, but that was not at all part of Virginia’s plans. She took a simple gray homemade dress from the dresser, slipped it on, combed her straight blonde hair, and hurried downstairs to prepare breakfast.



As the sun began to rise, the morning fog that had blanketed everything slowly began to lift, allowing pale, timid rays of sunlight to break through. A fresh breeze drifted in from the mountains. At moments like this, James Williams liked to step outside, to relax and forget his troubles, to mentally immerse himself in the past.

He looked out toward the riverbank and the pine forest beyond—his favorite place to walk—and let himself sink deep into memories. Behind him, a faint rustling sound made James turn around. Perched on the rooftop was a small, mottled bird, snapping its beak and fluttering its wings. All of it signaled the arrival of spring. 

After standing on the porch for a while, enjoying the morning stillness, James returned inside the house, which smelled of fireplace smoke, beeswax, and fresh pastries.

By the hearth sat a young woman of about eighteen. Her blonde hair was neatly combed back, and a light apron covered her long dark skirt. As James entered, she stiffened and looked at him with a desperate expression. She was very young and beautiful. Her face was a graceful oval, her blonde hair spoke of noble heritage, and her almond-shaped eyes and slight smile gave her an air of charm and mystery. James Williams knew very well that she was the daughter of an Irishman.  Virginia caught his direct gaze and looked at him warily.

"Why won't you let me choose how I want to live?" she asked, looking straight at him.

James Williams narrowed his eyes and replied with a thin, barely perceptible smile.

"Now is not the time to discuss that, Virginia. I'm very hungry, won’t you join me?"

She obediently stepped away from the fireplace and began setting the table for breakfast.

James’s thoughts drifted back to his years studying and living in Atlanta. He had made plans for his future, but the sudden death of his mother—and shortly afterward, his father—had forced him to return to the ranch.

He had considered selling the family ranch and using the money to buy a house in Atlanta. However, he realized that Virginia might not agree to the sale. That was why he decided he wanted to marry her—so he could take her with him, buy a new home in Atlanta, and start a family.

Though Virginia had grown up before his eyes and was his half-sister, James’s feelings for her had not diminished. On the contrary, upon returning, he saw how she had become a beautiful young woman—of marrying age, in his mind—someone who could be both his wife and the mother of his future children.

He was drawn to her quiet resistance, her soft smile, and the grace in every movement she made. James understood that, after the loss of their parents, Virginia might choose her own path in life, perhaps even leave the ranch. But he couldn’t bear the thought of being separated from her. Virginia had become his last hope and his only comfort. Without her, he could no longer imagine his life.

"You're asking why I don't want you to leave me?" James turned to her, then after a moment, he answered,

"I want you to stay here with me. You're the only family I have left. You've been through a lot since our parents died—I think you need stability, and someone close to you. Don’t you?"

"I'm very grateful for your concern, James," Virginia replied, "but I don’t think you have the right to decide how I live my life, where I go, or with whom."

The corners of James’s mustache lifted slightly, and his thin lips tightened even more.

"Foolish girl. Where would you even go? Do you really think anyone else would take better care of you than your own brother?" he asked, his tone tinged with disbelief. "You should be thanking me, Virginia. I gave up everything I was doing to come back to this ranch. And instead of gratitude, all I hear are complaints. Did my mother spoil you that much?"

Virginia shot him a cold, defiant look.

"Her own son had no interest in her—or in his father," she said. "And don’t act like you came back for me. You came back for the ranch. For your inheritance."

James frowned.

"Why would you think that of me?" he asked. "I visited, I wrote letters when I could... and besides, you were the one who was always with them."

"I'm not your sister, James—you know that" Virginia said. "I had different parents. But your mother and father took me in, and for that, I’ll always be grateful."

She looked down, then asked softly,

"What do you want me to do, James?"

He continued to look at her in silence. After a moment, she spoke again, more firmly,

"Why won’t you let me decide my own future? I’m not a child anymore."

James sighed deeply.

"That’s the question I feared most," he admitted. "I don’t want us to ever be apart."

"But that’s impossible," Virginia replied. "There’s nothing keeping us together."

"Nothing," James repeated. "You say it’s nothing—but I want you to be my wife."

Virginia leaned back in her chair. For a moment, it felt as though her heart had stopped—there didn’t seem to be enough air. The moment stretched on endlessly, but she found the strength to rise from the table and give an answer to her naïve brother.

"I don’t love you, James," Virginia said. "It’s madness to enter into a marriage without the slightest feeling between us."

"It’s your madness, my dear," James replied. "I want you to think about my proposal."

"I don’t want to think, James," she answered firmly. "You’ve always been my older stepbrother—nothing more."

Virginia turned and hurried toward the door, but James blocked her path. He didn’t seem to be listening and continued speaking.

"Even if you refuse me, I won’t stop—you know me," he said, looking her directly in the eyes.

Then he walked to the door to go outside. Just before leaving, he turned his head and added,

"Bill is coming the day after tomorrow. He’s my best friend—I think you’ll get along."

With that, James left the house. 

Virginia barely understood what he meant. She was overcome with despair, sorrow, and dread. She knew James Williams was telling the truth—he always got what he wanted, long before his victim could escape.



The next morning, James Williams entered Virginia’s room quietly while she slept. In his hand, he carried a vase filled with red tulips—fresh, delicate, and vivid. He remembered how much she had always loved those first flowers of spring. Gently, he placed the vase on the small table beside her bed.

As her eyes fluttered open, adjusting to the morning light, his voice broke the silence.

"Well, have you given any thought to my proposal?" he asked. "Look, I brought you flowers. Red tulips. I remembered how much you like them."

"Yes... “I do," Virginia murmured, slowly rising against the pillow.

"So," he continued, his tone softening into something almost tender, "are you ready to accept my hand and heart?"

He studied her intently, his gaze unwavering. She felt it at once—heavy, invasive. A blush rose to her cheeks, and she instinctively pulled the blanket higher around her shoulders.

"You’re so beautiful," James said quietly. "I never imagined myself giving flowers to any girl. But you deserve them. You're like a flower yourself... so lovely, so young, and so clever."

Without warning, he leaned toward her, trying to kiss her.

Startled, Virginia recoiled, her voice trembling.

"No—please, don’t. You don’t need to."

James straightened and drew his hands away, smiling faintly.

"All right. I won’t touch you—not today." He paused. "Bill has arrived—my friend, the one I mentioned yesterday. I’d like you to give him a warm welcome. We’ll be waiting for you downstairs."

And with that, he turned and left the room, the tulips swaying gently in the morning light.



Bill Crete was a small, red-haired man with a certain undeniable charm. His features were sharp, his presence confident, and his smile quick to appear. He and James had studied together in Atlanta, where their friendship had taken root and flourished.

Virginia couldn’t quite understand why Bill had come all the way to this quiet, distant edge of the world—from the heart of the city to the shadowed edge of nowhere. Yet, deep inside, her instincts stirred with unease. Something wasn’t right. Something was coming.

It was only later—after overhearing fragments of their conversation—that Virginia understood: Bill Crete had not come as a guest. He had come to ensure she would not escape.

Am I truly trapped here? she wondered bitterly. Am I not even free to leave this ranch anymore?

Her desire to remain under the same roof as James had already frayed thin, but after his disturbing proposal, her resolve to leave had solidified like stone.

That afternoon, James and Bill strolled along the riverbank, their voices low and steady, words carried softly by the breeze. Virginia, hidden near the house, caught just enough to confirm her worst fears.

"James," Bill said, "I think you should leave the girl alone. You know just as well as I do—passion carries consequences. It makes a man blind... and deaf."

James let out a short laugh, laced with defiance.

"Don’t try to change my mind," he replied. "I’ll do whatever it takes to be with her."

The conversation ended there. The two men approached the house, and Virginia quickly retreated to the parlor, settling into the armchair by the fire. She stared into the flames, trying to quiet her thoughts, though they roared louder than the blaze.

The door creaked open. Footsteps. Then James’s voice rang out with false cheer.

"Will you refuse a glass of wine, Bill?" he asked as his friend stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

"You know me," Bill replied with a smile. "There’s nothing better than real American wine."

Virginia didn’t move. She watched them both from the corner of her eye—two men laughing by the hearth, while she sat wrapped in silence, wondering what it would take to break free from a home that no longer felt like her own.

"Virginia, leave us alone," James said, turning to his sister. "I think you’d better go to your room and get ready for bed."

"Why?" Bill asked, surprised. "It’s still early to let the girl relax with us. I miss the company of a woman."

At the sound of their conversation, Virginia quickly left the room and hurried upstairs. Once in her room, she sat on the edge of her bed in silence. She had never known such despair, such a profound sense of isolation in a world that now felt increasingly hostile.

Since the death of her adoptive parents—whom she had loved deeply—Virginia had grown more and more withdrawn, retreating into solitude and thought. And since James’s return, that quiet withdrawal had turned to fear. She didn’t want to be near him, let alone remain alone under the same roof.

Meanwhile, downstairs, James poured wine into a glass and quietly made his way toward Virginia’s room. Just as she reached for the door to lock it, James appeared in the doorway. At the sight of him, sudden and unannounced, Virginia instinctively stepped away, retreating toward the window.

"What do you want, James?" Virginia asked, her voice trembling with fear. "You’ve been drinking—please leave my room."

"Don’t be afraid, my dear," he said, stepping further inside. "I just wanted to see you before going to bed. I suppose you've missed me?"

He reeked of alcohol. The smell was sharp and foul, and to Virginia, he had never seemed more repulsive than in that moment.

"Take a sip of this wine," James said, holding out a glass. "Sweet and rich—just like your lips. Let me treat you."

Virginia winced at the stench clinging to him.

"Haven’t you ever tasted my father’s wine before?" he asked again, forcing a smile. "I’m sure he offered you to try it during the holidays."

"Leave me alone. Please—get out of my room. I want to rest," Virginia said firmly, trying to stay composed. But James wouldn’t budge.

"Don’t insult me, Virginia. Just drink wine. Then I’ll go."

His tone was coaxing, almost gentle, and something in it made her hesitate. Reluctantly, she took the glass from his hand. She sipped once—just enough to appease him—then returned the glass quickly. But James made no move to leave.

"What a clever girl," he said with a grin. "I never imagined my sister could be so obedient."

He stepped closer. His voice dropped, laced with a disturbing warmth.

"Won’t you stay with me tonight? I just want to take care of you."

Virginia was stunned by his audacity. The smell of alcohol on his breath, the slurred confidence in his voice, she realized with a jolt that James was deeply drunk, and it frightened her.

She moved instinctively toward the table where the tulips still stood in their vase—once a symbol of gentleness, now a fragile object between her and something far more menacing. Slowly, without drawing attention, she slid the vase closer to her.

"You're revolting to me," she said coldly, her voice trembling but clear. "Get out of my room. Now. Or else..."

Before she could finish, James lunged. She stepped back, heart pounding, and in one swift motion, she hurled the vase at him. It missed his head by inches, clipping his shoulder, then shattered against the floor. Shards of glass scattered like sparks. James froze for a moment, stunned—but not deterred. If anything, his eyes burned hotter with something wild and dangerous.

"You’re still trying to fight me?" he sneered. "Don’t be foolish, Virginia. You’re not going anywhere. You’ll be mine—whether you like it or not."

"Don’t touch me!" she screamed, trying to dart past him.

But he grabbed her wrist, yanking her back with force. Panic surged through her. She struggled, thrashed, tried to twist free, but he was too strong. His grip tightened painfully.

"No one’s going to hear you," he said in a low voice. "No one’s coming."...



Virginia awoke in the pale stillness of early morning, her head pounding with a dull, insistent ache. Her limbs were heavy, her body sore. For a long moment, she lay motionless, confused, her mind sluggish with fog. Then she noticed it—blood on her skin, faint but undeniable. And then the memory came. James. The night before. His drunken breath. The violence. The shame.

A low, strangled sound escaped her throat. She sat up, but the weight of it all crushed her back down. She buried her face in her hands, and the tears came—quiet at first, then rising like a tide. Her body shook, and her soul ached with the same sharp grief.

How am I supposed to live now? She thought. My honor is ruined. Who would ever want me now? My life is broken. People will turn their backs on me...

She wept not only from the pain but from the knowledge that something had been taken—something sacred—and that the world, in its harsh judgment, would see her as the one diminished. But even through the tears, a small, cold flame began to kindle inside her: resolve.

She wiped her eyes, sat upright, and slowly pushed herself from the bed. Her body protested, but her will held firm. 

She walked over to the wardrobe and began rummaging through the clothes—dress after dress fell to the floor until she finally found the small box where the percussion pistol was kept, wrapped in a handkerchief—the last gift from her late adoptive father. She clutched it so tightly her fingers turned white.

"If you ever feel there’s no justice left in this world—then at least let there be strength in you," his words echoed in her mind.

Next to the pistol, her fingers found a box of bullets and a small copper tin with percussion caps, neatly tied with a string.

“Forgive me, Papa,” Virginia whispered, “but I’m not afraid anymore.”

She hid the bag and the pistol beneath her dress and stepped over to the mirror. She brushed her hair, smoothed it down, and braided it. Then she cast one last glance around the room where her childhood had passed—familiar walls that no longer felt safe.

And, picking up the bundle of her things, she opened the door.

There was no time left for grief. Clutching a bundle of her belongings, she stepped into the hallway. The house was silent. She thought James and Bill must be out walking again—perhaps near the river. She crossed the threshold toward freedom. But just as her hand reached for the doorknob, it turned from the other side. The door creaked open, and James Williams stepped inside. He froze.

"Where are you going, dear?" he asked, his voice low and careful. His eyes gleamed like a trembling flame—unsteady, flickering between false warmth and something darker. A bitter smile twisted his lips. "I hope you're not going far. Or perhaps... I can guide you. Help you along the way?"

James examined her figure with the same brazen, unapologetic stare. But Virginia met his gaze without fear.

"I'm leaving you, James," she said firmly. "And don’t try to stop me. You won’t succeed."

James stood there, momentarily stunned.

"You’re leaving me?" he repeated, almost in disbelief. "Don’t you think you’ll regret this? Think about it, Virginia, where will you go when you have nothing? You have no future without me."

Virginia’s voice remained steady.

"Don’t worry about me, James. I will be fine. I’ve faced more in life than you can imagine. You’d do better to think about yourself."

James’s expression darkened. He clenched his fists, the tendons in his hands straining with anger. He hadn’t expected such bold defiance.

"No, Virginia," he said through gritted teeth. "As your only brother, I have the right to control your life." 

"No, James—you know that’s not true. Stop deceiving yourself. I have nothing more to say to you. You’ve already delayed me long enough."

She moved toward the door, but James blocked her path. With one powerful arm, he shoved her back.

"I told you—you’re not leaving," he shouted, more violently now.

Virginia’s heart pounded, but her mind remained clear. She understood, at that moment, that James would never willingly release her. The ranch, the illusion of control, would cling to them at any cost. But she also knew something else: she wasn’t powerless. If he wouldn’t let her leave through the front door, then she would find another way. And this time—she wouldn’t face it alone.

"Okay, if I offer you a deal, will you agree to let me go?" she asked slyly.

"What kind of deal?" James asked, surprised.

"I think you’ll dare to do otherwise, you’ll be the biggest fool," she said.

"Go on, speak," James replied, intrigued.

"I offer myself—in exchange for the chance to live here in peace and you will never touch me again without my consent!" she answered him defiantly.

Her words made James's head spin.

"You? The innocent creature who’s been running from me—you’re saying this now?" James laughed. "You’re lying, Virginia. I can see it."

"I think you’re pleased now, aren’t you? A woman is offering herself to you—that makes you feel powerful, doesn’t it?" Virginia asked.

At her words, James felt momentarily thrown off, but quickly recovered. A smile returned to his face. He was drawn in even more by what he saw as Virginia’s naivety. Unknowingly, he fell into the game she was playing.

After a moment of silence, James spoke.

"All right, it’s agreed. You’ll leave here today if you satisfy me—only, make it soon. I don’t intend to wait long," he said.

"You’re so impatient, James. But I’m ready to do anything to save my life," she replied.

"Give yourself to me first and then go wherever you want. I won’t even come after you," he said as he began walking toward her, just as he had the night before.

"No," Virginia stopped him, holding up her hand. "Don’t come closer. I want to prolong the pleasure."

James poured a glass of wine and sat down on the sofa, watching Virginia. Something about her behavior seemed strange, but he was curious to see what would happen next and how she might surprise him. With every sip of wine, and with every passing minute, his desire grew stronger.

Virginia slowly bent down to the floor, lifting the hem of her dress and exposing her leg. But at the very moment he began to rise to approach her, a pistol flashed in her hands—its barrel aimed directly at James.

“Don’t come any closer!” she shouted, gripping the gun firmly with both hands.

“You won’t shoot. You’re a coward, Virginia!” James sneered, stepping toward her.

A sharp crack echoed. He screamed and collapsed to his knees—the bullet had pierced his left leg just above the knee, and blood immediately soaked the fabric.

“You... devil...” he gasped, choking on the pain, clutching his wound.

“One more step and the next bullet goes through your heart!” she warned him and bolted toward the door.

One shot was enough to save her life—if her aim was steady.

Virginia burst out of the house, leapt into the saddle, and lashed the horse.

A cloud of dust rose over the road.

Bill Crete was already running toward the house, waving his arms, trying to stop her.

“Virginia! Wait!” he shouted.

But it was too late. The horse was already galloping away. She didn’t look back.

Only the swirling dust, dissolving in the evening air, was left behind.

James’s groans echoed from the house as Virginia rode into the unknown.

Freedom lay ahead—terrifying, cold, lonely... but real.

And Virginia—was on her way to nowhere.
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CHAPTER 2

THE ROAD TO NOWHERE
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Lumpkin County, Georgia. USA, 1830s.

Atlanta. Bonnie Scully’s Plantation

A two-story plantation in Atlanta. A strong thunderstorm and lightning struck the city. The rain poured down like a bucket without interruption. Peals of thunder and flashes of lightning, continuous wind—everything was raging. A bluish glass nightlight illuminated half of the room. 

Bonnie Scully couldn’t sleep at this hour of the night. Who would have thought that this twenty-six-year-old woman was already a widow? She walked slowly around the room, breathing heavily. That night filled her with fear; she didn’t want to sleep at all. Every time there was a new peel of thunder and flash of lightning, Bonnie shuddered. She went to the window and immediately stepped away from it.

The clock struck midnight. At that moment, there was another peel of thunder, and lightning lit up the room with a bright light. Suddenly, the door opened.

“Who’s there?” Bonnie asked.

She stepped into the corridor, but there was no one. She went down the stairs, and at that moment, she heard a knock on the door.

Downstairs, on the first floor, she saw a dim light buried in the oil of the nightlight’s filter. Two women were sitting at a table, speaking quietly. They were Bonnie’s maids.

“Mrs. Bonnie, can’t you sleep?” one of the servants asked.

“Didn’t you hear the knock at the door?” Bonnie asked.

“No, we didn’t hear anything. It’s just the thunderstorm outside,” the servants replied.

But then, from the street, came another knock at the door—loud enough that all three women heard it clearly. Bonnie and her two maids hurried to the window and peered outside.

Between the dim puddles and the glittering, slanting streaks of rain, they saw the slightly hunched figure of a woman standing at the front door.

“Who could it be?” one of the maids asked.

“I don’t know, but hurry and open the door for her,” Bonnie, the lady of the house, said quickly. “She’s all wet—poor thing.”

“Mrs. Bonnie, at this late hour, it’s probably some beggar who lost her way in our district,” one of the servants objected.

“Whoever it is, even the master of the house wouldn’t turn a dog away in this weather—and here you are, making this poor woman wait so long,” Bonnie answered firmly.

Opening the door, they saw the woman clearly in the yellow light of the lantern. She stood soaked to the skin, shivering from the cold. One of the servants approached her, spoke briefly, and then returned.

“She’s a young woman who got caught in the heavy rain on the road. She’s asking to spend the night with us,” the servant reported.

“Let her come into the house. Help her out of her wet clothes, let her wash, and prepare one of the guest rooms for her,” Bonnie Scully said.

As soon as the stranger stepped over the threshold, Bonnie immediately asked:

“What happened to you?”

“Excuse me,” the young woman said softly, “it’s already dark, the weather is terrible, and I lost my way. May I spend the night in your house, please?”

“Yes, of course you may,” Bonnie answered quickly.

“My horse is outside—can I find a place for it too?” the stranger asked again.

“Yes, take the horse to the stable,” Bonnie instructed her servants. “And you, come in. Be brave.”

She motioned for the girl to enter the living room. The maids looked at their mistress with frightened eyes but said nothing.

The next morning, Virginia found herself in an unfamiliar room.

She remembered how long she had traveled, and how the storm—rain, thunder, and lightning—had caught her by surprise.

There was a knock at the door. Bonnie Scully, the owner of the house and plantation, stepped into the guest room and introduced herself.

She told Virginia that her dress was not yet dry and offered her one of her own. Then she invited her downstairs for breakfast.

When Bonnie left the room, Virginia went to the window and opened the shutters. Even though it had rained heavily last night and the ground was still wet and damp, it was hot outside. The girl looked out of the window. A light wind stirred her hair. She stood at the open window for a few minutes, then went to bed where Mrs. Bonnie’s dress lay. Once she was dressed, Virginia went down the stairs.

Mrs. Bonnie was standing in the living room, talking to a young man. When the girl appeared, they stopped talking. The young man was the first to speak.

“Good morning, I’m Jim Keller,” he introduced himself to Virginia, then looked at Bonnie. “Is this the stranger? I’m Mrs. Bonnie’s brother.”

“My name is Virginia Williams,” Virginia said with a hesitant smile.

“Very nice. Are you from far away?” Jim Keller asked her again.

“Not really. I live nearby—about a two-three hours’ drive from here, but it took a long time to get through,” she replied.

Both brother and sister tried to ask the girl why she was alone and where she was going.

“Forgive me, but I would not like to talk about that,” Virginia evaded the question.

“I understand you perfectly well, Virginia, and I have no right to ask about your personal matters. The most important thing is that we were able to help you. I hope everything will be fine with you,” Jim Keller said, ending the conversation.

Virginia found the young man very pleasant, but she knew that she could not stay long in their house.

“Yes, I hope I’ll be all right,” she said, timidly lowering her eyes. Then she turned to the plantation owner, Bonnie. “Thank you for not being afraid to let me into your house at night, not knowing me at all. You let me spend the night, fed me, and I’m very grateful to you for that. You have a good heart, Mrs. Bonnie.”

“Well, I had to do it,” Bonnie replied, smiling. “I think you would have done the same if you were me, Virginia.”

“Yes, of course!” Virginia answered. “Don’t be angry with me for not saying anything about myself. It’s just personal, but I can say that I don’t know where I’m going now. All I want is to find a job. That’s what I need most right now, in this situation.”

The brother and sister looked at each other in surprise, then turned to Virginia.

“I can offer you a job in my house,” Bonnie suggested.

“Thank you, but I don’t want to burden you,” Virginia replied, embarrassed. “I’d rather get away from these parts so that my half-brother can never find me.”

Virginia, unexpectedly even to herself, decided to share her story with Mrs. Bonnie when they were alone after breakfast. She did not say that her half-brother James had dishonored her, but she made it clear that she no longer wished to live with him on their ranch.

"I'm sorry that you had to leave your ranch and look for a new place to live," Bonnie replied to the young woman. "I’d love to help you, but I know you want to move on and make your own life. One thing I want to say to you, Virginia—since the Gold Rush began, it has become very dangerous to travel, especially toward the city of Dahlonega, which is the closest city to us. You may also encounter the Cherokee Indians. No one knows what might happen next in that area—there are many gold prospectors there now. I don’t think you’ll find much work, though perhaps there are taverns in need of help,” Bonnie Scully concluded.

“I know but I’m ready for it. I need to leave—sooner rather than later,” Virginia replied.

Mrs. Bonnie called for a maid. Virginia went upstairs to the guest room, where she had spent the previous night, and changed into her dress. Bonnie and Jim Keller helped her mount her horse and said their goodbyes, hoping they would see her again someday.

Virginia rode toward the city of Dahlonega, searching for housing and work. She had understood from the beginning of the Gold Rush that it was a dangerous place, plagued by murder and robbery. Around the city were many camps and log cabins—places where gold prospectors and robbers held power. But there was no turning back. Virginia went there to live and to work. She found solace in being far away from her half-brother James Williams, with whom she knew she could have no future.

Dahlonega. Gold Prospectors’ Camp

As she approached the city, Virginia was overwhelmed by the sound of whistles and gunshots, and the sharp clatter of unshod hooves. Against a dark backdrop, red with the rays of the setting sun, she saw three riders and stopped her horse.

They were moving parallel to her. In an instant, it became hard for her to breathe—the rose dust like a column from the horses’ hooves. One of the riders grabbed her horse on the reins, holding her in place. He lowered the handkerchief around his neck, revealing his face.

Even though it was dark, Virginia could see him. He seemed to her a handsome young man. His blue, intelligent eyes were visible beneath his hat, and his smile with a smirk reminded one of a treacherous man. He stood still, looking at the girl. The other two horsemen rode up to him. One of them was of small stature. He jumped off his horse and approached her the same way.

"Don’t be afraid of us, we won’t hurt you," said the first, "at least not if you’re an obedient girl."

Virginia was surprised.

"We decide all the rights here," the second confirmed. "Didn’t you know where you were going? Dahlonega is no place for lonely beauties. Am I right, Fred?" The man looked at the handsome young rider with the hat, who just nodded his head and smiled slightly.

"Why do you care about me?" Virginia asked boldly. "I choose where I go and where I don’t. If you want my money, I don’t have any. I’m going to look for a job."

The riders looked at each other.

"You’re going to look for a job here? What kind, let us know? Prospector?" They all laughed together.

"What kind of prospector is she?" said Handsome Fred, laughing. "She doesn’t even have a shovel!"

Everyone laughed again.

"Enough of the ridicule," Virginia said seriously. "Yes, I’m going to Dahlonega to find some work. My parents are dead, and I left my brother’s ranch because I couldn’t live with him."

This time, none of the riders laughed.

"Believe me," Virginia continued, "I understand perfectly well what could await me here, which is why I chose this path. I want to earn, and it’s quicker to get it here than anywhere else."

"Yes, you may have chosen the path," said the second man, whose name was Sam, "but just remember—not everyone will be willing to pay for your work."

Virginia looked at Fred, but he didn’t say anything.

"I'm looking for another job. Even if it’s beyond my strength, I’m ready for it—believe me," the girl answered them bravely once more. "Maybe someone needs a worker at a tavern or an inn? I’m willing to do that work. Help me, if you can."

After a long silence, Fred spoke.

"I suggest you come back to the camp with us. Then we’ll decide what to do with you." Fred glanced at one of the riders. "Sam, help the young woman back onto her horse. What’s your name, dear?"

"My name is Virginia," she said as she placed her foot in Sam’s outstretched hand and mounted the saddle with ease, then followed the riders.

"Let’s go along the river," Fred said to his friends.

The riders traveled along the river. Virginia felt a sense of relief in the presence of nature, in the rhythm of horseback riding—it was as if she were drawing life from it again. The night was dark and beautiful, but Frederick knew every stone and blade of grass in the area, and with him leading the way, it was impossible to get lost.



The camp was near the river. It consisted of many tents and log cabins. Torches were burning all around, and some people were sitting near a fire. The riders and Virginia entered one of the cabins. Inside, Virginia noticed an old woman sitting in the corner, preparing dinner. From the words of one of the riders, Virginia understood that the old woman’s name was Valley Fox. Her appearance surprised the young woman—Valley was from the Cherokee Indian tribe. Her gray hair was tied up in a bun, her aquiline nose seemed to almost meet her mouth, and her pointed, raised chin made it clear she was of Native origin.

“Hey, Valley!” Sam said to her. “I’ve brought a guest. It’s late, so make up a bed for her. We’ll see her again in the morning.” With that, he left.

Valley Fox walked silently over to Virginia, then pointed to the food and to the place where she would sleep.

The next morning, Virginia woke up to a noise. As she opened her eyes, she remembered where she was and saw the elderly Indian woman approaching her.

“I know about you,” the woman said. “I can see you’re not a bad young woman. After you went to bed last night, I spoke with Sam and asked about you.”

“So, you already know about me and our chance meeting?” Virginia asked in surprise.

“Yes, of course,” the woman replied calmly. “Frederick doesn’t care much for young women—especially since there are none here in the camp. It’s just me, and the rest are gold diggers.”

“How did you end up here?” Virginia asked, curious.

The old woman straightened her shoulders. There was something regal in her movements—like a queen without a throne.

"I was the daughter of a Cherokee chief. When the white men came, we lost everything. But I stayed," she said, running her hand across the floor, "because the blood of my people still pulses through this land. Here, I heal, I cook, I watch over those who have forgotten what home means. And you, child... you are now part of this land too. Whether it’s only for a while—or for longer—the night will decide."

After a moment of silence, the Indian woman went on:

"I think you know very well that the authorities of the southern states have decided to eliminate the Indian enclaves and to evict the Indians themselves to the empty lands west of the Mississippi River. They are getting rid of us now. They have given us time to leave these lands, and then they will begin to expel us by force. I stayed in this camp because I helped a lot of gold prospectors. I have known here for a long time. Where can I go so far away?”

Virginia heard this story, and she suddenly felt sorry for the Indians.

"Yes, I have heard that Cherokee Indians are a very clever and good people, and I am very sorry that you are now being sent to other parts of here," Virginia replied to the old woman.

"Come on, what can I say about me? I’m just a cook for them here," the Indian woman tried to smile. "I’m cooking, treating wounds, I’m happy about that. How long do I have to live?!"

"So, the camp is huge, there are a lot of men—do you really feed everyone?" Virginia was surprised.

"Why?" laughed Valley. "I only serve Fred and his close friends. Fred isn't really a gold digger, he’s a dealer, and he knows how to sell some gold."

Virginia thought for a moment. She had heard that Georgia's gold lay almost on the surface, and it was mined with shovels, then washed in running water with pans. Merchants made good money from this. Many of them even became millionaires, but gold prospectors squandered their hard-earned money in an instant—bathing mistresses in champagne and washing horses.

“Our camp is in the very center. Let’s have breakfast, and then I’ll show you everything,” said the old woman. “I want to mention that Frederick is of noble birth. He has relatives—a family home far from these places—and he has brothers too. But he is drawn to nature and power. He has a cousin who is very rich and owns a plantation in Atlanta. That cousin lives like a nobleman, while Fred is always chasing adventure. Fred is not foolish; he was one of the first to discover gold mines. Everyone here respects him and fears him. He and his friends lead a group of men who pan for gold in the river, and a portion of that gold goes to Fred. He knows many merchants in this region, so I think you’re lucky, pretty girl, that you met Fred’s people but not others.”

“Yes, I also hope that I’m lucky,” Virginia replied to the Indian woman, “but I want to find a job so I can earn money for myself.”

“I hope they’ll help you,” Valley said, and turned away.

Just then, Sam’s voice was heard outside. He entered Valley’s cabin and told Virginia to follow him.



They walked into another log house, larger than Valley’s. Virginia noticed patches of dirt on the floor—it was clear that no one had cleaned there for a long time. Her eyes fell on shelves filled with bottles and jugs, which she assumed held wine. Then, she saw Fred. He was sitting on a bed covered in colorful bedding, holding a piece of cloth and carefully wiping his revolver.

When the door closed behind Sam, Virginia was left alone with Fred.

"My name is, as you’ve already been told, Frederick Stevenson—but I prefer to be called Fred," he said, then fell silent for a moment. He slipped the revolver into his pants pocket. "So, your name is Virginia?"

"Virginia Williams is my full name," she replied.

"Sounds very beautiful!" he said with a slight smile, though it looked more like a grin.

Virginia could see him clearly now. He was a tall, strong, and handsome young man, about twenty-three years old. His blue eyes—rare in those parts—stood out beneath his dark brown hair.

"Miss Williams is too formal. I’ll just call you Virginia," he said.

"Of course, I don’t mind," she answered.

"Last night, I was very moved by what you said—about leaving your brother’s ranch to find work—so I tried to find you a job today," Frederick told her.

"Is that true?" Virginia asked in surprise. "You decided to help me?"

"Of course—why not?" he said with a smile, looking into her eyes, which made Virginia feel a bit embarrassed. "Would you like to have a good friend who would help you in a difficult situation?" Fred asked.

Have I already found a job? Am I lucky? What if it’s a terrible job? Virginia wondered, still doubting his words. She continued to observe him carefully.

"What kind of work is it, Mr. Stevenson?" Virginia asked, addressing him by his last name. "I hope I can manage it?"

"Why not? This job doesn’t require much physical effort or knowledge—you just need to be able to smile more often. “Your appearance is attractive," he finished.

Virginia was taken aback.

What if he offers me a job entertaining and pleasing men? No—that will not happen! she thought in despair.

"So, what kind of job are you offering me, Fred?" she dared to ask.

"The kind you wanted—work in an inn or tavern," Fred replied without hesitation. "You’ll assist the owners of the establishment. The man’s name is Barrett, and his wife is Norma. I hope you’ll like it there. The pay is small, but it’s better than nothing. They also have a security guard—his name is Lloyd Fleming."

Virginia was pleasantly surprised—this was exactly the kind of job she had hoped for.

"A security guard? Who will he protect me from?" she asked excitedly.

"Drunken idiots," Fred said with a grin, then continued, "You can start your duties right away. You’ll also be given a room at the tavern where you can live."

Virginia was so overjoyed that she forgot to thank Fred for his help. He walked past her, opened the door, and called out to Sam.

"Sam will escort you. Take care!" Fred said as he bid the young woman goodbye.

It seemed to Virginia that she was seeing him for the last time—and strangely, she didn’t want to leave him. She was touched that this handsome man had helped her—a stranger—put himself in her shoes and treated her with kindness and respect.





​

From the very first day, Virginia began working at the tavern. The owner of the inn and tavern was a woman in her forties named Norma. She introduced Virginia to her duties and showed her to her permanent room on the second floor of the inn.

Virginia also met Lloyd Fleming. He was around twenty-five years old, tall, and broad-shouldered. Virginia quickly sensed that she could rely on him, as he often helped her with the work.

From the beginning, Virginia felt uneasy around the many men who filled the tavern hall. Almost every second one threw curious glances her way or blew her kisses. Many gold diggers came to the tavern, especially at the end of the working day, all looking to relax. The atmosphere was loud and lively.

The owners of the establishment, Barrett and Norma Beecher Stowe, quickly taught Virginia the job and were pleased with her. In the evenings, she would often visit the cabin of the Indian woman, old Valley, who was always ready to share amusing stories. Occasionally, Virginia tried to bring up the topic of Frederick Stevenson, but each time, Valley would respond the same way: that he was proud, uninterested in women, and loved only himself.

Am I not attractive? Will he never love anyone? Does he truly not like women? Virginia wondered. Fred seemed like a kind man, and she began to realize that she had fallen in love with him. She longed to see him again—but Valley had informed her of his sudden departure.

Virginia didn’t mention him again, but deep down, she still hoped to see him soon.
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CHAPTER 3

NEW ACQUAINTANCE AND PREDICTION OF THE FUTURE
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Lumpkin County, Georgia. USA, 1830s.

Gold prospectors' camp

About three weeks had passed since Virginia had fully settled into the gold prospecting camp near the city of Dahlonega. She continued working at the tavern and was content with the job, where she felt independent and free.

She had already become accustomed to the visitors and their looks, and she tried not to pay attention to their jokes and flirting. Lloyd Fleming himself often harassed her, even going so far as to propose, but Virginia always refused his advances.

One working day, Virginia was washing glasses and vases in the kitchen. Norma, the hostess, was not around, and Fleming approached her.

"Virginia, this isn’t the first time I’ve told you that I like you. Or are you Fred’s girl?" Lloyd asked suddenly.

"I'm not anyone’s girl, and I don’t belong to anyone," Virginia replied with a smile.

“I see how it is—does that mean you’re undecided?” Lloyd bombarded her with questions. "Maybe you’ll be mine? Do you like me? You won’t be alone with me. Let’s leave this place together. Do you think I don’t have gold? You’ll be my woman. I’ll take care of you."

"I don’t want your gold, Lloyd. I’m quite happy here, and I can earn my own living," Virginia answered. "And if I have to, I’ll even take a shovel in my hands and work like the prospectors."

"You’re ridiculous," Lloyd scoffed. "Even if you earn something, they won’t let you keep a gram of gold dust. No one will pay you for that kind of work. But I’ll take care of you. You’ll be safe with me, you’ll be happy."

He stepped closer and took her hand. Virginia gently pulled her fingers out of his grasp. At that moment, the loud clinking of glasses and the pouring of whiskey echoed from the hall. Suddenly, there was a burst of noise—the prospectors had started a game of cards.

"Leave me, Lloyd. I understand that you're a good person, but I’m not ready for a relationship yet," Virginia replied calmly, then quickly tried to walk away.

She hurried to the bar.

“Think carefully about my proposal!” Lloyd Fleming shouted after her as she left.

When Virginia entered the hall, she nearly coughed—the entire room was shrouded in a thick cloud of tobacco smoke. Suddenly, among the group of card players, she spotted the person she had hoped to see. Fred Stevenson sat with his back to her, laughing and talking loudly with his friends.

“He’ll win everything back from you—your gold, your horses, your saddles, your revolver, even your shirt—if you get too excited!” one of the men laughed.

“Oh yes,” said another prospector. “Anything’s possible gold makes a man mad!”

Suddenly, Fred turned around and saw Virginia. Their eyes met. He stood up from the table and, leaving his buddies behind, walked over to her. Virginia greeted him with a warm smile.

“You have a beautiful smile, Virginia,” Fred said, breaking the silence.

“Thank you. When did you get back?” she asked immediately.

“Yesterday,” he replied simply. “So, how do you like working here? Is anyone bothering you? I hope Lloyd’s doing a good job keeping watch?”

“Thank you, everything’s fine. No one is bothering me,” Virginia replied. “Lloyd’s not a bad man, and I’ve already gotten used to the job. Thank you—for everything.”

Fred took a homemade cigarette from the inside pocket of his sleeveless jacket, lit it, and looked at her intently. Her face glowed, her lips curved in a gentle smile, and her white-blond hair fell softly over her shoulders. She looked more beautiful than ever, Fred thought.

“Let’s go outside. It’s too noisy in here,” he said, nodding toward the exit.

“All right, I’ll just let Lloyd know,” she answered, disappearing through the kitchen door.

As Virginia stepped outside with Fred, Lloyd Fleming watched them go, a curious expression on his face.

“I thought you wanted to ask me something,” Fred said to Virginia, who couldn’t take her eyes off him.

She didn’t know how to start the conversation, but she dared to ask anyway.

“I don’t know... maybe this will seem intrusive to you, but I was told that you’re indifferent to women. Is that true, or just a joke?” she asked shyly.

Fred hadn’t expected that question.

“I haven’t had any women—most likely because I didn’t have time for them,” he replied with a mischievous smile.

Is it true? He’s never had women. Virginia thought, suddenly feeling dizzy.

In that moment, she felt the happiest she had in a long time. This unexpected meeting, this quiet moment between them felt like a dream. She wanted to stay in it a little longer. She noticed Fred was calm, answering her questions directly and without hesitation.

“All right then... if you were to meet a woman who loves you, how would you react?” she asked again, gently pressing forward.

“Most likely not at all,” Fred said. “I’m not interested in women. And if one of them did love me, I don’t think she’d be happy with me.”

He smiled again, lifting his head proudly and gazing off into the distance.

Just then, a group of cheerful men staggered out of the tavern, laughing and leaning on each other as they walked away. Virginia watched them go and shivered at the thought:

Fred is probably just like them. They’re all the same—these men. They love gold, cards, booze, and nothing else.

Fred said nothing, then struck another match and lit his cigarette again.

“Didn’t you understand anything?” Virginia burst out, clearly upset. “Yes, you! You just don’t know women—and I feel sorry for you.”

He looked into her eyes again, a slight grin still playing on his lips. Virginia was boiling inside. She didn’t understand what had triggered such sudden anger in her, it made her feel foolish. His silence only irritated her more. 

She didn’t know what to say next or how to keep the conversation going, and Fred remained motionless. His gaze dropped to her lips, lingering there so intently that her heart began to pound.

From inside the inn came the voice of Beecher Stowe, the proprietor of Barrett’s. He was asking Lloyd where Virginia had gone. She realized she had to return to work.

“I must go,” she said, glancing toward the tavern, then turning back to Fred. “Fred, don’t be late—otherwise, you’ll end up alone for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t need your advice, baby,” he said. “And you’re not fit to be one.”

Virginia’s anger erupted.

“Well, it’s better to be an adviser than a dusty old prospector who’s afraid of women,” she shot back—and immediately turned and ran into the tavern, just as Lloyd Fleming appeared in the doorway, watching them.

She rushed past him, nearly bumping him with her elbow. The last words had escaped her lips before she could stop them. She wished she could take them back, but it was already too late.

Inside, she splashed water on her face, trying to cool the heat rising in her cheeks. She burned with shame.

“Don’t be sad, Virginia. Your dandy’s not as stupid as he looks,” came Lloyd Fleming’s voice from behind.

“Oh, yes, I understand that” she replied quickly.

“He’s really not interested in women,” Lloyd added with a laugh. “And to him, you’re just a child.”

Virginia said nothing. She hurried toward Barrett, who was waiting for her to help clean up. The tavern was already closing, and the owner was escorting the last of the customers out.



The next morning, Virginia went to visit an old Indian woman she had come to know well. Valley Fox was overjoyed to see her.

“Daughter!” the old woman exclaimed. “It’s been so long since you came to see me—and we live so close! I’m just making some pumpkin pudding.”

“It smells wonderful,” Virginia said, breathing in the aroma of the fresh baked goods. “I’ve never tasted pudding like that before.”

“You’ll be the first one I treat today,” Valley said with a smile.

Virginia was already used to the old woman’s weathered, unpretty face—because at heart, Valley was one of the kindest and most caring souls she had ever known.

As Valley handed her a saucer with a piece of pudding, Virginia noticed the beautiful necklace hanging around the woman’s neck. It was made of tiny, delicate snail shells, strung into a pattern of perfect little circles. Valley caught her glance.

“To make something like this, you need monstrous patience,” she said, gently touching the necklace. “Once, someone offered me some gold for it. I refused.”

Then she gestured toward the pudding.

“You truly haven’t tasted anything like this before.”

Virginia took a bite and smiled, the warmth of the flavors comforting her—but Valley noticed the sadness that lingered in the girl’s eyes.

“What’s troubling you, baby?” the old woman asked, surprised. “I know things aren’t easy for you now but be strong. Your time will come.”

Virginia leaned gently against the shoulder of the wise old woman she trusted.

“I think I’m in love,” she whispered.

Valley looked at her intently, her eyes full of quiet understanding.

“Oh, my girl,” Valley said quietly, “I see that you have a long and wonderful life ahead of you—full of journeys. It will be filled with adventure, and many things will happen that you don’t even expect.”

“How do you know that?” Virginia asked, surprised.

The old woman continued speaking, her voice soft but insistent, as though afraid that if she stopped, the moment would slip away.

“Listen, and remember,” she said. “I will tell you this only once. I may not have another hour like this. I can’t tell you everything, but I will share what I see now.”

Virginia felt a chill run down her spine. She was slightly frightened, but she listened with full attention.

“My pretty girl, I live a quiet life—because that is my path. I don’t know how much time I have left on this earth, but I want to share a little secret with you. I tell you this because I care about you. I am a strong woman. My will has never been broken by anyone. And though I don’t know you deeply, I see something rare in you. People like you are born once in a millennium.”

She paused and took Virginia’s hand gently.

“Someday, you will understand who I am, and like a mother, I will help you however I can. What I’m telling you now is true. One day, you’ll see for yourself. Be proud. There will be evil all around you—but your purpose in this life is to overcome it and help others see clearly. Your journey is just beginning. You will face many trials and obstacles, but you will pass through them all. And in the end... you will receive a reward.”

Valley fell silent for a moment, took a bite of pumpkin pudding, and washed it down with herbal tea. Then she continued:

“I know how hard things are for you now. But now you will become very rich. You will have things that many others can only dream of...”

Virginia sat in stillness, absorbing every word. She didn’t dare interrupt.

“You won’t love him,” Valley went on. “You’ll suffer because of that. I feel sorry for him—because you won’t be able to return his love, and he will suffer deeply too. But don’t worry, baby. Something is waiting for you... something you can’t even imagine.”

Suddenly, the old woman fell silent.

“But what? Why did you stop, Valley?” Virginia asked, her voice uneasy.

“I can’t see any further,” the old woman said quietly. “I cannot see that far ahead.”

She pointed to Virginia’s plate and smiled.

“Eat—your pudding’s gone cold.”

Virginia looked up thoughtfully, going over in her mind the words of the wise Indian woman. Suddenly, she heard a familiar voice outside, and at that moment, Frederick Stevenson appeared. He told Valley Fox to prepare a good dinner for the guest—it turned out that Fred’s cousin, named Rolando, had arrived. He was a rare guest, a very noble man. He owned a large plantation in the city of Atlanta.
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