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ONE
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GRACE


Breathing a sigh of relief.

It’s a simple act.

Yet, it holds a profound significance in one’s life.

In those moments when the weight of the world is lifted, when the knots in our hearts unravel, and the tension in the body dissipates, we find ourselves exhaling a sense of liberation. It’s as if we are releasing all the pent-up emotions and anxieties that have held us captive, allowing them to dissolve into the air.

Relief is a balm for the weary soul, a respite from life’s incessant demands and challenges. It’s the pause between the storms, the momentary stillness amidst the chaos. When we finally reach that point, when the battle is won or the uncertainty subsides, we can’t help but let out that sigh, a tangible expression of the burdens we no longer carry.

It’s an affirmation that we could weather the storms and have the strength to endure and overcome them. It’s the validation of our efforts, a nod from the universe that our struggles have not been in vain. It’s a reminder that we were not alone, and something greater than ourselves was guiding us through life’s labyrinth.

But relief is more than just a personal experience. It’s a universal language, a shared understanding that transcends borders and cultures. Whether it’s the survivor of a natural disaster finding shelter, a sick person getting better, or a starving person finding their next meal, relief is a thread that connects us all. It’s a reminder of our common humanity, of the joys and sorrows we all encounter on the journey.

In the realm of faith, relief takes on a deeper dimension. It becomes an act of surrender, a recognition that we are not in control of everything. It’s an acknowledgment of a higher power, a divine presence that offers solace and support. It’s the humble admission that we are part of a larger tapestry woven with intricate patterns beyond our comprehension.

But isn’t that what faith is? An act of trust that God, in His vast blessings and wisdom, will guide us toward a brighter path?

It’s no wonder that the two are connected or that the acts of gratitude for the moments of reprieve in our lives and acts of resilience remind us that no matter how dark the night may seem, there is always the promise of a new dawn.

When we exhale that sigh of relief, we should embrace it, let it wash over us, and savor the peace it brings. It’s a testament to our strength, perseverance, and unwavering spirit. It’s a reminder that in the ebb and flow of life, there will always be moments of respite, restoration, and hope.

“Fort Hall,” Winona said as the wagon crested over a slight hill. She exhaled a deep breath. “I never thought I would be so glad to see anything in my whole life.”

Grace nodded, glancing down at her hands. “Me too,” she whispered.

Each day, since the men had found the Schneider’s wagon burned by the bandits, had been an endless stream of worry. Worry that the bandits were following the wagon train. Worry that they would attack them next. Worry that they would never live to see Oregon as they had planned.

It all crossed Grace’s thoughts more than she wanted, and although she tried to distract herself, it never seemed to work.

With its sturdy walls and bustling activity, the sight of the fort held the promise of safety and respite. Or at least, it did to Grace, and it was as if the weight that had settled upon them for weeks was slowly being lifted, and the air became easier to breathe. A sense of calm settled over Grace, washing away the tension that had tightened her muscles, allowing her to exhale the fears that had threatened to suffocate her spirit.

“We should get some more supplies here. We are running low on a few things. We have enough meat, thanks to the deer that Swift Thunder traded us. But we are low on flour.”

“I can get it for us,” Grace said. She wasn’t sure she wanted to volunteer to go into the fort alone, yet she also couldn’t deny there was a part of her that needed to get away from the wagon.

“All right.” Winona gave her a sideways glance, and while it seemed as though she knew what Grace was thinking, she didn’t say anything further about it. “I’m sure Lark, Cora, and Harper will need to go too. Perhaps you can go with them.”

Grace inhaled a breath. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go with them, but it was more that she just wanted to go alone. “Perhaps,” she said, hesitating on the word. “But I’m sure they’re busy tending to their husbands. I will be fine by myself.”

She thought about the dinner they all shared last night and how all three women were glowing with love and contentment, their laughter intertwining with the crackling of the campfire flames. In her heart, Grace felt genuine happiness for them, for the love they had found and the lives they were building together.

They were happy, and they deserved it.

Yet even with the happiness for them, beneath the surface of her joy, there lingered a pang of longing. She had never considered herself a jealous person, always content with her independence and living life as it came. But now, as the last single woman among her friends, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of unease. It wasn’t that Grace had openly expressed her desire for love and marriage. She had always been stoic, burying her desires beneath the weight of responsibility. Yet, deep within her heart, there existed a yearning she had never dared to voice.

Witnessing her friends experiencing the joys of love and marriage made her question her choice in allowing the longing to remain hidden within her for so long, along with the desire to find someone who would see her for who she truly was, to share her dreams and fears.

The problem, however, was finding that man . . . or God leading her to that man.

“I will let you be the judge and ask them only if you want,” Winona said.

Grace let out a slight snort. She always knew that the headmistress knew them like the back of her hand, but it always shocked her when Winona seemed to say the right thing at the right time.

Winona pulled the wagon to a halt after circling with the wagons in front of her until they had formed the same tight circle they had each night before. “I can start setting up the camp if you want to go to the fort.”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want help?’

“Nah. I’ve got it. I’ll get the horses unhitched so you can take one of them. Go on ahead to the fort. See all that you can.” Winona winked and jumped from the wagon, fluffing her skirt as her boots hit the ground. She didn’t waste any time, moving over to the horses to unhitch them, and while Grace wanted to help, she knew Winona would just shoo her away.

Grace climbed down from the buckboard, fixing her skirt before she grabbed the money can from the back of the wagon, took the horse’s rein from Winona, and headed toward the fort. She glanced over her shoulder at all the other women’s wagons as she passed them, and while it wasn’t that she didn’t want to see the women, she also hoped they wouldn’t see her. Thankfully, they were far too busy with their chores, so none of them did.

Once inside the bustling walls of Fort Hall, Grace found a vibrant tapestry of activity unfolding. Tents stretched across the grounds, forming a makeshift village within the sturdy fort walls, and each tent served a purpose, catering to the needs of the families, traders, and settlers who sought refuge within its boundaries.

The first tents that greeted visitors were a few saloon tents with colorful banners fluttering in the wind. These lively establishments offered a different kind of respite, a place for entertainment in the company of scantily clad women—one of whom winked at Grace as she walked by. Grace quickened her pace, ignoring the sounds of the clinking of glasses and the lively tunes of fiddles and laughter.

Continuing, she passed several meal tents, beckoning those with empty stomachs with savory aromas. Long tables were lined with plates of hearty fare, steaming pots of stew, and fresh bread, inviting hungry souls to gather, and just like with the saloon tents, laughter and conversation filled the air as people swapped stories and families dined with one another. It was as though a small town popped up within the wilderness, a place where the spirit of resilience and tenacity seemed to flourish amidst the makeshift tents and the flurry of activity.

As she continued weaving through the tents toward the supply ones, Grace couldn’t help but absorb the sights and sounds of Fort Hall. It felt as though in this transient settlement, dreams were born, connections were forged, and stories were woven into the fabric of lives. It was a testament to the indomitable spirit of those who dared to venture into the unknown, seeking a place to call their own.

Grace turned in a few circles, taking in the view before slipping into one of the supply tents. Its canvas walls were adorned with crates and barrels. Inside, a treasure trove of provisions awaited, from sacks of flour, salt, and sugar to racks of clothes and tools and shelves of trinkets and boots. The air was thick with the scent of spices and dried herbs, a heady aroma that mingled with the earthy smell around the fort.

Grace meandered through the tent, noticing a few women and men also looking through the supplies while they chatted before leaving. Another man, who seemed too preoccupied to notice anything else, moved through the tent as though on a mission to help someone find what they needed. He smiled and tipped his hat toward her as he passed by on his way to a makeshift counter and another man standing nearby. The man towered over everything in the tent, and with his large frame, he made the shelves near him look small.

“Here you are, Mr. Dawson.” He handed the man a long rifle. “It was the last one I have.”

“Thank you.” The man took the gun, inspecting it before he held it up as though aiming it at something. “How much?” His voice was more profound than anyone’s Grace had ever known, matching his sheer size.

“Fifty.”

The man pulled some cash out of his pocket and handed it over, and while the supply tent owner stuck the money in his pocket, the man grabbed the gun.

“Do you have ammunition for it?” the man asked.

The supply tent owner shook his head. “I don’t. But Billy in the tent next to this one will have it.”

The man stared at the tent owner for a moment before nodding, and he left the tent with just a few strides, vanishing through the flap.

“Can I help you, miss?” the tent owner asked, finally addressing her.

She blinked at the owner, trying to rid her mind of any thoughts about the tall stranger. “Sorry. I’m here for some supplies.”

“What did you need?”

“I need a sack of flour and some candles if you have them.”

“I do. How many do you need?”

“At least a dozen.”

“Anything else?”

“Do you have any vegetables or fruit?”

“I have dried fruit.” The tent owner motioned toward a shelf in the corner. “And I have carrots and potatoes from the last meal supply wagon. You’re more than welcome to look through them. They are in the baskets below the fruit.”

“Thank you.”

She made her way over to the shelf, looking through the different cans of dried apples, apricots, and peaches. Two baskets sat below the shelf filled with carrots and potatoes. She started digging through them, and while several of the vegetables looked as though they’d been in the basket for longer than Grace had been traveling the trail, she pulled quite a few out, setting them aside to keep track of what she wanted to buy. The brown bulbs and orange sticks were a welcomed sight after she and Winona ran out three days ago. Their nightly stew had lost a bit of flavor, and although they’d never been her favorites, she couldn’t deny that she’d missed them—especially the carrots.

She rummaged around the baskets, pulling a few more, and as she set them down with the rest, movement caught her attention from the corner of her eye. She glanced over, noticing a small boy, about six or seven, sitting on the ground, playing with a wooden horse toy. He looked at her with just his eyes, then looked back at the toy, pretending to make it run through the air. He lifted his arms up and up until the horse galloped above the boy’s head.

She smiled at him. “That’s a nice horse.”

He didn’t say a word, only looked at her, cocking his head to the side as he continued to play.

“Does your horse have a name?” she asked.

The boy looked at her again and shook his head.

“Well, he looks like a horse who pulls my wagon. His name is Rex. You can have the name for your horse if you want. I don’t mind.”

Still, the boy said nothing, and although he glanced at her a few more times, he just sat on the floor, playing.

Grace looked around the tent, expecting to find the boys’ parents; instead, she only found an empty place with just her and the tent owner.

Perhaps the boy is his, she thought.

After picking out the vegetables, Grace gathered them and grabbed a few tins of fruit before returning to the tent owner at the makeshift counter.

“I’ll take these and a sack of flour if you have it.”

“Of course I do. Are you sure you just want one bag? Or do you want two?”

She opened her mouth to tell him she would like three or four, but she knew one or two would be fine because it was just her and Winona. “Two, actually, now that you ask.”

“Of course. Do you have a wagon out front?”

“I have a horse.” She furrowed her brow.

“I’ll get them packed up for you.”

“Thank you.”

She glanced over her shoulder, watching the boy still playing with the toy horse. “Your son sure loves that toy,” she said to the tent owner.

“That’s not my boy.”

“Oh.” She whipped her head back around to face the man. “I’m sorry. I . . .” She looked around the tent. All the other men and women had left, leaving her as the only customer in the place. “But no one else is in here. Whose son is he?”

The tent owner shrugged. “Not sure.”

“Doesn’t that concern you?”

“Nah. I am not usually the one that handles it to be concerned with the likes of a boy. He’ll leave when he’s ready or when I tell him.”

“But what if he doesn’t know where his parents are?”

The tent owner shrugged again. “If his parents aren’t concerned, then I’m not.”

“But how do you know they aren’t concerned? They could be running around this fort looking for him.”

“And if he stays here, they will find him.” The tent owner handed her a sack. “This is for the potatoes and carrots. I’ll get the sacks of flour tied to your horse. What color is it?”

“Gray. It’s a gray gelding. He’s just out front.”

The tent owner nodded and moved away from the counter, grabbing a rope and two sacks of flour, holding the bunched-up tops, one in each hand, as he carried them out of the tent. Grace watched him before turning her attention back to the boy. She couldn’t leave him here without finding out if he knew where his parents were or at least helping him find them.

She made her way back over to him, crouching down.

“Hello,” she said.

He looked at her but didn’t say anything.

“Can you tell me your name?”

He shook his head.

“Can you tell me if you know where your parents are?”

He nodded.

“Do you know if they know where you are?”

The boy nodded again.

Well, she thought, at least he’s not lost. “Well, it is nice to meet you, I guess.” She stood, brushing her hands together. She cocked her head to the side, both wanting to leave the boy alone—especially if his parents knew where he was and not wanting to leave him either. She couldn’t wait around all day. “Do you know when your parents are coming back for you?”

The book shook his head.

Does he ever say anything?

“All right. I guess I shall leave you alone.” She turned to leave, and guilt prickled against her chest. She turned back. “Did your parents buy you that toy when they left you here?”

The boy shook his head.

“How about I buy it for you?”

His eyes widened, and he nodded, smiling.

“All right.” As she made her way out of the tent, she found the tent owner finishing the last knots around the sacks of flour now tied to the horse’s back. “Excuse me; I would also like to buy the wooden horse toy that the boy is playing with. Can you tell me how much it is?”

“A penny.”

She dug into the money can, pulling out a single copper coin. “Here.” She handed him the coin, pausing with her fingertips holding it to the palm of his hand. “Can you please not let him leave without his parents?”

The tent owner opened his mouth, looking as though he was about to refuse her request. But he stopped himself without a word and nodded. “Yeah, I suppose I can do that. I don’t want to, but I will.”

“Thank you. I just don’t want anything to happen to him.”

The tent owner nodded and tipped his hat, using the motion to say a silent goodbye and thank you before he walked back into the tent, leaving her standing by the gelding. She bit her lip, hesitating, before she grabbed his reins and untied them from the tie post. She walked away from the tent, glancing over her shoulder every few steps as she took her time. It was as though her mind told her to take every last second she could just in case the boy needed someone’s help.

Perhaps it was foolish.

But it was all she could think to do.

She glanced over her shoulder one last time and saw the large man who had purchased the rifle exit the tent next to the supply one. He met with another older man, and the two spoke for a few minutes before the tall man pointed toward the supply tent. He moved toward the flap, peeking in, and the little boy trotted out within minutes. The tall man rubbed the boy’s head, messing up his hair before he looked down and pointed toward the wooden horse in the boy’s hand. The boy held it up, and although Grace couldn’t hear what the boy was saying, she was sure he was telling the tall man about her and how she’d bought it for him.

The tall man looked around them as though searching for someone. Grace’s heart thumped, and she spun away from them, hurrying away from the supply tent and using the horse to block the tall man from seeing her.

She didn’t know how he would take a woman buying his son a toy, and she didn’t want to find out. Sure, he could be thankful. But there was another chance he could be angry about it, too.

Perhaps it was foolish of her to think that, but she wasn’t about to find out if her theory was right or wrong.


TWO
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LUKE


“What’s the matter?” Elijah’s voice echoed over Luke’s right ear, and Luke turned his head slightly, looking at his father-in-law from the corner of his eye.

“Someone bought Henry a toy.” A slight growl vibrated through Luke’s chest. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the situation. Sure, on the one hand, it could have been nothing more than a nice gesture, but on the other hand . . .

Well, he didn’t want to think about the other hand.

“A what?” Elijah made his way over to his grandson and took the toy from the boy. He looked over one side and flipped it over, looking at the other. “It looks like a simple wooden horse. Nothing more.”

“Yeah, I know it’s just a wooden horse and nothing more, but why did this person buy it for him?”

“Perhaps they just wanted to be nice. They saw a kid in the tent and bought him a toy.”

“I still don’t know if I like it.”

Elijah cocked his head to the side and exhaled a deep breath. “Do yourself a favor and don’t think anything of it other than someone doing something nice.”

Luke furrowed his brow and gave Henry the toy back. “Are you sure the tent owner didn’t give it to you?” he asked his son.

Henry shook his head.

“Was it someone else?”

The boy nodded.”

“Who? Do you see the person who bought it for you?” Luke pointed to everyone within feet of them, and after Henry did the same, the boy shook his head.

“What difference does it make who did it? It’s done,” Elijah said.

“It makes a lot of difference. And you should know that it does.”

“Oh, come on, Luke. You aren’t still thinking you’re being followed, do you?”

“Nah, I know I’m not. But I still can’t just let anything happen to the boy.”

“And nothing will. The past is done. Just let it go. You did what you needed to do. You got the men responsible. Nothing and no one is coming after you. Period.” Elijah spat, barely missing the toe of his boot. “Let’s go get supper at one of the meal tents. I’m starving, and I don’t want to cook.”

The two men and young boy made their way over to the nearest meal tent, and while Luke and Henry parked their rumps in a few chairs at a table outside, Elijah went inside the tent to get the food. While Fort Hall had been a welcomed sight for Luke and a stop he’d been anxious to make, he couldn’t help but feel as though it was already time to move on. He didn’t need rest.

He needed the open frontier.

He needed the mountains.

He needed the rivers and meadows and trees.

He needed time in the saddle during the day and sleeping under the stars at night.

It wasn’t just about him, though. His needs would always come second next to what Henry needed, and right now, the boy needed time without the confines of a wagon.

“Well, I’m not sure how it will taste, but it smells decent enough.” Elijah placed the three bowls of stew on the table and handed Luke and Henry a spoon. “The old lady in there tried to bet me I couldn’t carry all three of these. Boy, was she sorry she was wrong.”

“Why?”

“She told me if I carried all three, she’d let me have them for nothing.” Elijah laughed. “I told her for a free meal, I’d carry ten. I thought I might try for a second, but then I realized I didn’t want to pay for ten if I couldn’t. So, I just took the three.” Elijah sat in one of the other empty chairs and scooted it toward the table without wasting a second before shoving his spoon into the bowl and scooping a huge bite into his mouth. He hooked his thumb at Henry. “Better eat that before it gets cold.”

Henry picked up his spoon and leaned forward in the chair, staring down his nose at the stew. He sniffed it a few times before sticking the end of the spoon in the thick broth and tasting it first. He made a face.

“Just eat it,” Elijah said.

The boy made a face and looked at his father, who shrugged and said. “Just try it. It’s not that bad.”

“Especially when the alternative is going hungry tonight.”

Luke clenched his jaw. He never cared much for Elijah’s parenting when it came to his daughter, Luke’s wife, and he didn’t like it even more with Henry. It was one thing to be a grandfather; it was another to act as Elijah did, always telling the boy to listen to him instead.

Luke stared into his bowl of stew as Elijah’s words echoed in his ears. The early sunset cast rays of light and darkening shadows across the old man’s weathered face, and the air around them changed into an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the sound of Elijah tapping his spoon on the side of the bowl.

“You heard what I told ya.” He said to Henry. “Eat up. Or else I will eat it for you, and you’ll have nothing.”

“I’m not going to let my son go hungry,” Luke said. “If he doesn’t like the stew, I’ll get him something else.”

“I reckon you’re too soft on that boy, Luke,” Elijah grumbled, his voice heavy with disapproval. “He needs a firm hand, a strong presence. That’s how you raise a boy to be a man.”

Luke’s grip tightened around his spoon, his knuckles turning white. He took a deep breath, mustering the strength to respond, but the words caught in his throat. It wasn’t like he hadn’t already told the man how he’d found his son that day or that he had witnessed the brutality that no child should see. Elijah knew good and well what happened and how it had left the boy so scarred the boy that the weight of that trauma had silenced Henry’s voice, leaving him mute, trapped in a world of his own silence.

Of course, given what Sarah always used to tell Luke about her father, Luke wasn’t all that surprised by Elijah’s need to overpower the boy into compliance. Sarah often spoke of her hard-headed father, who never treated her much like a girl or lady and was harder on her brothers, often resorting to physical means to get his point across. He had always been a hard man, raised in a time when toughness was seen as a virtue, and it was one he still held onto today.

Luke couldn’t deny that part of him did see the reason in the same harshness that had shaped Elijah’s existence. He understood what the man meant, and he, too, shared similar opinions on the matter. He knew this world would chew him up and spit him out if he’d let it, and he didn’t even want to think about what it could do to a small boy who couldn’t talk. Sure, there was stock in teaching the boy to become a man and take pride in protecting and defending what was his.

But there had to be a balance to it.

Right?

He never wanted a weak boy, but the thought of the last shred of his son’s innocence being stripped away, replaced by calloused hands and a hardened heart, seemed just as cruel as the evil he’d already had to live with.

Luke sighed, his gaze distant as he stared at the fort around them. He had heard Elijah’s words countless times before, but they still stung every time they were uttered. He respected his father-in-law, for he had weathered his own share of hardships, but Luke couldn’t shake the sadness that had settled deep within his chest.

“Elijah, it ain’t that simple,” Luke said, his voice tinged with exhaustion and sorrow. “You know what the boy has been through, and it’s more than any child should have had to endure.” A lump formed in his throat, and although tears threatened, he held them off. “You can’t tell me you’ve forgotten about what happened to Sarah and what those men . . .” More tears threatened, and Luke had to pause to control them. “Henry saw it all, and he’s just a boy. He’s only seven years old. He’s got plenty of time to become a man . . . the right kind of man.”

“And what is this right kind of man?”

“I don’t know.” Luke knocked his hat off center and rubbed his forehead. He wanted desperately to have an answer to the question, but he didn’t. He’d said the words without thinking about what they meant to him first. They’d just sounded right at the time.

“He doesn’t have the time you think he has.” Elijah finished off the rest of his stew. “And I think you, of all people, should know what happens to weak men. They either become victims or join bands of stronger men who use them just like all those men you used to hunt down and bring to justice.” Elijah scooped another bite, shoving the spoon in his mouth. He didn’t even wait to chew before he continued. “I would think you would want him to be like you. To be that presence when he walked into a room. To command respect even when you haven’t said a word. I saw how men treated you. I saw how they admired you and respected you. You were one of the best.”

“And look where it got me.”

Luke’s voice deepened as though the pain of that fateful day was etched into his every word. He recalled the blood-stained scene that awaited him when he returned from his work as a Pinkerton. His heart ached as he remembered finding Henry, silent and wide-eyed, amidst the chaos of their shattered lives.

“He saw it all, Elijah,” Luke whispered. “His mama. Everything they did to her. And then when they were done, they left her lying there . . . lifeless. And he hasn’t made a sound since.” Luke leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “It was all because of the man you spoke so highly of, the one you claimed me to be.”

“Those men made their own choices. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was. And I should have known what was going to happen. I should have seen it coming. You don’t take down the biggest leader of the Cowboys gang and not pay the price. What that price is . . . it’s different for every man in my position. And I thought it didn’t matter. I thought I wouldn’t have to give anything up. I thought I was too good to have to pay anything. But I was wrong. They showed me I was wrong.”

“So, what is it that you’re saying, Luke? Do you think being on the right side of the law and being a good man who cares for not only his family but those in his community is the wrong kind of man? Do you think being the kind of man who earns his way in this life, protecting others, and doing the right thing is wrong?”

Luke leaned back in his chair, blowing a breath as he closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know what I think anymore. I just know I need a new start for myself and my boy. I don’t know what that looks like, but I sure know it doesn’t look like anything I left behind in Tennessee.”

Elijah heaved a deep sigh, then leaned back in his chair, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “I gotta say, I’m a little disappointed to hear that, given the job we were just hired to do.”

Luke’s jaw clenched. “What job?”

“I was over in one of the supply tents this afternoon, and I overheard a couple of men talking about a gang of bandits following their wagon train.”

Luke closed his eyes. He didn’t want to know any more of the details than he already did—which was hardly anything at all. But he knew Elijah would tell him anyway. That was just how Elijah was.

“They seem to think one of the culprits behind the band of them is a man who was on their wagon train but fled after he killed a woman. They also said that the gang following them was responsible for killing a German couple. They burned the wagon and took the supplies.” Elijah paused, raising one eyebrow as he cocked his head. “Anyway, I thought I would offer our services.”

“What services?”

Elijah shrugged. “Keeping the wagon train safe, hunting down the bandits, and bringing them to justice if we catch them.”

“And why would you think I would want to do either of those things?”

Elijah clicked his tongue. “I thought helping those folks would be right up your alley.”

“And what made you think that?”

“Because I know you.”

“I’m not that man anymore. I’m not even Pinkerton anymore. I’m retired and headed to Oregon to live my life on the ranch I purchased.”

Elijah leaned forward so fast that he nearly knocked his bowl over with his haste. “Oh, come on, Luke, you know you are still that man. Men like you, with your talent and drive, don’t retire, especially at twenty-six. They don’t give up. Sure, they have a setback—”

“Your daughter’s murder was not a setback!” Luke rose to his feet, knocking the chair over, and Henry jumped to his feet as it hit the ground. His eyes were wide, and his shoulders hunched with fear. His little body trembled as he looked between his father and grandfather. A few other men and women at nearby tables gawked at the scene.

Elijah closed his eyes as though he needed a moment to collect his thoughts. “I know she wasn’t, and I shouldn’t have said it that way. I was not talking about what happened to Sarah when I said that.” He rubbed his forehead and motioned toward the chair on the ground. “Can you please just sit back down? Hear me out.”

For a moment, Luke thought about saying no and leaving. But he didn’t need the fighting between them any more than Henry needed to see it. The boy had enough in his life that caused him strife. He didn’t need more.

Luke grabbed the chair and set it upright, taking his seat before he motioned for Henry to sit back down, too. The boy sank into the chair. His body still trembled, and he had a death grip on the wooden horse toy.

“These people need help, and I know you can help them.”

“And what makes you think I want to help them?”

“Because that’s who you are. I know you want to say it’s not, and I know you believe that it’s not, but it is. You’ve just lost sight of it.” Elijah leaned forward again, pointing at Luke before tapping the table as he spoke.

“I don’t know if I ever want to return to that life. What if I want to lose sight of it?”

“Well, then, that is what you will choose. But in the meantime, why not just go with them? They are heading to Oregon. You’re heading to Oregon. There are other young boys on the wagon train, and I know it would be good for Henry to be around other children. There is even a teacher who will help him with his studies. If nothing else, you can make some money.”

“Yeah, by doing something I don’t want to do.” Luke exhaled a breath and looked all around the fort. “You’re asking me to join a wagon train so I can hunt down a man—or a gang of them—who are after them for one reason or another. You want me to bring this man to justice, and you want me to do the very thing I swore I would never do again.” Luke rose to his feet again. “I’m returning to the wagon to make supper for Henry.”

He reached for his son’s hand, and as Henry climbed down from the seat, Elijah stood. “Will you at least speak to the wagon master?”

“I suppose I can. But it won’t make a difference.”

“It’s fine if you think that. Just . . . just promise me you’ll talk to him.”

“All right, fine. I’ll talk to him. But that’s all I will do.”

Elijah held up his hands. “That’s all I wanted.”

A weight settled on Luke’s shoulders as he walked away from the table. It wasn’t as though he didn’t understand the gravity of their situation or the vulnerability of families venturing into the unknown with someone lurking in the shadows waiting to take everything from them—including their lives. Yet, deep within his heart, he knew he couldn’t go with them. He had his own burdens to bear, his own wounds to tend to, and his son to care for. The ache of his loss still clung to his soul, and the thought of embarking on a treacherous journey was a heaviness he didn’t know if he could bear.

It wasn’t just him. He had his son to think about, too.

He wasn’t about to put Henry in danger.

Not for anyone.

And not for any price.

He’d already gone down that road and lost.

He wasn’t going to do it again.


THREE
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WINONA


The crackling flames danced around the chunk of wood in the middle of the stones as Winona sat by the campfire. With her brow furrowed in thought, she ignored how the gentle breeze blew a few strands of her hair around her face. Her thoughts were veiled in a shroud of concern, and although she willed herself to find a distraction from them, she couldn’t.

The remnants of breakfast still lingered in the air, mingling with the scent of wood smoke. Her fingers toyed absently with the frayed edge of her worn blouse sleeve, and her gaze was fixed on the horizon.

So much had already happened to the wagon train, and she didn’t want to think about what else could. Disease, murder, bandits, and even William’s accident weighed heavy on her mind, but even with the seriousness of those events, something bothered her more.

“Winona?” Grace’s voice echoed in her ears, but it wasn’t until Grace touched Winona’s shoulder that she turned toward the young woman. “Are you all right?” Grace asked. “You seem lost in your thoughts.”

Winona sighed, nodding.

“You know I don’t believe you.” Grace sat next to the headmistress, tucking her skirt under her as if she was trying to protect it.

“I suppose there is something. It’s just Cora and Jasper.”

“What about them?”

“I fear for them, leaving the wagon train to make their way to California instead of continuing with us to Oregon. I don’t think they understand the dangers that lie ahead with the bandits on our trail. What if Sam Wright is with them? What if he goes after them? They will be alone. I just don’t want them to end up like poor Mr. and Mrs. Schneider.”

“I understand. I was thinking the same thing.”

“I tried to talk to them about it last night, but . . .”

“But what?” Grace cocked her head to the side.

Winona shook her head. “Cora told me just to leave it alone. They were still deciding, and it was their lives. It made me feel as though I just don’t have a place to say anything.”

“You’ve been telling us what you think our whole lives.” A slight chuckle vibrated through Grace’s chest. “Whether or not you feel you have the place to do so or not.”

“Well, yes, I’ve been your guardian all your lives. I’ve played the parent. But I suppose in Cora’s eyes, I’m no longer that to her. At least not in the manner in which I was.”

Grace’s brows furrowed. “Maybe you could try speaking to them again or talking to Jasper instead.”

Winona shook her head. “I’m not sure that would do any good.”

“Well, perhaps you should at least try. What is the worst thing that would happen? You make them mad? At least you’ve said your piece. You might find that they share the same concerns enough to take your word into consideration, at least. They may even change their minds. It doesn’t take a fool to know how vulnerable they will be with just the two of them. I’m sure they’ve thought about sharing the same fate as the poor Schneider’s.”

“Maybe. But what if they don’t? What if Jasper wants to go to California even with the risk? Cora will have to go with her husband. It’s her duty. Or what if she’s the one who wants to go?”

“Then you’ll have to let her go.”

Ignoring Grace’s words, Winona started talking, mainly to herself, as she worked through the thoughts in her head. “Clearly, he wouldn’t want to endanger his new wife. But I don’t know if he would speak to me about it. I know he’s a fine man, and he’s caring and wants to do right by her, protecting her. He already has. But would he listen to me . . .”

“I’m sure he would,” Grace said, even though Winona wasn’t really speaking to her or asking her any questions.

An idea sparked in Winona’s mind. “If he doesn’t, though, I wonder if he would listen to Mr. Mills.”

Grace laughed. “Winona, in all the years I’ve been with you, I have never seen you this hesitant to speak to someone about what you think is best.”

Winona ignored Grace’s words again. “I think I will talk to Mr. Mills. He might be able to reason with Jasper and convince him of the perils they face. Perhaps he can change their minds.”

Before Grace could say another word, Winona rose to her feet, brushing her skirt and then her hands to rid them of dirt before heading toward the wagon master’s wagon, her heart beating a little faster with each step. She wasn’t sure what she would say to the man to get him to help her, but she knew she had to try.

Upon reaching Mr. Mills’ camp, she found the old man just finishing his breakfast, savoring the last bites of bacon and eggs. He looked up, surprise etched across his weathered face, as Winona approached. While their interactions as of late had gone better, unease still seemed to loom over them like a storm cloud that had yet to release its rain upon the earth below.

“Good morning, Miss Callahan.”

“Good morning, Mr. Mills. I hope I’m not disturbing you this morning.”

He raised one eyebrow as he reached for his cup of coffee and took a sip. “Can’t say that you are. Although, I still have to wonder if I will like why you came to see me this morning.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

A slight smirk spread across his lips. “I just haven’t figured you out yet, Miss Callahan. Sometimes, your coming to speak to me is a good thing. Sometimes, it’s not.”

Though she understood his intention might have been lighthearted, the uncertainty in his words left a twinge of annoyance, and she folded her arms across her chest.

“See? That right there.” Mr. Mills pointed at her. “That means I won’t like what you have to say.”

She dropped her arms to her side. “All right. I understand.”

“That’s better. Now . . . what do you want, Miss Callahan?” He cocked his head to the side.

“There’s something I need to discuss with you, and I’m afraid it’s time-sensitive.”

“And what is it?” Mr. Mills wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, giving her a nod of assent.

Winona took a deep breath and clasped her hands together, holding them down in front of her waist as she gathered her thoughts before she spoke. “It’s about Cora and Jasper.”

Mr. Mills’ eyebrows furrowed. “What about Mr. and Mrs. Scott?”

“Well, I fear they’re still set on leaving the wagon train to make their way to California, and I don’t think they realize the danger they’ll face with the bandits on our tail. If Sam Wright is with them, I’m worried he will sway them to follow Cora and Jasper instead of us. They’re choosing a perilous path, and I’m afraid they won’t survive it.”

Mr. Mills lifted his arms and leaned back, stretching before he straightened up and took another sip of his coffee. “Well, Miss Callahan, I won’t lie to you and say that you don’t have valid worries. It’s a treacherous journey ahead, no matter which trails they choose—either going to Oregon with the rest of us or heading to California alone. I also can’t say that I disagree that going off on their own could be disastrous.”

“So, you agree they should worry.”

“Of course.” He paused, furring his brow once more. “Are they not?”

“I’m not sure. Cora told me she didn’t wish to speak about it, and I . . . I haven’t spoken to Jasper.”

“So, what do you want me to do, Miss Callahan?”

“I was wondering if you could speak to Jasper. I’m not saying that I don’t think he’ll listen to me, but coming from you . . . well, it just might help him see the reason why staying with us would be better.”

Mr. Mills’ gaze dropped to the ground, and he reached up, scratching the back of his neck. His hesitation caused Winona’s heart to thump.

Was he going to say no?

“I suppose I can talk to the man. But, I have to say, Miss Callahan, if Mr. Scott wants to go to California, then that’s his choice. It’s his life. I will tell him what I think as I did with Mr. Schneider. But I’m not going to force him to stay. Sure, I give orders on the wagon train, but that’s different. If a man wants to take his family and leave, I will let them, just like I did with the Germans. I wasn’t about to pull a gun on them or force them. He made his choice. I tried to tell him it was wrong, but when I knew he wasn’t going to listen . . . I let them go.”

“I know, and I know Jasper could disagree with you too. But I can’t not try, if that makes sense.”

“It does. Sort of.” Mr. Mills paused again. “I will talk to him.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mills.” She smiled. “I’ll let you get back to your morning.”

Winona turned to leave, but as she spun, she noticed two men and a little boy approaching the wagon master’s wagon. She backed up a little closer to Mr. Mills and glanced down as he rose to his feet with confusion etched on the lines of his forehead.

“Can I help you, gentlemen?” he asked.

The two men removed their hats, tipping their heads as a greeting. “Good morning,” the older one said. “Are you Mr. Mills, the wagon master?”

“I am. What can I do for you?”

“We’re sorry to interrupt you and your wife’s conversation—”

“She’s not my wife.” Mr. Mills rested his hands on his hips, glancing at Winona.

She blinked at him, taken back by his sudden declaration as though the notion was utterly absurd. “Could you have said that any faster?” she asked, not caring to bite her tongue.

“Well, it’s the truth, isn’t it? I’m not about to let him think . . . well, didn’t think you would want . . .” A slight growl rumbled through the wagon master’s throat. “Don’t tell me you would want these men thinking we were married?”

“Oh, yes, I would perish at the thought if they did for more than three seconds.” She rolled her eyes. “Please excuse me, gentlemen; I must return to my wagon.” She skirted around Mr. Mills, glancing at him from the corner of her eye.

He cleared his throat and lifted his hand as though to motion after her. “I promise I will see to the matter after I meet with these gentlemen.”

“Of course. There’s no rush.” She nodded toward the wagon master before glancing at the two men. “I’ll leave you three alone.”
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LUKE

Luke exhaled a deep breath as the woman walked off. Part of him almost wished he could go with her as he didn’t want to be there. He didn’t know how he’d let Elijah talk him into this, but he wished he’d had the better sense to have said no from the get-go.

“So, what can I do for you two?” Mr. Mills asked again.

Elijah reached out to shake his hand, and after the wagon master shook his, he reached for Luke’s. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir. My name is Elijah Benson, and this is my son-in-law, Luke Dawson.”

“It’s nice to meet you two, too.” Mr. Mills cocked his head to the side as though he wondered if he would have to ask his question a third time.

Luckily, Elijah continued before he could. “I was in a supply tent at the fort yesterday when I overheard a conversation between Mr. Stonemill and Mr. Reed. After speaking to them and Mr. Dawson,” the old man motioned to the younger one with him. “Well, we think we might be able to help you.”

As the wagon master looked between the two men, Luke brushed his hand across Henry’s shoulder. “Henry, why don’t you go play over by the trees? We won’t be long,” he whispered.

Henry obeyed with a nod and a faint smile, wandering off towards the trees, his small figure disappearing among the foliage. Luke couldn’t help but feel a twinge of protectiveness, knowing the dangers that lurked beyond the camp. They shouldn’t be here. They should be in their own wagon, headed toward Oregon without concern for anyone but themselves.

“And how do you think you can do that?” Mr. Mills asked.

“My son-in-law is a Pinkerton. One of the best in the business. He’s hunted down numerous wanted men, some of the worst, and brought them to justice. He knows what needs to be done, and he gets it done. I also have some experience myself. I was a lawman for several years in Tennessee. We thought we would offer to ride with your outfit to help protect everyone and perhaps even find these bandits who are following you and take care of them before anyone else is hurt.”

Luke wasn’t surprised that Elijah wasted no time getting to the heart of the conversation, spewing all he could about their backgrounds, experience, and intentions. He also wasn’t surprised Elijah went straight to praising Luke’s skills, emphasizing his expertise and the potential benefits of their assistance. As Mr. Mills listened attentively, Luke couldn’t deny the truth in Elijah’s words. Memories of his time as a Pinkerton flickered in his mind, a mix of triumphs and sacrifices . . . one of them so great he would take it all back to undo the damage he’d done.

“So, you’re a Pinkerton?” Mr. Mills asked Luke. “How many years?”

“Six. And I’m retired. I don’t wear a badge anymore.” Luke adjusted his weight from one foot to the other. “And truth be told, Mr. Mills, I’m not interested in hunting any men down or bringing them to justice. I just want to get myself and my boy to Oregon. I’ve got a ranch out there and don’t want anything to do with my old life.”

Elijah gaped at Luke, casting him a hard stare before clearing his throat and turning his attention back to Mr. Mills. “I think what my son-in-law is trying to say is—”

“I know what he’s trying to say,” Mr. Mills interrupted. “He’d rather be on his own. Well, him, you, and the boy. He doesn’t want to protect this wagon train or go after the bandits who are after us. I don’t think I blame him.”

“Do you know how many there are?”

The wagon master shook his head. “Nah. We’ve never been able to figure that out. We have found their camp a few times, but they are always gone by the time we find it. It’s hard to say how many when no one is around. We think one of our own is with them, but with that, we aren’t sure either. He might be. He might not be.”

“What did he do?”

“Killed a woman. Never could figure out why.”

“Her husband is still traveling with us, but he married a Lakota woman, and he just . . . he just wants to forget about it all.”

Luke’s stomach twisted, and he adjusted his stance. “So, what is the man after? It seems like he should be heading in the other direction if he’s wanted for killing a woman.”

“I don’t know for sure, but I think it has something to do with Mrs. Scott. It wasn’t too long ago that Mr. Scott and Mr. Wright—the man who killed Mrs. Fairchild—were both after the affections of a woman, Miss Randall. Mr. Scott won, and they married.”

“That still doesn’t make much sense. Why not let her go, especially if you’re a wanted man?”

“It’s hard to say why he’s done what he did or would continue to follow the wagon train. But Mr. Wright was never a . . . logical man. He’s compulsive and angry. Perhaps even slightly vindictive.”

Luke had his fair share of run-ins with that very type of man. Nothing they did ever made sense to anyone but themselves, and it made for a dangerous situation. Those types of men were unpredictable, often making rash choices without thinking things through first. At times, that made them easier to catch. Others, it made it more difficult.

He glanced at Elijah, shaking his head. This sounded more like a bad idea by the second, and as he rolled his eyes, his attention wavered, and he glanced toward the spot where Henry had been playing. To his alarm, Henry was nowhere to be seen. Panic welled inside him, pushing aside the conversation with Elijah and Mr. Mills.

“I . . . I need to find my son,” Luke’s voice deepened, and his concern overshadowed any thoughts of striking a deal. “Excuse me.”

With a nod of apology towards Mr. Mills, Luke hurriedly walked away, his gaze scanning the surroundings in search of his missing son. The urgency in his heart drowned out the lingering echoes of Elijah calling after him, leaving behind his unwavering determination that his priorities would lay firmly with his son. Retirement had granted him the gift of freedom, and he was determined to forge a different path, one that would shield his loved ones from the darkness that haunted his past.


FOUR
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GRACE


Sunlight flecked around the campsite as Grace sat on a blanket by the wagon, seeking respite in its fleeting shade. Harper and Lark leaned on the wagon beside her, their ears attuned to the escalating voices of Cora and Winona, engaged in a heated argument mere feet from them.

“I’m just trying to share my concerns with you, Cora!” Winona’s voice trembled with worry, her hands gesturing animatedly. “I know you and Jasper have plans, but I was hoping you would see reason in what I’m telling you.”

Cora paced in front of the headmistress with her hand on her forehead. “But it’s his dream. It’s all he’s ever wanted. I can’t ask this of him. I can’t ask him to give everything up. We’ve planned our future around this. The gold is waiting for us in California.”

“I remember when she didn’t want to go to California,” Lark whispered. She leaned in toward Harper before brushing her hair away from her face. A thin layer of sweat glistened on her skin. “I’m almost too tired for this conversation. I’m about to head back to my wagon.”

“Don’t you dare leave Grace and me here alone with those two,” Harper pointed to Cora and Winona. “I don’t know how you are so tired. It’s still morning. Did you not sleep well?”

“I slept fine. But no matter if I do or if I don’t, I’m always tired.”

Harper rubbed Lark’s shoulder and cocked her head to the side. “I’m sure it won’t always be like this.”

“I hope not.”

Lark heaved a slight sigh and hooked her arm through Harper’s before laying her head on Harper’s shoulder, and as Grace watched the two women, she could hardly believe, looking at them, that they were now married women—and Lark would be a mother in a few short months. She looked down at Benjamin, the infant boy Cora and Jasper had adopted after his parents were killed, who was sleeping next to her, and as she watched him sleep, she touched his arm, letting her fingertips glide along his pale, soft skin.

“But it’s Jasper’s dream, Winona, and we’ve planned our future around it. I don’t know how to tell him I don’t want to. He always talks about how gold is waiting for us in California.”

“But what about Benjamin?”

“What about him? I’m sure there are other children in California.”

“If you make it there. He’s already lost one set of parents. What would happen if he lost you and Jasper too?” Winona’s voice pleaded with a tinge of desperation. “You’ll be traveling alone, vulnerable to any outlaw or bandit out there.”

Cora’s resolve seemed to waver a little. “I know. Don’t think that Jasper and I haven’t talked about this. Jasper isn’t a fool. He’s a strong, smart man too. He does know how to protect his family, and we will be careful.”

Winona’s face softened, and her voice was laced with concern. “I’m not saying he doesn’t. Strong and smart are good qualities. But sometimes, no matter how much you want them to, they aren’t a match for being outnumbered. Mr. Mills doesn’t know how many are in the gang following us. It could just be a handful, or it could be a dozen or two.”

“Yes, I know. That is what Jasper said too.”

“And what if Mr. Wright is with them? We all know how twisted of a soul he is. He’s already murdered once; I don’t doubt he would do it again.”

“I know. I worry about him too. Don’t think I don’t.” Tears welled in Cora’s eyes, and she bit her bottom lip. “I will talk to Jasper again, but I can’t make any promises. We had already decided to go to California.”

Winona laid her hand on Cora’s shoulder. “I know, and I appreciate you speaking to him. I just don’t want anything to happen to you, to any of you, even Jasper and Benjamin.” The headmistress glanced over her shoulder, looking down upon the sleeping infant. “He’s . . . he’s like a grandson to me.”

Cora dropped her gaze to her hands at her waist, and she fidgeted with her fingers. She, too, looked at the little boy and heaved a deep sigh before walking over and picking her son up. His face scrunched with the movement, and he looked as though he was going to cry, but as she cradled him against her chest, he calmed and fell back asleep.

“I will talk to Jasper,” she said.

“That’s all I ask.”

Cora nodded and excused herself back to her wagon. Grace watched as her dress swayed back and forth through the tall grass. So much had changed in the last few months for the young woman Grace had known most of her life, and there was a difference to Cora. She was no longer the lovestruck girl who lived more in her dreams than her reality. She was a wife and a mother, and there was a seriousness to her now that seemed to drown the daydreaming part of her.

Winona watched as Cora left, and after a few moments, she heaved a sigh and made her way over to Grace, sitting next to her.

“I hate arguing with her. I hate arguing with any of you, women. I just don’t know what else I can say.” She threw her hands up, letting them smack down on the ground beside her. It was, by definition, the movement for giving up.

Grace leaned closer to the headmistress, laying her arm around Winona’s shoulder. “Sometimes people just want to chase their dreams no matter all the outside forces trying to take up against them.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t or don’t listen to those who love us.”

Lark and Harper moved toward the blanket, sitting with Winona and Grace.

“I think Cora heard every word you said to her, and I think she understands your concerns.” Lark laid her hands out behind her, leaning back as she closed her eyes and yawned. “But she also has to honor Jasper.”

“Yeah. I know.” Winona sighed. “I know I shouldn’t have, but I just imagined all of us living in Oregon where I could watch all of you women get married, have children, and raise your families. You are like daughters I never had or will ever have.”

“And you’re the only mother we will ever have.” Grace squeezed the headmistress’ shoulders. “Don’t worry. God always has a way of making things work out. I’m sure He will find a way to help us all with whatever we dream for ourselves, and if that means that Cora and Jasper leave us . . . I know He will keep them safe.” Grace looked at Harper and Lark. “We all need to just have faith.”

Although Lark didn’t, Grace could almost feel how much the woman wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she just smiled while Harper nodded, repeating the sentence. “Yes, we just need to have faith.” She gave Winona a pat on the shoulder and opened her mouth to say something else. Before she uttered a word, however, she paused. Something caught her attention. “Who is that?” she asked.

“Who is who?” Winona looked at Harper, then all three women followed Harper’s gaze, and as Grace noticed the small boy walking through the camp, his features sparked in her memory. It was the same little boy from the supply tent in the fort.

“I know him,” she said, remembering the tall man she’d also seen in the tent. The one who left then came back for the boy.

“You do?” Lark blinked at her. “Who is he?”

“I know him too,” Winona said.

Grace whipped her head around toward the headmistress. “How do you know him?”

“His father and another man came to speak with Mr. Mills.” Winona’s brow furrowed. “Why is he alone?”

“Do you think he ran off, or his father knows where he is?” Harper asked.

All the women ignored her question as Winona focused on Grace. “How do you know him?”

“I saw him in a supply tent in the fort. He was alone and sitting in the corner, playing with a wooden horse toy I bought for him.”

“Why did you buy him a toy?” Lark asked.

Grace shrugged. “I don’t know. I just felt like he needed it.”

The four women watched as the boy looked around the different camps. A few of the other boys, Jacob Dunning, Andrew Reed, and Matthew Stonemill, waved to him, and although he waved back, he didn’t try to approach them.

Grace’s brow furrowed as the questions of why he was alone, where was his father, and why was his father talking to Mr. Mills rolled around in her mind.

“I’m going to bring him over here,” Winona said, rising to her feet.

“Do you think we should?” Grace asked.

“Yes. He probably wandered off without telling his father, and well, it’s not safe for him to just wander around.”

Before any of the women could say a word, Winona walked away from the wagon. The other three women stood, watching as the headmistress made her way to the boy and bent down, talking to him. They couldn’t hear anything Winona said to him, but the gestures spoke for her as she pointed to the wagon.

The boy nodded, and he walked with her back to the blanket.

“Hello, again,” Grace said to him. “Do you remember me?”

He smiled at Grace, pointing at her with one hand as he sat down. He showed her the other, unfolding his tiny hand to show her the wooden horse he clutched between his fingers.

“Yes, that’s right. I bought that for you. What are you doing here in our camp?”

The boy just blinked at her, not saying a word.

“Why isn’t he talking?” Harper asked.

Grace shrugged again. “I don’t know. He wouldn’t talk to me in the supply tent either. I thought it was just because I was a stranger.”

“But he’s smiling at you and knows you bought him that toy. Most children don’t talk to strangers because they feel uncomfortable or believe they can’t trust them. He looks comfortable and seems to act as though he knows you.”

“I don’t know why.”

Winona knelt by the boy. “Do you want water?”

He shook his head.

“Those two men that you were with, is one of them your father?”

He nodded.

“Where are they?”

The boy twisted his body, pointing across the camp. Although it was in the direction of Mr. Mills’ wagon, the wagon itself, as well as the men, were out of sight.

“What are we supposed to do with him?” Grace asked Winona.

Winona inhaled a breath. “Well, I’m sure his father will come looking for him eventually. We might as well keep him safe until then. I can’t in good conscience allow him to continue walking around the camp. He could get into trouble if he gets too close to one of the horses or near the cattle. I doubt Willy or Ernst would protect him.” She turned her attention back to the boy. “Are you hungry?”

He nodded, smiling with a big grin.

Winona rose to her feet, but Lark waved toward her. “I’ll take him to get some food, Winona.”

Before Winona could say another word, Lark skirted around the headmistress and motioned toward the boy, wiggling her finger at him. He trotted over to her side, and she led him over to the back of the wagon. As soon as they were out of sight, Harper looked between Winona and Grace, and by the way she blinked, Grace braced herself for the questions she knew were sitting on Harper’s tongue.

“All right.” She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Out with it.”

Harper leaned toward her, lowering her voice so that the little boy couldn’t hear her. “I want to know what happened at the fort.”

“Nothing happened.”

“Obviously, something happened. You bought a strange boy a toy.”

“So?”

“What about his father?”

“I never met him and only saw him from a distance after I left the tent.”

“What does he look like?”

“I don’t know. I told you, I saw him only from a distance. I couldn’t tell you what he looked like, and even now, if I saw him up close, I couldn’t point him out.”

“He’s handsome,” Winona said, winking.

“How handsome?” Harper asked.

“Very. And tall. He’s a huge man. Biggest man I think I’ve ever seen.”

“Grace is tall.” Winona glanced at Grace from the corner of her eye without moving her head.

Grace whipped her head toward Winona, and she shot her a glare. “I beg your pardon?”

“Well, you’re the tallest of us. So, it would suit you to find a tall man.”

“I didn’t realize I was supposed to be looking.” A slight growl rumbled through Grace’s chest, and Harper and Winona laughed. Grace grabbed a handful of grass, ripping the stems before tossing the clump at the two women. They both leaned away, holding up their hands as they continued giggling.

“I think it’s time for you to go find your husband,” Grace said to Harper.

As Harper laughed a little more, Lark and the boy returned. He had a biscuit from this morning’s breakfast in his hand. “I’m afraid it’s not much,” she said to him. “But it’s all I have without having to cook or bake. I would make something else, but I’m unsure if we would have time for that.”

The boy grinned and took the biscuit, biting off a huge piece for his little mouth. His cheek puffed up like a chipmunk as he chewed.

Harper watched him, then looked back at Grace, wiggling her finger. “I specifically remember you giving me a hard time about Brooks,” Harper said, cocking her head to the side.

Grace opened her mouth to argue, but she shut her mouth before she said a word. The trouble was, she had no argument to give. It was true. She had pushed Harper to speak to Brooks on more than one occasion. However, she did have a reason.

Aha!

“But that was because I knew you two liked one another,” she finally said, confident Harper wouldn’t be able to respond to such a perfect comeback.

Harper exhaled, resting her hands on her hips. “That’s true. I’ll give you that.” She pointed toward the boy. “Do you want me to stay and help with him?”

Grace shook her head. “I think Winona and I can take care of him.”

“All right.” Harper grabbed Lark’s hand, and the two left the camp, chatting as they walked, and with their slight hint of laughter, Grace was sure Harper was filling Lark in on their conversation about Grace and this mysterious man.

Grace shook her head, distracting herself from not only watching them but trying to listen to what they were saying too.

“Do you want another one?” she heard Winona ask, and as she focused on the headmistress, she saw the boy nod before Winona went back to the wagon for another biscuit and returned a few seconds later.

“Winona, don’t you think we ought to just take him back to his father?” she asked as Winona handed him the second biscuit. “There’s no sense in just sitting around here if we sort of have an idea of where his father is.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Winona let out a deep breath and then turned to walk away. “I have some chores to get done, so I’ll let you take him back.”

“Me? Why do I have to do it?”

“Because I have a lot of chores to do.”

“And I have my own things that I need to see to as well.”

“Yes, but . . . just take him back.” Winona waved toward the direction of Mr. Mills’ wagon, and before Grace could argue another word, she turned and walked off, leaving Grace alone with the boy.

Although Grace wanted to believe Winona wouldn’t have done what she did unless she was up to something, having seen how the woman manipulated the other three women into spending time with the different men they all ended up with, Grace knew better.

The difference was Lark, Harper, and Cora had feelings for these men, and I don’t, she thought.

With a slight growl to her lips, she rose to her feet, straightening her skirt before she motioned toward the boy. “Come on,” she said to him. “Let’s find your father.”

After shoving the last of the second biscuit into his mouth, the boy stood, and as they both walked away from the wagon, he reached out and grabbed her hand. The touch of his tiny fingers in hers sent a slight hint of warmth to her heart. She’d always loved and wanted children for as long as she could remember. She just hadn’t been as vocal about it with the other women.

Or herself.

She looked down at him, squeezing his hand. “Are you ever going to tell me your name?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“No? Hmm . . . I wonder if I could guess it. Is it Edward?”

He shook his head again.

“Charles?”

He stopped walking and bent down, setting the wooden horse on the ground before tracing his finger through the dirt. Although hard to read his chicken scratch handwriting, she caught the letters of something familiar.

“Henry?”

He looked up at her and smiled.

“Your name is Henry?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Do you remember my name?”

He nodded again.

Well, at least that was a start.

“Henry! Henry!” a man’s voice boomed through the camp, and as Grace looked up, she saw the same tall, broad-shouldered man running toward them. He reached them in just a few strides and grabbed the boy, scooping him into a tight hug.


FIVE
[image: ]
GRACE


“Thank the Lord you are safe.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them as he looked at Grace. “Who are you? Why do you have my son?” A slight growl vibrated through his voice.

Grace sucked in a breath and took a step back. “My name is Grace Linwell, and—”

“Why do you have my son?” The man moved closer, and she took another step back, brushing her hand against her chest. “My headmistress and I found Henry walking around the camp. She said she saw him with two men talking to Mr. Mills, so I was bringing him over to his wagon.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, and he lowered his voice. “How do you know his name?”

“He told me.”

“He told you? He spoke?”

“I’m sorry. No, he didn’t. He wrote it in the dirt.”

The man looked from his son to Grace. His lungs still heaved from not only his running but from his obvious distress. “When did you find him?”

“Not that long ago. My headmistress offered him a biscuit. Well, two, actually.”

“You gave him something to eat?”

“It was just a biscuit from this morning.” What was wrong with this man?

The man’s anger flared, his voice rising with each word. “You should have brought him back immediately! You had no right to give him anything without my permission!”

Feeling the sting of his words, Grace’s brows furrowed, but she maintained her composure. “I apologize if we caused any worry, but we acted with the best intentions. My headmistress cared for many children at an orphanage in Independence—including myself. She is no stranger to caring for children.”

“I bought Henry a toy back at the fort, and I wanted to return him safely to his family.”

Henry tugged at his father’s sleeve as though he sensed the tension between his father and Grace.

“What is it, Henry?” his father asked.

He held up the wooden horse, pointing to it and then to Grace, repeating the pattern several times.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying, son.” The man shook his head, exhaling a deep breath as he rubbed his forehead and ran his hand through his hair. He glanced over his shoulder, groaning as another man approached.

“Where did you find him?” the other man asked.

“He was with this woman.” Henry’s father pointed toward Grace, and the second man blinked at her for a moment before smiling and stepping forward.

“Good morning, ma’am.” He outstretched his hand to shake hers. “Thank you for finding my grandson.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m Elijah Benson.”

“Grace Linwell.”

Henry tapped on his grandfather’s arm, then showed him the wooden horse and pointed to Grace.

“What is he trying to say?” Mr. Benson asked Henry’s father.

“I don’t know.”

“I think perhaps he’s trying to tell you I’m the one who bought him the toy.” Grace’s heart pounded. She spoke before her mind could think about the ramifications of telling Henry’s father she’d been the stranger who had purchased the toy. She didn’t know how he would react, and given how he’d already behaved, she braced herself for the inevitable.

“You did what? I thought Mr. Jones, the tent owner, gave it to him.” Henry’s father inhaled a deep breath, but before he could say another word, Mr. Benson slapped him on the back and slightly moved between Henry’s father and Grace.

“Well, what a lovely thing to do for the boy. I’m sure he’s grateful.” He turned to Henry’s father. “Wasn’t that nice of Miss Linwell?”

Henry’s father clenched his teeth and narrowed his eyes.

Mr. Benson gave an awkward chuckle and then looked back at Grace. “I’m sure my son-in-law will agree once he’s calmed down from thinking Henry was lost.”

I highly doubt it, Grace thought. Wait. Son-in-law? If he was married, where was his wife? Where was Henry’s mother? Did it even matter? No. It didn’t. Not at all.

Grace inhaled and exhaled a deep breath. “Well. It was nice to meet you. I should get back to my wagon.” She looked down at Henry, smiling. “Goodbye,” she whispered. “Enjoy the wooden horse.

The boy smiled, and before either Henry’s father or Mr. Benson could say another word, Grace turned and walked off.
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LUKE

Elijah let out a deep sigh as Miss Linwell walked away.

This isn’t going to be good, Luke thought.

Closing his eyes, Luke took a deep breath, bracing himself for the inevitable. He knew exactly what Elijah was going to say. It was the same predictable script that had played out time and time again whenever they crossed paths with a young woman who piqued Elijah’s interest.

Or, Luke should say, piqued Elijah’s interest for Luke.

Certainly, it wasn’t for himself.

Ever the perpetual bachelor after he’d left Sarah’s mother to join the army, Elijah never looked for a wife for himself. He was always on the search for a wife for Luke, and Luke didn’t know how many women he’d ‘found’ throughout the last year and a half since Sarah had died. It was the same story; again and again, he’d find the perfect woman, or at least he thought he did after he’d meticulously dissected her. From her beauty to whether or not she wanted a family to whether or not she believed in marriage—he would study every word she spoke, interpreting the smallest gestures as signs of potential romantic interest.

Luke couldn’t help but feel a twinge of annoyance bubbling up within him. “Elijah, please,” he said, his voice tinged with frustration. “Don’t say anything about Miss Linwell. I don’t need a running commentary on her, just like I don’t on any other woman you see. Not every interaction has to be about romantic prospects.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. When I see a pretty woman, I will tell you about the pretty woman. It’s as simple as that. I don’t know why you fight it so badly.” He waved his hand, and in his relentless enthusiasm, he brushed off Luke’s attempt to ward off the conversation before it started.

“I’m talking about how you keep trying to introduce me to women you think I should marry. Or you talk to me about women you think I should approach.”

“What’s the matter with that?”

“I don’t want to talk to these women.”

“And I don’t understand why. Don’t you get that beauty like that doesn’t come around often?”

“I understand that better than you think I do. I was married to your daughter, after all.”

“Yes, you were, and she was a sight to behold.” Elijah paused, glancing down at the ground for a moment. “But now she’s gone.”

Luke clenched his teeth again. He never liked how cavalier Elijah always was about Sarah’s death. He knew the man didn’t do it because he didn’t care about his daughter. That was just him. All the wars he’d fought in and all the sacrifices he’d made hardened him with notions that emotions weren’t anything he wanted to live by. It was as though he turned them off on purpose, and while Luke understood it, it still scratched at Luke’s last nerve.

“Did you not catch that she introduced herself as ‘Miss’?” Elijah continued. “Clearly, that means she’s unmarried. Perhaps she’s even, dare I say, waiting for some strong, caring man to come along and sweep her off her feet.” Elijah leaned toward Luke, jabbing Luke in the side with his elbow. A glint of mischief was etched in his smile.

Luke closed his eyes. While he had grown accustomed to Elijah’s unwarranted interference in his love life, that didn’t mean he welcomed the attempts. He didn’t want anyone else in his life, especially not another wife. The wounds from his past were still fresh, and the thought of marrying another . . . it just didn’t sit well in his gut.

Of course, he wasn’t a fool about it. He understood Elijah’s desire for him to find happiness—or at least he did a little, as Elijah hadn’t been shy about telling him the reasons. It was nice to know someone wanted to look out for him and help him move past the pain he had endured. But no matter the well-laid intentions, Luke still couldn’t shake the fear of repeating past mistakes, of subjecting himself to more heartbreak and loss.

He had loved once, passionately and deeply, only to have it torn away from him in the cruelest circumstances. The memory of his late wife, her laughter and gentle touch, still haunted him, and the pain of her absence lingered like an eternal ache in his soul. It almost felt like yesterday, even if it’d been a year and a half. Luke had accepted his fate, believing that he was destined to raise his son alone, to carry the weight of his grief until his last breath.

“If that is what she’s searching for, I wish her all the best in finding that man. Just so we are clear, that man isn’t me.”

Elijah exhaled a breath, closing his eyes as he shook his head. “Why do you have to be so difficult?”

“It’s a power I have, and I like to use it. If I don’t, then I fear it will fade.”

“Har. Har. Very funny.”

“Can we drop the subject?” Luke ran his hands through his hair and glanced at Henry walking alongside him. He didn’t want to talk about marrying another woman any more than he wanted Henry to hear about the idea. The boy had already lived through so much and didn’t need anything else thrown at him.

“All right. Fine. Subject dropped.” Elijah threw his hands up, letting them fall back to his side. “Except for just one more thing.”

Luke groaned. “What?”

“I think you should apologize to her.”

“Apologize? For what?”

“You were rude. She was just coming to find you so she could bring you Henry, and you weren’t nice. I know you were scared because you didn’t know where he was, but that doesn’t mean you are allowed to treat people rudely. You should apologize.”

Luke waved his hand. “I’m not going to do that. It’s over and done with, and it’s not like I’m ever going to see her again. It’s a moot point.”

“So . . . does that mean we aren’t joining the wagon train?”

Of course, Luke thought. Yet another topic I don’t wish to discuss.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Luke said.

“Why not?”

“I just don’t think we should involve ourselves in their problems. I have Henry to consider, and his safety is my priority. It should be yours, too.”

“Don’t think that it isn’t. What if these bandits don’t stop with this wagon train?”

“With all the supplies these people have, it would take weeks for the bandits to move on. By that time, we will almost be to Oregon.”

“Did you hear what you just said? I can’t believe you would leave these people to the wolves like that.”

“To protect my son, I would. And I would bet you anything that any father on this wagon train would agree with me and do the same.”

“I think we should join them.”

“And I don’t.”

“So what are we going to do? How are we going to decide.” Elijah stopped walking and stood rooted in one spot with his hands on his hips. A slight growl rumbled through his question.

Luke stopped and turned toward his father-in-law. “You know, there was one thing that Sarah and I always lived by. I don’t know where she came up with the idea, but it became an unspoken agreement between us.”

“And what was that?”

“No always wins.”

“What does that even mean?” Elijah cocked his head, furrowing his brow.

“Whoever says no to whatever we were trying to decide was the winner.”

“That doesn’t even make sense!” Elijah threw his hands up in the air again, letting them slap down against his sides again. “I think you’re just lying to me.”

“I’m not lying. It’s the truth.”

Luke turned around and motioned Henry to head back to their wagon. “Get in the wagon, son. We’re leaving.”

Elijah followed after them. “Luke, please think about this.” He darted around Luke, wedging himself between Luke and the wagon. His eyes pleaded, the desperation in his gaze evident. “Don’t you see? This is an opportunity for me, for you, and for Henry to find our place and make a difference. It’s a sign from God, a calling for us to stay. I don’t think Sarah would disagree with me on this.”

“You don’t know what she would agree or disagree with. You didn’t know her. Not like you think you did.”

“Yes, I did, too.”

Luke snorted. “Oh, yeah? How? You were gone for most of her life.”

“That was not by my choice.” Elijah lifted his hand, pointing a finger in Luke’s face. A glint of fire seemed to burn in his eyes.

“Your choice or not, it still happened. You were still gone.”

“I know. It’s a regret I’ll have forever and one I want to make right with Henry.” Elijah paused. “Which is why I want us to stay with this wagon train. It’s what . . . it’s what I think she’s calling us to do. I got to know her a lot that last year of her life while you were a Pinkerton, gone and doing your duty. It’s something I’m grateful for every day. You just don’t want to see it because you’ve hardened yourself to everything around you. You’ve hardened yourself to everything and everyone.”

“Sounds a lot like another man I know.”

“This isn’t about me. I’ve done the work. I’ve done my time hashing out the past with myself and forgiving all I couldn’t control, and I’ve made myself all right with God.”

Luke shook his head as weariness etched itself into his chest. He understood Elijah’s reasoning and unwavering belief that divine providence guided their every step. But Luke had always been a man of practicality, guided by a strong sense of responsibility. The risks involved in joining the wagon train and exposing Henry to the dangers ahead were simply too great.

“It’s not a good idea.” He grabbed onto the wagon’s side and hoisted himself to the buckboard, motioning Henry to follow him.

The boy shook his head and stepped away from the wagon.

“Henry, get in the wagon.”

The boy shook his head again.

“Looks like the no wins,” Elijah said.

“He’s not the only one saying no. I said no to staying.”

“And he’s saying no to going. Two against one. It’s a sign from God,” Elijah said. “We should stay with the wagon train.”

“I don’t want to hear anything more out of you,” Luke said to his father-in-law without taking his eyes off his son. His heart wavered, caught between the weight of his hesitation and the unexpected connection Henry had forged with Miss Linwell, a woman who was nothing more than a stranger to him. It was as if the universe had conspired to beckon them toward a different path than the one Luke had envisioned.

His mind swirled with doubts and fears, and he wanted nothing more than to refuse.

The ‘no’ wins.

Only it wasn’t his ‘no’ that seemed to be in the lead. Not anymore.

It was Henry’s saying no to leaving.

His son’s voice, which had been silent for so long, pierced Luke’s defenses. How could he deny Henry what he was so plainly asking for?

Reluctantly, Luke nodded. “All right. All right. We’ll stay with the wagon train if that’s what you want,” he said to Henry.

The boy nodded and smiled.

Luke pointed at Elijah. “But I don’t want anyone to know anything about my past. I don’t want them to know I was a Pinkerton. Do you understand me? Not a single word about what I used to do.”

“Why?”

“Because I just don’t need anyone knowing. Besides, I’m a rancher now. None of what I did in the past matters.”

Elijah held up his hands. “I promise, I’ll tell Mr. Mills not to say anything.” He paused, dropping one hand while he pointed at Luke with the other. “But you have to promise me something in return.”

“And what’s that?”

“You have to apologize to Miss Linwell.”
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The sun’s early rays stretched across the horizon, casting a warm orange glow over the wagon train as people prepared for the long journey ahead. Men secured the horses to the wagons, the women packed supplies, and the children laughed and ran about, capturing the energy of a new day.

Weston stood by his wagon, deep in thought. He adjusted his hat, thinking of his promise to Miss Callahan. The idea of talking to Mr. Scott about leaving the wagon train for California weighed heavily on him. He never liked getting involved in others’ affairs, especially when it was none of his business.

Taking a deep breath, he approached the Scotts’ wagon. Mrs. Scott shuffled from one side of the wagon to the other, packing what she could while her infant son rolled around on a blanket near where she was. Mr. Scott watched his son for a moment before he moved around the wagon, checking the wheels.

“Good morning, Mr. Scott,” Weston said, tipping his hat. “Mrs. Scott.”

Mrs. Scott smiled, her blue eyes wary, “Good morning, Mr. Mills.”

“Mr. Mills?” Mr. Scott stopped his work, straightening his shoulders. “What can I do for you this morning?”

Weston hesitated. This had been the part he’d dreaded the most. “I was just stopping by to see what . . . well, what you’re plans are. Miss Callahan said you were considering leaving the wagon train and heading to California.”

Mr. Scott’s smile faded. “Oh. Yeah. Well . . . we’ve been discussing the matter.” He motioned toward his wife with his chin. “I didn’t know that Miss Callahan was that concerned.” Mr. Scott looked at his wife, who glanced down at the ground and bit her lip.

She shrugged. “Winona is just scared for us. She doesn’t think we should leave with the bandits on our tail. She thinks it’s not safe for us, especially with Benjamin.”

Mr. Scott furrowed his brow. His jaw clenched, and he looked between his wife and Weston, then back to his wife.

“We don’t have to listen to her, Jasper,” Mrs. Scott said.

“It’s not that. I . . .” Mr. Scott turned to Weston. “What would you do, Mr. Mills? What would you do if one place was your dream, was everything you ever wanted, and suddenly you wondered if you should follow it or not?”

Weston cleared his throat. “I’m not of the mind to be telling other men what to do with their lives, Mr. Scott.”

“I’m not asking you what I should do; I’m asking you what you would do?”

Weston cleared his throat again. “Honestly? If it were me . . . just me . . . I’d go. But with a wife and young son . . . I don’t know that I would.”

Mr. Scott inhaled a deep breath, exhaling slowly. He dropped his gaze to the ground and then looked at his wife. “That was my thought as well.”

“But California is your dream, Jasper,” Mrs. Scott stepped toward her husband, reaching out and grabbing his arm. “It’s your dream for our future.”

“It was my dream. But not anymore. My dream is us. And if going to Oregon City and carving out a life there is what keeps us safe . . . then that’s what I want.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” He looked back at Weston. “I’ve made my decision. We’re staying with the wagon train.”

“All right.” Weston nodded. “We will leave as soon as everyone is ready.” As Weston turned to leave, he heard Mrs. Scott kiss her husband before trotting off, telling him she was going to go tell Miss Callahan the news.

GRACE

Love. Kindness. Compassion.

It’s said over and over again in the Bible.

Or at least it’s preached about in every sermon without fail.

Love. Kindness. Compassion.

We know we should show them. We know we should give them. We know we should strive for them.

So, why are they sometimes the hardest things for us?

Grace didn’t know how many times she’d heard those three words uttered from Pastor Levinson’s mouth since they left Missouri. A dozen? Two dozen? How many weeks had they been on the trail to Oregon? It was that many, whatever the number was. She’d lost count and, right now, didn’t have the mind to figure it out.

No matter how many times, though, she could always look inside her memories and hear the pastor teaching his countless lessons, telling them to treat others as they would want to be treated, to offer understanding instead of judgment, and to remember that even in the face of rudeness and hostility, we are called to respond with grace and dignity.

“You are called to show love, kindness, and compassion,” he always said.

And Grace always knew what he said to be true.

Just like she knew it to be true, He also called them to forgive.

God’s word was always a refuge and guiding light amidst the darkness. In His teachings, she found the strength to rise above the rudeness surrounding her. From people who judged her for being an orphan to those who passed on adopting her for one reason or another, and to even her own mother and grandparents who threw her away because her mere presence would tarnish their lives, she always forgave and thought about them with love, kindness, and compassion. Perhaps those who judged her were having a bad day. Perhaps those who didn’t want to adopt her weren’t the family God meant for her. Perhaps her mother and grandparents had reasons outside of the superficial ones they let on—ones that made their choice more understandable.

Someone had once told her that it was brave of her to extend forgiveness, let go of any bitterness that crept in, and choose kindness instead. Sometimes, she wondered if that was true, and sometimes, she wondered if those saying that just hadn’t even known forgiveness themselves. Of course, it was easy to be wounded by the sharp words of others, to let their negativity seep into our hearts and cloud our thoughts. However, it is through the wisdom of His word that we learn to respond to hostility with gentleness and to meet harshness with understanding.

As Grace sat in the swaying wagon, she was consumed with thoughts of Henry’s father’s rudeness again. Surely, it stemmed from a place of fear or misunderstanding, right? He had thought he’d lost his son. What father wouldn’t be beside himself and not thinking rationally? Maybe he even carried burdens she could not fathom, wounds that had yet to heal.

If that were the case, he would need kindness, compassion, and forgiveness.

Even if his rudeness had been a little harsh.

Grace continued thinking about what had happened with Henry the other day as she sat on the buckboard. The wagon creaked and bounced along the rugged trail, rolling through the tall grass, over rocks, and through divots. The frontier unfolded before her, and the vast expanse of untamed wilderness stretched out in every direction, with rolling hills and jagged mountain peaks piercing the sky. The vibrant green of the grass contrasted with the dusty brown of the dirt road, and the air carried a crisp freshness that invigorated her senses.

It had been a near-perfect afternoon, and it was set to be a near-perfect evening.

“I’m glad Cora and Jasper decided to stay with us and head to Oregon.” Winona broke the silence between them as she sat beside Grace, clutching the reins to the horses. She pulled on one and then the other, guiding them around a slight bend in the trail.

“I am, too.” Grace glanced at the headmistress. “Did Cora tell you what changed their minds?”

“She said Jasper was the one to change his mind. He told her he didn’t want to risk leaving the safety of the wagon train with Benjamin. Perhaps one day, they will get to California. But it won’t be now.”

Grace turned her head, and her attention was pulled from the vast landscape to the headmistress’ words. She knew the decision hadn’t been easy for Cora and Jasper to make, especially when they thought their shared dreams were the future they would live in.

Grace supposed that was just another twist in life, though. Change was the only constant and one she’d come to know a little more than she might desire to know. Of course, some change was good. Like deep down, she knew that leaving Independence and going to Oregon had been the right choice, no matter the hardships they’d had to endure. But she also was no stranger to times when change was hard.

She shifted uncomfortably on the worn wooden buckboard as her thoughts returned to Henry’s father.

“So, what did you think of the boy’s father? What was his name again?” Winona asked.

“The boy? Henry.”

“And the father?”

“I don’t know. He never introduced himself. Mr. Benson is the man who was with them. He is Henry’s grandfather, and he said Henry’s father’s father-in-law.”

“Father-in-law?” Winona looked at Grace, raising one eyebrow. “He’s married?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see a woman with them.”

“That is odd.” Winona’s brow furrowed, and a slight distance glazed over her eyes as though her thoughts distracted her.

Grace shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t care to know anything about him. Not if he’s married or what he does for a living. Nothing. The man has been insufferably rude.”

“Well, I’m sure that he was worried that his son was missing. Although, I don’t think that excuses a man for bad behavior. Still, I doubt he was thinking clearly.”

As Winona continued to talk, her voice faded into the background, mere background noise to Grace’s troubled mind. She stole glances at the back of the wagon in front of them, imagining the faces of all those they traveled with. They had all left behind their familiar lives, venturing into the unknown in search of a brighter future. They had all faced strife, and every day was a new day of unknown dangers. Yet, none of the men acted as Henry’s father had.

The wagon train continued its steady march, and as Grace looked out upon the wilderness, the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves approached, drawing her attention to the figure on horseback riding up alongside the wagon. Grace’s heart skipped a beat as she recognized Henry’s father.

“Good day, ladies,” he said.

“Good day, sir.” Winona glanced over and smiled. “Pleasant day for a ride.”

“That it is.” He looked at the trail ahead before looking at the women again. “My name is Mr. Luke Dawson, by the way. I’m Henry’s father.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Dawson. I’m Miss Winona Callahan, and this is—”

“Miss Linwell. Yes, I remember from the other day.” Although he interrupted Winona, Grace got the impression that she didn’t mind.

“It’s nice to see you again, Miss Linwell.” Mr. Dawson nodded toward her, and she cleared her throat.

“You, too.”

They stared at one another, and while Grace wanted to know what he wanted, she wasn’t about to ask.

Hesitation seemed to hitch in his chest, and it wasn’t until after he inhaled a deep breath that he finally spoke. “I meant to find you earlier, Miss Linwell, so I could apologize for my rudeness the other day.”

“I’m sure you were just scared for your son,” Winona said, leaning around Grace.

“Yes, I was, but that still doesn’t give me the right to act as I did. I owe Miss Linwell an apology for my behavior. I let my prejudices cloud my judgment, and for that, I am deeply sorry.”

A flutter of unease rested in Grace’s chest, and she clutched her hands in her lap, digging her fingernails into her palm to distract her mind. “I appreciate your apology, Mr. Dawson. I think it was a difficult encounter for all of us, and I understand the reasons behind it.”

“Thank you for understanding.” Mr. Dawson looked around the frontier around them again, and although Grace thought he would leave, having said his piece, he didn’t.

“Is there something else you wish to say, Mr. Dawson?” she asked. A small part of her prayed he would say no and be on his way.

He hesitated again, clearing his throat. “There is. While spending time with Henry, I’m sure you noticed he doesn’t speak.”

“Yes, we did notice it.”

“He wasn’t born a mute. He stopped speaking a while ago after my wife . . . after his mother died. It’s a condition that has troubled me, and I do not know how to make it easier or better for him.”

Ah. His wife died, Grace through. It made more sense now why a woman wasn’t traveling with him, but his father-in-law was.

“I’m not sure I can help you with that, Mr. Dawson. I wouldn’t know what to do for him.” She looked at Winona, and Winona shrugged, shaking her head as though she was silently telling Grace she wouldn’t know what to do either.

“Well, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but you already have done something for him. He seems to have taken a liking to you.”

Grace’s eyes widened, and her heart thumped. “I’m fond of him too. But I’m still a stranger to him.”

“I don’t think he sees you that way. He finds comfort in your presence, and your companionship seems to have sparked something within him. I’ve come here to ask if you would be willing to spend time with Henry to help him find his voice again.”

Grace’s mind reeled. She had never imagined that her interactions with the boy held such significance or such a profound impact on his well-being, and as the weight of the responsibility settled upon her, she was at a loss for words.

She glanced at Winona, searching for guidance, finding reassurance in the headmistress’ encouraging smile.

“I think it would be good for the both of you,” Winona whispered.

Grace nodded, then turned back to Mr. Dawson. “I would be honored to help with Henry, Mr. Dawson. If my presence brings him joy and a chance to heal, I am more than willing to be there for him.”

Mr. Dawson’s eyes glistened with gratitude, and he smiled. “Thank you, Miss Linwell. Your kindness means more to me than words can express, especially how I behaved . . .”

“Don’t worry about it, Mr. Dawson. It’s all forgiven and forgotten.”

“Thank you.” He tipped his hat and turned his horse, cueing it back in the direction he had come from.

“Well, well, well. That’s an interesting turn of events,” Winona said.

Grace closed her eyes. “It is. However, I don’t need you getting any ideas, Winona.”

“And what ideas could I possibly get?” She brushed her hand against her chest, lightening her voice as though she was trying to be as innocent as she could.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about, Miss I-play-matchmaker-every-chance-I-get. Nothing is going on between Mr. Dawson and me, so just get that thought out of your mind.”

“I didn’t have any thoughts at all.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Well, it’s the truth. I didn’t think anything of the sort.” Winona lifted her chin, angling her face toward the sky as though she thought the movement would be another way to prove her innocence.

“I’m only going to spend time with Henry to help Henry. That’s all.”

“I know.”

“And it doesn’t matter that Mr. Dawson isn’t married after all.”

“I know that too.”

Grace looked at Winona out of the corner of her eye. She wanted to believe the headmistress didn’t have something up her sleeve, yet she also couldn’t deny the nagging feeling that Winona was just saying things she thought Grace wanted to hear.

The only thing Grace could do, however, was pray that her gut was wrong.


SEVEN
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LUKE


Luke and Elijah rode side by side as they navigated the rugged terrain. The early morning sunlight filtered through the thick canopy of trees, casting a dappled pattern on their faces.

Elijah glanced at Luke and chuckled. “Did I have a good idea or what?”

“I don’t want to hear about it.”

“Oh, come on. It was perfect. You already know Henry is fond of Miss Linwell, and she told you she would help. I think asking her to watch him today while we ride out with Mr. Mills was the best idea I’ve had since . . . well, since I had the idea of asking to join this wagon train. Man, I’m just full of great ideas. You should listen to me more often.”

“Nope.” Luke shook his head. “That’s the last thing I need to do.”

Elijah laughed. “You’ll see. You’ll be singing a different tune by the end of the day.”

Luke ignored his father-in-law, turning his attention toward the forest around them. This wasn’t an early morning pleasure ride. They were looking for any sign that the bandits were still following the wagon train.

It didn’t take long before several of the other men began shouting, and while Elijah continued to prattle on about how he was the king of ideas, Luke cued his horse in the men’s direction, weaving through the brush until he came upon the small clearing of abandoned campfires. Luke climbed off and strode over to one, crouching before he laid his hands on the stones resting around what was left of the kindling. They were still warm to the touch, and the scent of burning wood lingered slightly in the air.

“How long do you think it’s been since they’ve been here?” Elijah asked.

“About an hour. Give or take.”

“How do you know that?” a man from the wagon train asked Luke. He and the other men rode up to the campfire and halted their horses around it.

Luke glanced at him, then back at the stones. He closed his eyes for a moment, and as he opened them, he wished he hadn’t said a word. The less he had to explain himself, the better. He didn’t need someone to find out who he was or what he’d done in his life. “Someone taught me a long time ago how to tell.”

The man looked at Mr. Mills, giving the wagon master an odd look.

Mr. Mills cleared his throat. “Mr. Campbell, this is Mr. Dawson. He’s a rancher who joined us with his son and father-in-law.” Mr. Mills pointed to Elijah, who nodded and glanced at Luke as if silently scolding him for not telling anyone about his past.

Elijah pulled his horse alongside Mr. Mills. “Elijah Benson. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Mr. Mills pointed back toward the men and the four others standing with him. “That’s Mr. Campbell, Mr. Scott, Dr. Evans—the doctor on the wagon train, Mr. Dunning, and Mr. Stonemill.”

All of the men nodded toward one another, then Elijah said. “We’re sorry we haven’t made your acquaintance before now. My son-in-law likes to keep to himself, I’m afraid.” A slight chuckle whispered from his lips, and Luke ignored the subtle dig.

“So, what do you think, Mr. Dawson?” Mr. Mills asked. “Do you think they are still close by?”

“It’s hard to say which way they went. There are tracks all over the camp going in different directions.”

“Do you know how many there are?”

“That’s hard to say too. But I would guess a dozen, maybe two.”

“A dozen wouldn’t be so bad,” Mr. Stonemill glanced at the wagon master. “There are fourteen men traveling in the wagon train, Mr. Mills.”

“I’m aware of that. But it could be a dozen, but it could be two, just like Mr. Dawson said. If it is two, then we’re outnumbered.”

“Not by much.”

“Outnumbered is outnumbered. Not to mention, these men are experienced. They know how and when to hit the wagon trains when the men are caught off guard.”

“So, what do you think we should do?” Mr. Campbell asked.

Mr. Mills looked at Luke, and Luke stood, turning away from the men. He moved a few steps toward his horse, and as he climbed in the saddle, Mr. Mills came up alongside him.

“What should we do, Mr. Dawson.”

So much of Luke wanted to tell the wagon master to figure it out on his own. Wasn’t that his job? But he also knew that he had a son to protect, and there wasn’t a man on this wagon train who knew more about the situation—and how to remedy it—than he did.

Luke stared at Mr. Mills, hesitating on the truth he knew he had to say. “Be ready. Wherever they are right now, they aren’t that far from the wagon train if this is their camp. It would be best if you got back. Keep everyone close and on the lookout.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’ll ride around and see if I can find them or anything else.”

“You’re going to take on a dozen or two men by yourself?”

Luke looked at Elijah, who snorted while still on his horse beside the wagon master on the other side.

“He’s done it before. Several times,” Elijah said.

Luke glanced over his shoulder at the wagon master. “I’ll see you at camp in a few hours.”

“All right.” Mr. Mills turned toward the other men. “Let’s head back to camp.”

“Isn’t he coming with us?” Mr. Campbell asked.

“Nah. He’s going to look around some more.”

Mr. Campbell’s eyes narrowed, and he cocked his head. “Rancher, huh?”

Luke inhaled a deep breath, letting it out as he shrugged. “Bandits love cattle.”

Mr. Campbell narrowed his eyes again but didn’t say anything else. Before any of the other men could question him, Luke cued his horse through the brush and out of sight. Elijah followed close behind, and as his father-in-law caught up, Luke looked at him again. “I can’t believe you think this was a good idea.”
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GRACE

The early morning sun rose over the camp as Grace walked beside Henry. Mr. Dawson and the rest of the men had left earlier that morning to go hunting and searching for any evidence of the bandits following them, and he had asked Grace to look after Henry.

She agreed, and although there was a slight heaviness to her heart this morning, there was also a little comfort with the boy’s company. He was like a little adventure friend, even though he was also clouded in a cloak of mystery. She thought about how Mr. Dawson had said he hadn’t spoken since his mother died. But what he hadn’t mentioned was how she died. Had she gotten ill or died during childbirth? From the sound of it, it hadn’t been that long ago, so was there a sibling that had died with her?

Grace wanted to ask Henry all the questions that had crossed her mind, yet she knew she couldn’t. And not simply because he wouldn’t answer her even if she did, but because it wasn’t her place. No matter how much she longed to hear his voice or understand the depths of his silence.

“Are you enjoying the trail, Henry?” she asked as they walked together.

Henry turned his head to face her, and his deep blue eyes met her gaze. He nodded slowly with a faint smile playing on his lips.

“And riding in the wagon? Do you like it?” she asked.

Henry nodded again, his eyes lighting up with a spark of enthusiasm.

“So, it’s been fun?”

He nodded.

Grace couldn’t help but smile in response, even though all she wanted was for him to speak. She wondered what she had done or said to make him talk that day and wondered if just asking him questions would eventually do the trick or if it had to be the right kind of question.

“Do you have fun when we camp?” she asked.

Henry nodded again, and a more pronounced smile crossed his face. Grace felt a warmth blossom in her chest, a glimmer of progress in her quest to reach him.

“Care to tell me what you like most?” She glanced over at him, raising one eyebrow while she waited to see if it would work. Noticing a hint of readiness glinting in his eyes, for a moment, she thought it might.

It was a hope that was soon dashed as instead of opening his mouth, he clamped his lips tight and shook his head.

“That’s all right. If you’re not ready to tell me, I understand.” She inhaled a deep breath. “I want you to know that I’m not going to ask you why you won’t speak or try to make you do it. I just want you to know I’m here for you, no matter what. All right?”

Henry’s gaze lingered on her for a moment as though he understood the depth of her words. Grace could see a flicker of appreciation in his eyes, a silent acknowledgment that he felt seen and understood.

She decided to broach a different subject. “Do you enjoy traveling with your grandfather?”

Henry nodded.

“He seems like a nice man. Although,” she snorted, “it also seems like he and your father don’t get along.”

Henry giggled and shook his head. His face lit up with his mirth, and Grace couldn’t help but chuckle along with him.

Grace noticed Harper and the other children waiting eagerly as they approached the wagon. Harper’s eyes brightened when she spotted them, and she trotted toward them with a slight bounce in her step. Grace knew that ‘bounce’ well and that Harper had an idea up her sleeve.

“We’re going down to the river for another school lesson. Do you want to join us?” Harper asked. She raised one eyebrow, giving Grace a wink.

“Um, I don’t—”

“Let me rephrase that. We’re going to the river for another school lesson, and you two are coming with us.” Harper cocked her head to the side, raising both eyebrows as though she meant to convey that she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Henry’s eyes widened, and a spark of excitement danced in them as a broad smile etched across his face. He bounced a little on his toes, looking from Grace to Harper to the other children, and then repeated the pattern. Grace glanced at him and smiled, realizing that this might be the opportunity they both needed – a chance to engage with others and forget their troubles for a while.

It might even help him get back to talking again.

Surely, the other children would ask him questions. Perhaps if they did, he might be more inclined to answer them.

“Do you want to join them?” she asked, already knowing the answer but asking anyway, just in case.

He nodded, bouncing a little more on his toes.

“Well, I guess we’re going then.” She heaved a sigh and motioned toward Harper. “Lead the way, teacher.”
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The children finally arrived at the river, and their laughter and chatter filled the air. The sparkling water flowed gently over the rocks, pooling in a spot just beyond the sandy beach, and while the water seemed to invite them to dip their toes and escape the sun’s heat, Harper had them gather around her instead.

“All right, children, today we are going to learn a little more about life around rivers and streams, such as the different fish and plant life. So, gather around.”

All the children moved toward her, and although Henry stayed close to Grace, it seemed that after a few minutes, he couldn’t help himself. He just had to be near the others. He glanced over his shoulder several times, watching her as he inched toward them.

Andrew Stonemill was the first to take notice of him, and as the young Stonemill boy turned toward Henry, he smiled. “Hey. What’s your name?” Andrew asked.

Henry’s eyes widened, a flicker of panic dancing in their depths. He looked at Grace, seeking reassurance or guidance. Sensing his unease, Grace stepped forward and smiled at Andrew.

“His name is Henry,” she said for him. “Henry Dawson.”

“How old are you?” Andrew asked Henry.

Henry held up his hands, showing seven fingers.

“Oh.” Andrew looked at Henry and then at Grace. “Does he not like to talk?”

Grace glanced up at Harper, praying her friend would see the unspoken plea for help. Harper moved over toward Henry, laying her hands on his shoulders.

“Children, I’m sorry. I forgot to introduce the new boy we have on the wagon train. This is Henry Dawson. He’s traveling with his father and grandfather, and he’s seven years old.”

“Does he speak?” Andrew asked again.

Harper and Grace exchanged glances, and Harper’s grip tightened around Henry’s shoulders as though she meant to comfort him.

“No. He doesn’t. But that doesn’t mean you can’t ask him questions.”

Andrew Stonemill and Jacob Dunning looked at each other. By the look on their faces, Grace could tell their young minds were struggling to comprehend why someone wouldn’t want to speak.

Andrew’s eyes widened, and he piped up, unable to contain his curiosity. “Why doesn’t he like to speak? Can he speak at all?”

Grace knelt at their eye level, her voice gentle as she answered their questions. “Well, Andrew, Jacob, some people don’t like speaking. It doesn’t mean they can’t. Henry can speak if he wants to. He’s just choosing not to right now.”

The children stared at Henry, their gazes fixed on him as if expecting him to break his silence at any moment. Grace could see Henry’s discomfort growing with a mixture of vulnerability and the weight of their expectations burdening him.

Grace looked at Harper again. “What are we learning about today, Miss McCall?”

“Ah. Right. Let’s return to the lesson now that we have met Henry.” Harper clasped her hands together and moved a bit away from the children, distracting all of them as she called their attention to her instead of Henry.

Do you remember the lesson several weeks ago when we learned about how rivers help the land? We’re going to continue learning about them. Who can tell me what they learned about last time?”

Distracted by their teacher, the children all turned their attention, calling out answers to Harper’s question about how the rivers and streams provide the plants and animals with much-needed water.”

“There’s also this thing . . . what was it called?”

“Erosion,” Harper corrected. “All right. I want everyone to walk around the riverbank and collect rocks. Find the most interesting rocks you can find.”

“Shall we go find some rocks?” Grace asked Henry.

Nodding to her, his mood seemed to shift, and the discomfort was forgotten as he listened to Harper’s excited explanation. Grace smiled at him, relieved to see a glimmer of ease return to his features.

As the group dispersed along the riverbank, searching for rocks and discovering the wonders of nature, Grace led Henry away from the group. She watched him closely, and while his gaze fluttered around the river, she couldn’t help but feel his sense of wonder. He smiled and pointed at everything from a simple tuft of grass to a large boulder under a tree. His curiosity was unlike any child she’d ever known at the orphanage, and she hoped and prayed that perhaps, through the simple joys of exploration, he would find his voice once more.

Grace strolled along behind him as he scanned the ground for interesting stones. The air was filled with sounds of nature—birds chirping, leaves rustling, and the gentle rush of the water mere feet from them. She looked over her shoulder, watching the other children do the same for a moment before her gaze drifted out to the vast frontier around them. There hadn’t been any part of the trail that hadn’t been beautiful in her eyes. Even through the strife, she’d always loved the scenery, from the mountains to the grassy plains. No matter what was happening on the wagon train, there was always a calm to the country around them. Sure, they had endured a storm or two throughout their journey, and one they worried would kill them all. But outside of that, the trail had been nothing more than a future standing with its arms wide open, waiting to welcome them.

She turned back toward Henry as he brushed aside a large tuft of grass. He froze, staring at the ground. Before she could ask him what was wrong, he started screaming at the top of his lungs.

“What is it?” She darted for him. Her heart was hammering against her chest as she wrapped her arms around Henry and pulled him tight into her. His body trembled, and he continued screaming like someone was trying to kill him.

“What was it?” Grace kept asking between her reassurances that everything was all right and she was with him. “Shh, Henry,” she whispered, her voice a delicate murmur. “It’s all right. You’re safe now. You’re with me, and I won’t let anything harm you.”

Harper and the other children ran over to them.

“What happened?” Harper asked.

“I don’t know. He was looking through the grass over there, and then he just started screaming.”

“Do you think a snake bit him?”

Grace sucked in a breath, and she pulled away from him. He screamed harder, waving his arms as he clawed at her, trying to get back into her arms. “Henry, I’ve got to check you for a snake bite. Hold on.” Although he continued to fight with her, she checked his legs and arms, finding nothing that looked like a bite wound. “I don’t think he was bitten,” she said to Harper.

A few of the boys ran toward the patch of grass Grace had pointed to. Before Harper or Grace could tell them to stop, they brushed the blades of grass.

“It’s a rabbit!” Andrew Stonemill shouted. “It’s a dead rabbit.”

Grace and Harper looked at one another, and Harper rushed over to where the boys were, inspecting what they’d found.

“It is a dead rabbit,” she said.

Grace wrapped her arms around Henry once more, drawing him close. She continued to whisper in his ear, trying to calm him down. She rubbed her hands over his head, trying to soothe his fear. Her mind raced, searching for any clue or understanding that might shed light on the cause of his reaction.

“It’s just a dead rabbit, Henry. That’s all it is. It won’t hurt you. I swear to you that it won’t hurt you.” Gently brushing a strand of his tousled hair away from his face, she spoke softly. “It’s not going to hurt you. I promise.”

Slowly, Henry’s sobs began to subside, replaced by deep, shuddering breaths that gradually calmed his racing heartbeat. His tear-streaked face turned to her, and her heart ached at the weight of his unspoken pain and the burden he carried within. She longed to unravel the mysteries of his silence, to guide him through the labyrinth of his fears, and lead him towards healing.

Henry clung to her, whimpering and then sobbing again.

“I think I’m going to take him back to the wagon,” she said to Harper.

“Probably a good idea.”

“I don’t know why the rabbit scared him so bad.”

“And you might never know.” Harper shrugged. “Do you want me to come with you?”

Grace shook her head. “There is no need. Winona will help me if I need something.” Grace stood, scooping Henry into her arms. He held onto her with a grip so tight she worried it might suffocate her.

She made her way back to the wagon, ignoring the people that had come out to see what the commotion was. A few of the women even asked if he was all right, and after she nodded, they left her to her business. With each step, Henry’s grip loosened, his tears drying on his cheeks as he surrendered to the exhaustion accompanying such emotional upheaval. By the time she made it to the wagon, he was asleep with his head resting on her shoulder.

“Is everything all right?” Winona asked.

“I think so.” Grace let out a breath, looking up at the sky. She didn’t even know where she would begin to tell the story to her headmistress about what had happened.

“Why aren’t you with Harper and the other children?”

“He saw a dead rabbit and . . . well, it upset him.”

“Upset him? How?”

“He was screaming and crying, and it took me a long time to calm him down. I don’t know why.”

“He did that after seeing a dead rabbit?”

“Yes. I kept telling him it was dead and he wouldn’t hurt him, but he wouldn’t stop.”

“That’s odd. I could understand if he thought it was alive and going to hurt him, but if it was dead . . .”

“I know. I don’t understand either.” She bent down, laying Henry on a blanket near the campfire. He rolled over on his side, curling up in a ball as though he was still instinctively trying to protect himself even in his sleep.


EIGHT
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GRACE


As evening settled upon the camp, Grace sat beside Henry, watching over him as he slept, woke up, ate the supper that Winona had prepared, and finally settled down by the fire, playing with his wooden horse.

Moonlight cast long shadows across the wagon, and as the evening hours wore on, Grace could only cling to the idea that tomorrow would be a new day.

“I’m going to visit with Lark,” Winona said, finishing the last of the dishes they’d used for supper. “The men should be back soon. Hopefully, it’s a good sign they’ve been gone all day.” A slight chuckle whispered through Winona’s words, and before Grace could say anything, she walked off, leaving Grace and Henry behind at camp.

She watched him play for several minutes until she couldn’t hold her questions in any longer. “So,” she said, catching the boy’s attention. “Aside from the rabbit, which I won’t discuss, did you have fun with the other children?”

He looked at her momentarily, then glared at the ground with hesitation. Her stomach twisted. She never meant to hurt the boy. She only wanted to encourage him to meet the other children and perhaps form friendships.

“I’m sorry if you didn’t.”

He looked at her again and nodded.

“Are you nodding because you did have fun?” she asked.

He nodded again, and a sliver of hope flickered in the darkness.

“Well, that’s good. Maybe you could spend more time with the other boys in the camp.”

Although he continued to nod, he also shrugged.

One step at a time, she thought.

She continued to watch the boy play until, finally, she heard horses’ footsteps on the ground approaching the wagon, and as she looked up and noticed Mr. Dawson, he wasted no time climbing off the horse and making his way over to Grace and Winona’s wagon.

He emerged through the darkness, and as soon as Henry saw his father, the boy ran for the safety of Mr. Dawson’s arms. The force of his son’s impact against his body made Mr. Dawson grunt, and he looked down at the boy for a second, finally taking notice of the reason for Henry’s haste.

Henry was still upset.

“Hello to you too, son. What happened? What’s the matter?”

Henry shook his head and buried his face in his father’s hip. Mr. Dawson looked over his shoulder at Mr. Benson and then at Grace. He raised one eyebrow. “Miss Linwell?”

Grace rose to her feet, clasping her hands in front of her as she approached the father and grandfather. “There was an incident when we joined the other children for their school lesson today.”

“An incident? What kind of an incident?” Mr. Dawson glanced at Mr. Benson again, and the grandfather nodded as though understanding an unspoken request. He grabbed Henry, squeezing the boy into a tight hug.

“Why don’t we go back to the wagon and start on supper?” Mr. Benson asked Henry.

Henry nodded, and the two walked off.

“So, what happened?” Mr. Dawson’s voice was edged with tension, his eyes searching hers for answers. “Were the other children mean to him?”

“No. No, that’s not what it was. They were welcoming, and I think he enjoyed being around them. They asked him questions and wondered why he didn’t speak, but I don’t think they made him uncomfortable. The truth is, I think it would be good for Henry to spend time with them.”

“So, then, what was the incident?”

“Henry got upset when he saw a dead rabbit by the river. It frightened him deeply, and he had a strong reaction to it. I tried my best to console him and bring him back to a calm place, but the only thing that worked was holding him close and bringing him back to the wagon. He took a nap and ate and seemed to be better, but the way he screamed when he saw the rabbit . . . I’ve never heard a child scream like that.”

Mr. Dawson’s face shifted, and Grace could sense a lingering pain dwelling within his soul. She gathered her courage and asked the question that burned within her, desperate for understanding.

“What happened to Henry, Mr. Dawson?” Grace’s voice trembled with fear and compassion as she searched for a glimpse into the darkness that haunted their young companion.

Mr. Dawson’s gaze dropped, a heaviness settling upon his shoulders. After a moment, he looked up, his eyes filled with a depth of sorrow that seemed to transcend time itself. His voice was quiet, tinged with indescribable anguish.

“Henry watched his mother die.”

Grace’s breath caught in her throat, and the wilderness around them spun. She struggled to find her voice, to offer some solace or words of comfort, but the magnitude of the revelation silenced her. At that moment, she understood the depths of the wounds that haunted the young boy.

Tears welled in Grace’s eyes as she reached out to touch Mr. Dawson’s arm gently. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Dawson.”

“Since that day, Henry hasn’t spoken. We’ve tried everything, but he remains trapped within his own silence.”

“I can’t imagine the pain that he endured . . . that you’ve both endured.” While part of her wanted to ask the slew of questions rolling through her mind, she didn’t think now would be a good time to ask. “I don’t know what else to say other than I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“I would love to continue spending time with Henry if you wish me to. He’s such a wonderful little boy.”

“I would like that very much. Your presence in his life means more than you’ll ever know.”

“Well, please know that I feel the same.” She brushed her fingers across her chest. “How did the hunting trip go today?”

“Decent.”

“That’s good, I suppose.”

“I should get back to my wagon to make sure Henry is all right.” Mr. Dawson hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll see you later.”

“Of course. Yes. I hope he has a better night.”

As Grace watched Mr. Dawson walk away, emotions swirled within her. Hearing Henry’s tragic past had not only been one she didn’t expect to hear, but it had also shattered the veil of mystery in a way that broke her heart. The weight of the father and son’s grief and the shadows that haunted them stirred a sense of trepidation within her. Questions gnawed at her, demanding answers about his wife’s untimely demise. But alongside her curiosity, a sense of fear took hold.

What will happen now, she wondered.
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LUKE

Love and loss.

Two words that should never be uttered together.

And yet, somehow, they always seem to go hand in hand whether we want them to or not.

Like intertwined threads, they were the yin and yang of life, the bitter and the sweet, and the joy and the sorrow. There is always a profound beauty in the human experience of love. Love has the power to elevate us, to provoke the spark of passion, and ignite the flames of devotion. It can make us feel invincible like we can conquer the world. We find comfort, understanding, and a sense of belonging in love’s embrace. It molds us, shapes us, and brings out the best parts of who we are.

But love is not without its shadows, for love also comes with the inevitable presence of loss, as the impermanence of life reminds us that nothing lasts forever. Where there is great love, there is also the potential for great pain, reminding us daily that loss is a silent companion of love, waiting patiently in the wings, ready to enter when the time is right.

Just as in love, the loss comes in different forms—over time, the ending of relationships or the departure of loved ones from our lives. When loss arrives, it pierces our hearts, leaving behind an ache we don’t know if we can endure.

Left to these ruins, we find ourselves navigating a landscape of grief, wrestling with the void left by what once was. It is in these moments that we come face to face with the fragility of our existence, realizing that love, in all its beauty, can also break us.

And that was where Luke dwelled.

In the broken.

He’d met his fair share of people who had told him that one day, even amidst the pain, he would find strength in his memories. “Echoes of love that linger long after the physical presence is gone,” they would say. “We learn to cherish the moments we had, to honor the love we shared, and to carry it with us as we continue on.”

Luke snorted. Continue, he thought. Continue with what?

Luke detoured away from the wagons on his way back to his after speaking with Grace. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to rush back to Henry, but he just needed a moment. He stood beneath the vast night sky, his eyes tracing the constellations sparkling against the black velvet. Cackling campfires burned around the camp, and each one cast a warm glow, and their flickering light mirrored the turbulence in his soul.

He thought of Sarah and what happened. He thought of Henry and what he’d seen. Then he thought of Miss Linwell and how he had wanted to tell her more than he had and yet didn’t at the same time.

He’d always thought of himself as a strong man. A man who could face anything life had to throw at him. He looked down more gun barrels than he could count and still walked away without the tiniest bit of tremble to his body. He also fought off more men than he wanted to think about and had been physically and mentally taken to the edge more than anyone could fathom. He handled it all.

And even that day when he walked into the house and found his wife and son . . .

He thought he’d handled it as best as any man would have.

So, why was it now that he felt as though he could break at any moment?

“Pray,” he heard a voice whisper. Although no one was around him, he heard it a second time, then a third, and closed his eyes.

It had been so long since I’d done that very thing, he thought. I’m not sure I even know how to anymore.

Sarah had always been the one to drag them to church. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go, but it was more that time never seemed to allow him. Not to mention, although he’d brought more criminals—and sinners—to justice, he’d also killed men. Sure, they’d committed crimes, but he still took their lives.

How could he shoot a man down one day and go to church the next?

“Just pray,” the voice whispered again.

“Fine,” he muttered. “Lord, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say. I’m not sure there is anything for me to say. I haven’t been the best man. I’ve loved my family, but I’ve also done wrong. I’m at a loss what to do, though, and I just . . . I need your help. Please tell me there’s still a chance for me, for my boy. He’s such a good boy.”

Luke paused, taking a deep breath as he glanced at the sky again. “I want to do right by him. He deserves it. You know how deeply I loved Sarah. Her presence kept me whole; it brought a beacon of light to my life, and the void she left behind sometimes feels insurmountable—the memories we shared and the dreams we nurtured together remain etched upon me. I don’t know how to do this without her, and I fear I could rob Henry of having a mama by not finding another wife. I need to know if I need to stop being so hardheaded. Help me know what to do.”

A gentle breeze rustled through the prairie grass, and Luke closed his eyes. Was that the sign he needed? And if it was, what did it mean? Was he supposed to find love and happiness again?

“I don’t know what that means, Lord.” He paused as a slight chuckle whispered through his words. “Am I even supposed to?”

His mind drifted back to the warmth of Elijah’s words, the persistence in his father-in-law’s eyes. “Elijah believes that I can love again. I don’t want to admit this, but I know You already know he thinks highly of Miss Linwell. I know Henry does, too, and I suppose I’m starting to. But it’s difficult to think about loving someone else.”

He dropped his gaze to the ground.

“I don’t know anything about her. She seems lovely, and she’s pretty. Is she . . . would she even like a man like me?”

There.

He said it.

The one question that had held him back from even speaking to a woman he didn’t know how many times before. He’d always tried to push it from his mind, never allowing himself to think about the question, let alone ask it.

“I hope You can help me answer that. I know Your love surpasses all understanding, and Your grace is sufficient, even in the darkest of nights. Please help me find solace in Your arms, to trust that You have a purpose for my life, even amid this pain and all my questions.”

A sense of surrender washed over Luke as he took several deep breaths. He wasn’t sure if it was the answer he wanted or needed, but it was a start, or at least he hoped it was. “I know You are with me every step of this journey. I know You have always been, even amid my grief. I may not have always seen it, and for that, I’m sorry, but I know You were. I will work on trusting Your timing and Your plans. I promise.”

With one last inhaled breath, he glanced at the sky before returning to his wagon. He couldn’t help but feel like a sense of peace had washed over him. He only hoped that he would be able to handle it.

Just as he had handled everything else.
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Luke trudged wearily back to the wagon, the dust of the open plains still clung to his boots, and as he approached, the aroma of savory stew filled the air, enticing his stomach and stirring his hunger. Elijah was hunched over the fire, tending to the pot with care. The flames crackled and popped, casting a warm glow on Elijah’s weathered face as he stirred the contents of the pot.

“Where’s Henry?” He asked as he approached.

“He wanted to lie down.”

“Ah. Yeah. I suppose I should have seen that coming.”

“I don’t know if I’ve ever seen the boy that tired.” Elijah glanced up from his task, a flicker of concern crossing his forehead. “What happened today?”

Luke let out a weary sigh, crouching near the fire. He held out his hands, letting the flames warm them. “He saw a dead rabbit earlier, out by the creek. It upset him. Miss Linwell calmed him down, but I don’t think he’s forgotten it yet.”

Elijah’s brows furrowed, lines etching deeper into his wrinkled forehead. He removed the pot from the fire, the scent of the simmering stew filling the air. Turning to face Luke, he placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“I can see how that would have been hard for him.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t deal well with death after what happened.”

“What did Miss Linwell say when you told her?”

“She was sorry and said she’d help wherever she could.”

“Did you tell her everything?”

Luke shook his head, a heaviness settling in his chest. “No, I didn’t go into details. I only told her that Henry saw his mother die. It’s enough for her to know.”

“I suppose I understand how you feel. A little.”

“Do you think I should have told her everything? I would think hearing something like . . . she might not want anything to do with me after that.”

“Or she could want to help even more than she has. I don’t think you give that woman enough credit. I see a kindness in her.”

“Yeah, I know. I see it, too.”

“She’s not like Sarah, though.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Elijah chuckled. “I didn’t mean that Sarah wasn’t kind. She was. But Miss Linwell, she’s different.”

“Well, shouldn’t she be? She’s a different woman.”

“I know. I . . . I don’t know why I said anything.”

Luke’s gaze fixed on the flames. The memory of Sarah’s warm smile and gentle touch wandered in his mind, a bittersweet reminder of the love they once shared. It was a love torn apart too soon, leaving a void in his heart that still ached with sorrow.

“You know,” Elijah’s voice broke through his thoughts, “different or not, I think Sarah would want you to be happy.”

“I know she would.”

“And she would want Henry to be happy.”

“I know that too.”

“What if that happiness was found with Miss Linwell?”

Of course, Luke wasn’t stupid. He had seen how Miss Linwell looked at him and caught how the unspoken words seemed to hang in the air whenever they crossed paths. It was as though something drew them to one another, yet they fought it—or tried to. She’d been the first woman he’d felt that way with.

But still, something was holding him back.

Luke’s jaw tightened, and his gaze drifted toward the dancing flames of the campfire. The embers crackled and popped. “I’m not sure I want to discuss all of this tonight. I’ve got too many other things on my mind.”

“Fine.” Elijah sighed, his shoulders slumping a little. Although he didn’t look as though he wanted to, he relented, momentarily abandoning his matchmaking efforts.

A silence settled between them, interrupted only by the crackling fire and the distant howl of a coyote. Although a slight annoyance had settled in his chest each time Elijah tried to insert his opinion, he also couldn’t help but feel grateful for the man too.

Even with him sticking his nose into Luke’s business, he also couldn’t help but appreciate the man’s support and understanding. He’d been there for Luke and Henry since the day he learned Sarah passed, and even if he hadn’t always been there for her, he made a vow to Henry that he hadn’t broken.

As the crackling of the fire continued to provide warmth and flickering light, the two men sat silently while Elijah finished the stew, scooped it into two bowls, and handed one to Luke. “It’s not much, but it’s hot and will fill your belly.”

“Well, that’s more than I can say what most people got in this country, so I’ll take it.”

As Luke shoveled in the first bite, footsteps echoed in the darkness, and before he could say anything, Mr. Mills emerged. The firelight flecked off his face.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” the wagon master said.

“Good evening.” Both Luke and Elijah said at the same time.

“I didn’t mean to bother you before you had a chance at your supper, but I just wanted to know if you saw anything while you were out riding today?”

Luke shook his head. “Wherever they are, they’re hiding.”

“Are you sure they are even following us?”

“I think they are, but I can’t say for certain.”

Mr. Mills pushed his hat a little higher on his forehead while he yanked a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. He inhaled a deep breath, puffing his cheeks before exhaling. “That wasn’t the news I wanted to hear.”

“I know it’s not.” Luke took another bite of stew. “I’m sorry to have to give it to you.”

“I understand why you have. My gut instinct is to pack up and keep moving. What do you think?”

“I think that’s a good idea.”

Mr. Mills scratched his face, furrowing his brow. “I’ll let everyone know. We’ll move out at dawn.”

“What about tonight?”

“I’ll have Willy and Ernst bring the cattle in so they can start close. And I’ll have a couple of other men take shifts keeping watch.”

“I can take an hour or so,” Luke said, shrugging.

“Nah, you’ve been riding all day. It’s better for us all if you get some rest.” Mr. Mills rose to his feet, nodding to Luke and Elijah. “I’ll see you two in the morning.”

“Mr. Mills,” Luke called after him. “I know I probably don’t have to say it, but the more men on horseback, the better. If the women can drive the wagons . . .”

“Right. I’ll let them know.”

Luke glanced at Elijah, heaving a slight sigh as he shook his head. “Another great idea you got us roped into.”

“What are you going to do about Henry?”

“I’ll have to ask Miss Linwell if he can stay with her.”
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Luke patted Henry’s head as the pair wandered over to Miss Linwell’s wagon. She greeted them with a smile, and as they neared her, Henry broke into a trot and wrapped his arms around her waist. Luke couldn’t help but pause at the affection his son had shown this woman, and while, on the one hand, it made him feel good, on the other hand, it terrified him more than anything.

“Good morning, Henry,” she said, glancing down at the boy and then up at Luke. “I trust he is feeling better this morning.”

“Yes,” Luke nodded. “Food and sleep always seem to help.”

“That they do.” She chuckled for a moment, then cleared her throat. “What can I do for you today, Mr. Dawson?”

“I was wondering if Henry could ride with you and Miss Callahan today.”

“Oh. Of course.”

“Thank you. Mr. Mills has asked that I ride to watch over the wagon train and Elijah . . . he’ll be in the wagon, but if he needs to jump on his horse quick . . .”

“I understand. Are you watching over the wagon train because of the bandits?”

Luke’s heart thumped. He didn’t want to say too much, but he also didn’t want to say too little. “Something like that.”

“Well, he’s more than welcome to stay with us again.”

“Thank you.”

She took Henry’s hand, turning away from Luke as she spoke to the boy. “Do you want to help me with one last chore before we leave?”

Henry nodded.

“All right, then. Let’s get to it.”
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GRACE

While Grace had loved Nebraska and Wyoming, Idaho had been the one who called to her the most. Its natural beauty seemed to stretch on endlessly with both charm and ruggedness and as the land rolled under her feet, she couldn’t help but want to soak it all in, from the vibrant green grass dancing with the wind to the colorful wildflowers that sprinkled the blades as their petals swayed and fluttered. Majestic snow-capped mountains towered over them in the distance. Tall and proud, they looked as though they guarded the untamed wilderness, and with their tops so high in the sky, Grace wondered if they could touch the heavens.

Henry ran in front of the wheelbarrow that Grace pushed along the trail. A few of the other boys ran behind them, laughing.

“At least someone is having fun doing this,” Harper said.

Grace looked over as the teacher bent down and grabbed another buffalo chip from the grass, tossing it in with all the others not only she had collected but the ones all the children had thrown in, too.

“I’m going to get more than you,” Andrew Reed shouted.

“No, you aren’t.” Jacob Dunning darted in the other direction. “Henry! Go that way.”

Henry didn’t say a word but did as Jacob told him, running in the opposite direction. He fetched a couple of chips and ran back toward Jacob, who pointed at the wheelbarrow. “Good job! Throw them in.”

Henry’s joy was contagious, and Grace smiled at his enthusiasm.

“Well, I guess letting the kids do it instead is better. It seems to be fun for them.” Harper brushed her hands together, ridding them of dirt. “Which is fine by me. I hate this chore.” Her dark hair flowed freely in the slight breeze, and as she exhaled, she brushed the strands behind her shoulders, glancing over toward the wagons rolling near them.

“So . . .” She paused, lingering on the word as though she was hesitant to continue but dying to at the same time.

Grace could only imagine why.

“How is Mr. Dawson?”

“Um, all right, I suppose. I’m unsure why you’re asking me such a thing.”

“Why?”

“Because his business is none of my business.”

“But you’re with his son perhaps more than he is.”

“I’m watching him while he keeps a lookout for the bandits . . . and helps with the cattle . . . and keeps watch over the wagon train.”

“And you don’t find it odd?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t have offered. I like Henry, plus, he likes me, and if us spending time together can help him talk again . . .”

“Did you ever find out what happened with his mother and how she died?”

Grace shook her head. “I haven’t asked, and I don’t plan it.”

“Why?”

“Because if he wants me to know, he’ll tell me. I’m not going to ask.”

“Aren’t you at least a little bit curious?”

“I suppose I am. I mean, who wouldn’t be? But it’s not enough to make me ask.” The weight of the unanswered question settled heavily upon her. She wished she could alleviate Henry’s grief, to fill the void left by his mother’s absence, but she knew it wasn’t her place. She was neither a stepmother nor a woman his father was courting. She was no one but the woman who would watch the little boy while they traveled to Oregon.

That was it.

The two women continued watching all the children run around, screaming at each other while collecting all the buffalo chips they could find. The wagons rolled along, traveling mile after mile, and although Harper returned to her wagon instead of walking along with Grace, Grace remained behind, pushing the wheelbarrow while Henry and a few of the children also remained.

Every so often, she would look around, catching sight of Mr. Dawson, who stayed closer to the cattle than to his wagon being driven by Mr. Benson. Occasionally, he would look in her direction, too, but from a distance, she couldn’t tell if he was searching for her or Henry.

Surely, it’s the latter, she thought.

“Well, Brooks is curious.”

“About what?”

“About who he is.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Harper shrugged. “I don’t know. He returned to camp the afternoon they all went hunting and looking for signs of the bandits. He said there is just something about him that he’s unsure of. He says he is a rancher, but he also said something about someone showing him how to track people or something.”

“Track people?”

“I don’t know. It was something about feeling the stones of a campfire to tell how old it was. He tried to say that it is because of how bandits like to steal cows. I didn’t ask him to elaborate.”

“I don’t understand why that would be weird. It makes sense if he wants to keep his cattle safe. Surely, he would need to know how to track down someone who stole a cow or two . . . or more.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

“Is that all Brooks said?”

“Yes. He didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it too much other than that, and so I didn’t ask.” Harper bit her lip. “I can ask him again if you like what he meant by saying what he did.”

Although Grace’s interest piqued more than she cared to admit, she shook her head. “No. You don’t have to do that.”

“Don’t you want to know?”

Henry ran up, grabbing her hand as he pointed toward the other boys and smiled. He tugged on her arm as though he wanted to take her to see something, and she gave Harper a look before following him.

“It’s not my place to know, Harper. His business is not my business. Period.”
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LUKE

Luke’s gaze swept across the vast expanse of the meadow; his eyes traced the undulating curves of the golden landscape, following the grassy land to the base of the tall mountains towering over the valley. The herd of cattle and the wagon train trudged steadily along the dusty trail, and the rhythmic sounds of hooves and the lowing of the cattle filled the air, intermingling with the whispers of the wind.

Luke’s attention teetered back and forth between watching the distant horizon for any signs of trouble and watching Henry frolic along with Miss Linwell and the rest of the children, playing while they gathered buffalo chips for the campfires tonight.

Luke’s lips curled into a genuine smile as he watched his son and enjoyed hearing Henry’s carefree laughter. It had been a long time since he’d laughed, and the only sounds he’d made recently aside from the one time he spoke.

“Are you watching the cows, watching for bandits, or watching a young woman in particular?” he heard a voice ask.

Luke looked over, seeing Elijah pull his wagon up next to Luke, riding on horseback. A slight growl vibrated through Luke’s chest, and he rolled his eyes.

“I’m watching it all, except I’m not watching Miss Linwell. I’m watching Henry.”

“Sure, you are.” Elijah chuckled.

“It doesn’t matter to me if you don’t believe me. I know what—or I should say who—I’m watching, and it’s not Miss Linwell.” Although it wasn’t a whole lie, it wasn’t a whole truth either, and Luke prayed that his tone would convey to Elijah that he wasn’t interested in broaching the subject.

“If that’s the story you want to stick to.” Elijah shook his head, chuckling again. He glanced at Luke and then looked in Henry’s direction.

Although Luke knew he would regret asking his next question, he also knew he had to ask it. “Do you think he’s different? Henry, I mean. Do you think he’s changed since we joined this wagon train?”

“Of course I do. I think he’s changed a lot. I wouldn’t be surprised if he started speaking soon.”

“I hope you’re right about that.” Luke inhaled a deep breath. He couldn’t help but feel slightly excited at the thought of that. Of course, he had missed hearing Henry’s voice. It had become one of the most important sounds to him, and he missed it more than he realized.

He was ready to hear it again.

It was the only thing he wanted.

“I don’t have to hope that I’m right. I know I am. That woman will help him. You’ll see. The only problem is the more he gets attached to her . . .” Elijah let his voice trail off, and although Luke knew he only did because he figured it would make his point better than any words he could say, Luke also couldn’t help but be appreciative he didn’t finish the sentence.

He hadn’t thought exactly what would happen after the wagon train reached Oregon, and Henry would have to say goodbye to Miss Linwell. Would he understand? Or would it be another loss that would send his mind reeling into the darkened depths again? Luke didn’t know how he would cope with losing Henry again.

“I think you should get to know her more,” Elijah said. “I mean, what do you have to lose by doing it? You never know. At the very least, you could find a friend in the woman.”

Luke shrugged, knowing that while part of him wanted to disagree, he couldn’t. He glanced at the pair again, watching Henry run around while Miss Linwell spoke with the Lakota woman. Although parts of his mind wanted to rebel, for a brief moment, he allowed himself to embrace the tenderness of Henry’s connection to the woman.

Perhaps getting to know her wouldn’t be a bad idea—even if it were just a little.

What could it hurt?
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Luke’s mind churned with conflicting thoughts as he rode toward Miss Linwell’s wagon, leading another saddled horse behind him. The weight of his wife’s memory and death still lingered on his mind and in his heart, casting a shadow of doubt over his every decision.

Deep down, he knew he couldn’t continue living in the confines of his fear, but he still didn’t know how the story would play out. He had witnessed the blossoming friendship between Miss Linwell and his son and had seen the joy it brought to the young boy’s life. It was evident that Miss Linwell cared deeply for Henry, and her presence brought stability to his son’s life.

Still, though, the doubt crept in.

“What am I even thinking?” he asked himself. “Should I even do this?”

He furrowed his brow, knowing the answer to both of those questions, even if he wasn’t ready to admit them.

What he was doing right now . . . it didn’t have to be about love. Did it?

No, it didn’t.

She could be a friend.

A friend and nothing more.

“But what if she became more?” he whispered. “No, no. I’m not going to think about that. I’m just not.” He shook his head, hoping to shake the thoughts from his mind. It didn’t work, and instead, his gut twisted. He couldn’t deny that he hadn’t considered finding love and marriage after Sarah. Of course, he’d always pushed the thoughts from his mind. But he was still a man, still a human being. There was still a part of him—however small or large it was, he didn’t know—that yearned for a love that would stand the test of time and bring warmth and companionship. He had all those things once before. He wanted them again.

Perhaps Elijah was right. Perhaps it was time to take his chance.

His heart thumped at the thought. Could he believe that taking a leap of faith was better than remaining locked in the confines of his fears and doubts?

“One step forward. Two steps back,” he whispered, approaching Miss Linwell’s wagon. He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath.
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The campfire popped and crackled as Luke pulled his horse to a stop. His heart pounded, and his palms grew damp, and after he took a few deep breaths, blowing them out in hopes they would calm his nerves, he opened his mouth to call out to Miss Linwell.

Miss Callahan rounded the corner, stopping as she came face to face with Luke. She smiled.

“Oh. Mr. Dawson. Good evening.”

He tipped his hat. “Ma’am.”

“Is everything all right with Henry?”

“Yes, ma’am. He’s happily eating supper with his grandfather.”

“That’s good. He’s such a lovely little boy and is always so polite, and he’s just a joy to be around.”

“Thank you. He is definitely the light in my darkness.”

“I think we all have someone like that in our lives. I know I do. Only, it’s more than just one person.” She smiled, and although she didn’t say any names, Luke got the impression that Miss Linwell was one of the people in her mind. “So, what can I help you with?” Miss Callahan asked.

He cleared his throat, hesitating. This was it. There was no turning back. Well, he supposed he could walk away at any point, but what if feelings got involved? What about her feelings? What about Henry’s feelings?

What about his own feelings?

“I . . .” He cleared his throat again. “I’ve come to ask Miss Linwell if she’d like to take a ride with me.”

Miss Callahan’s smile widened, making his heart thump even more. He’d seen that smile on his former mother-in-law the evening he knocked on their door and left a calling card for Sarah. It was the same face, and as he looked at the older woman, it hit him that it might not just be Elijah thinking about the two of them together.

“I’m sure she would love to.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Grace?” she called out.

Luke watched as Miss Linwell emerged from the other side of the wagon, carrying a bucket in her hands. Her presence alone stirred mixed emotions within him—although he tried to fight them.

“Luke?” She greeted him. “Is everything all right with Henry?”

He tightened his grip on the reins, and his hands trembled. “Yes, everything’s all right, and Henry is all right. I . . . I just wanted to ask you something, if you don’t mind.”

Miss Linwell’s brow furrowed slightly, but she set the bucket aside and approached him. “Of course, I don’t. What can I help you with?”

Luke hesitated, searching for the right words to express his turmoil. “I was wondering if you . . . if you wanted to go for a ride with me?” He lifted the other set of reins to the horse he’d been leading.

She blinked at him for a second. “Oh. Um, well, I . . . I don’t know how to ride.”

“I can teach you.” He spoke before he had a chance to think about whether or not she had said what she did as an excuse to get out of going with him. “I mean, if you wanted to go, and that was the only thing stopping you.”

“Of course, it is. But if you can help me . . .” A soft smile tugged at the corners of Miss Linwell’s lips, and she stepped forward, reaching for the reins. “Then I’d be happy to go for a ride.”

“Do you need help climbing in the saddle?” he asked, preparing to jump down to help her.

She shook her head before he could move. “No. I think I can do that part on my own.” A slight chuckle whispered from her lips, and Luke’s stomach tightened as he watched her throw the reins over the horse’s head, stick her foot in the stirrup, and pull herself up and in the saddle. It wasn’t graceful by any means, but as they laughed, any awkwardness between them melted away.

“Are you ready?”

She chuckled again. “I’m ready as I’ll ever be, although I might end up on the ground at some point.”

“Nah. You’ll be fine. Jet is a calm horse. He’ll take care of you.” Although he was talking about the horse, he couldn’t help but think that a small part of him was talking about himself, too. He dropped his gaze to the ground, fighting his thoughts. She could be a friend. A friend and nothing more. He looked up, and his eyes met hers.

But what if she became more, he thought.
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GRACE

Although Grace’s body swayed with the gait of her horse, her attempts to find balance in the saddle proved more challenging than she had anticipated. She clenched the reins tightly, desperately trying to maintain her composure as she followed behind Luke’s horse through the campsite and past the wagons.

“So, may I ask where you’re taking me?” she asked, bracing herself as she slipped more to the right than she wanted. She grabbed onto the saddle for help.

Mr. Dawson glanced back at her, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his rugged face. “Well, I thought I would take you out to see the cattle, then we can take a light ride through the trees over there.” He pointed toward a thicket about a mile away from the wagons. What do you think? Does that sound all right?”

As she glanced over toward the trees, her balance shifted, and she slid off to the left side this time, clutching the saddle again. “Oh. Yeah, that does.”

His brow furrowed, and he slowed his horse, halting it until hers came up alongside his. “How are you doing?”

“I’m getting by. Why? Do I look like I’m struggling?” She slid again, this time back to the right. Her knuckles turned white from still gripping the saddle.

“Um. Do you want me to give an honest answer?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.

She laughed. “I suppose not.”

He laughed, too. “I’m sorry, Miss Linwell. If you wish, we can walk.”

“No, no. I’m all right. I want to learn, and I probably should. Surely, there aren’t wagons and carriages in Oregon like in Missouri. If I’m going to live on the frontier, then I need to learn to do everything I can.” She paused, glancing at him. Her stomach twisted in a knot at the thought of her next words. “By the way, you may call me Grace. If you want.” She said the last sentence faster than she’d said anything in her life.

He looked at her for a moment, then smiled. “I would like that very much. But only if you call me Luke.”

She nodded, biting her bottom lip for a mere second before heat tickled the back of her neck and threatened to flush her cheeks. She looked away from him, needing a distraction. “So, when did you learn to ride a horse?”

He shrugged. “I was a little younger than Henry.”

“Oh. Wow. So, you know to ride well.”

“I can hold my own.”

Her eyes widened, and she nodded. “I don’t doubt it.”

He chuckled. “Once you learn, the knowledge will never leave you.”

“That gives me hope, then.”

“You should grip with your legs more. Let them do the work instead of your seat. You’ll lose your balance if you’re just trying to sit in the saddle like it’s a chair.”

She did as he suggested, and while her legs fatigued faster than she thought they would, for the time she held onto her grip a little more, she felt a little more balanced and a little less prone to sliding around.

“See?”

“Yes, that is helpful. Thank you.”

They arrived at the cattle herd just as Willy and Ernst were finished gathering them up to take them to the camp. Mr. Mills had ordered them to stay inside the wagon circle so they weren’t easy targets if they’d been left to graze on the outskirts of the camp. While it protected the animals, it also made for a smell in the camp that Grace wasn’t sure she’d ever get out of her mind. They also had a propensity to root their noses in whatever supplies they could find, often knocking over bags of flour, cooking pots, wooden crates stacked to hold other supplies, and some had even taken to scratching their heads and bodies so hard on the wheels, it would rock the wagons from side to side, waking the families up. Grace didn’t know how often she’d get woken up by women and children screaming because they didn’t know what was happening.

“Do you need help with them tonight, Willy?” Luke asked.

The cowboy shook his head. “Nah. We got them all right. It shouldn’t be too big of a deal since the sun is still high enough in the sky. It’s only when it gets dark that they make the job difficult.” Willy spat, then tipped his hat toward Grace. “Good evening, Mr. Dawson. Ma’am.”

Before Grace could respond, Willy and Ernst rode off, hollering at the cows and cracking their whips. The herd moved as though they already knew where to go and what to do.

Luke watched them until the last one had passed, and he chuckled. “I can already tell they are going to have trouble.”

“How can you tell?”

He shrugged. “Call it a hunch.”

“Why? Do you know something they don’t?”

“The heifers at the end of the line . . . I can see it in the way they moved.”

“So, are you a cowboy, then? Is that what you do for work?”

“Something like that. I’m headed to Oregon to farm on a ranch I bought a few months ago. I plan to build a house and run cattle on the place.”

“So, you’re a rancher?”

“I guess you can say I am.” He looked over at her. “What about you? What takes you to Oregon?”

She shrugged. “Just a start to a new life. Winona brought all of us women—Cora, Harper, and Lark—out here for that. I’m the last one staying with her as the other women . . . they have all gotten married.”

“Oh.”

Grace didn’t know if it was the hesitation in his tone or the unease that the word married seemed to cause in him that made her cheeks flush with heat. With the breeze, several strands of hair blew loose from her bun, and she tucked them behind her ear.

“Of course, all of them wanted to get married. Well, I don’t know about Lark. She never showed interest before she met Carter, but she does love him and is happy, so I think he changed her mind.” Grace knew she was rambling, but no matter how much she told herself to stop, she didn’t. “Cora always dreamed of marriage, and Harper, well, she had always wanted to be a teacher, but I know she also wanted to find love and a husband.”

Stop, she thought. Don’t you dare say another word.

This time, her mouth listened to her head, and she bit down on her tongue just to further drive home the point.

Luke blinked, opening his mouth twice and shutting it before he finally stumbled over the words. “Well . . . I’m sure there will be many gentlemen in Oregon City that would love to have your hand in marriage . . . if that is what you want.”

Her mind raced. “I’m not sure that it is,” she blurted out.

Did I mean to say that, she wondered.

“I mean, I suppose I would like to marry one day, but . . .” Her heart hammered against her chest. This was not the conversation she wanted to have, and by his widening eyes, she got the feeling it wasn’t the conversation he wanted to have either. “It’s hard to know the future, given that I grew up in the orphanage. Things can change in an instant.” Although she didn’t know if what she’d said made sense, she had to say something to hopefully change the subject. Even if it wasn’t exactly a topic, she wanted to discuss either.

He blinked several times as her words seemed to register. “I . . . I didn’t know you grew up in an orphanage. Do you know where your parents are? Did they die?” He paused. “I’m sorry if I offended you with my questions.”

She shook her head. “You didn’t. I don’t think they died, but I wouldn’t know since I don’t know who they are. I know my mother was young and unmarried. Her parents were a prominent couple in the Independence society, and they didn’t want their daughter’s actions to tarnish their name. They made her give me up minutes after I was born. I don’t know anything about my father.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Really? I’m not. I mean, I suppose there have been times throughout my life I have been upset about what happened to me, but right now . . . I’m not. I like my life and love the people I have in it.”

“That’s a wonderful way to think of it.”

“Is it?”

“I think it is. For someone to turn something painful into something you see as something you love . . . well, not many people can do that.”

“I suppose so.” She looked at him, and the nagging voice inside her head whispered for her to ask him all the questions that had been plaguing her. Questions about Henry. Questions about Luke. Questions about his wife and what happened to her. They all repeated inside her mind. She only needed to ask them.

The problem was, she didn’t know if she could.

They continued through the trees down a pathway, and the air was crisp and filled with the scent of pine. Grace glanced at him a few times, willing herself to have the courage. Her blood ran cold in her veins, and her stomach rolled and twisted.

“So . . . do you have plans to remarry?” she asked, both wanting the answer and not wanting it at the same time.

His shoulders stiffened, and he looked as though he was trying to swallow a hard lump in his throat. “Um . . . I haven’t thought about it.”

While part of his answer surprised her, it also didn’t. Surely, he still missed his wife, and how could he think of marrying another woman when he did?

“But, I know I have Henry to think of. Perhaps when I get to Oregon, I’ll be able to think about it.”

She opened her mouth to agree with him and to tell him she hadn’t meant to offend him with her question, but before she could utter a word, he jerked his horse to a stop and held up his hand.

“What—”

He took his finger to his lips, telling her to silence. She did but then furrowed her brows as if to ask him what was happening. He nodded, then pointed off to the left of them. As she followed his finger, she noticed a few deer grazing amongst the trees on a patch of tall, sweet grass.

A wave of excitement seemed to wash over Luke, and he motioned toward her as though telling her not to move an inch and to remain as quiet as she could. She nodded, and he dismounted; his movements were deliberate and unhurried. He reached over to the rifle holstered to his saddle, sliding it from the leather pouch.

Grace watched, her heart pounding with anticipation and a touch of trepidation, as Luke moved through the trees to get a better vantage point and took aim. Time seemed to stand, and she breathed through her mouth as she waited for the inevitable sound. The deer momentarily froze, sensing an impending danger; its ears perked up as if in defiance of the imminent threat. She closed her eyes.

BOOM.

The deafening sound of the rifle echoed through the forest, and as she opened her eyes, the deer jumped a few strides and then fell to the ground.

Grace’s heart raced, a surge of conflicting emotions flooding her senses. Awe and admiration mingled with a somber recognition of life and the necessity of hunting for sustenance.

Luke turned to Grace, exhaling a deep breath. “Have you ever dressed a deer before?”

She shook her head. “I don’t even know what that means. Are we going to give it our clothes?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Nah. I must cut it open and remove the organs before the meat spoils. Do you want to learn how to help?”

A mixture of uncertainty and curiosity flickered in Grace’s chest. She had never imagined herself dressing a deer, but she also knew this was the life she was headed to—a life on the frontier.

“Well . . .” She gulped. “I guess there’s no time like the present to learn. I mean, I should know how to do it, right?”

“I think so.”

She swung her leg over the horse, trying to keep her balance as she jumped to the ground. “Then let’s get to it.”
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Luke stood beside the wagon, the soft morning breeze tousling his hair as he prepared breakfast over the campfire. The aroma of sizzling venison filled the air, mingling with the faint scent of dew-kissed grass. He glanced over at Henry, his young son, who was engrossed in his own little world, playing with his cherished toy horse. The sight brought a warm smile to Luke’s lips.

Memories of the previous day flooded his mind, his thoughts fixating on Grace. She had surprised him like an unexpected gust of wind, diving into the deer with a willingness he hadn’t seen much. Not many women would stick their hands inside an animal without hesitation, and although she’d made more faces in just the few hours it took them to gut and skin the deer, she’d approached the gruesome task with determination—or at least she appeared to. If she’d had any reservations, she hadn’t shown them, not even when he handed her the knife after she asked him for it.

Luke had found himself entranced by her confidence and her ability to handle herself in the wild, and as he remembered different things she did and said—even amidst the grime and blood—a soft chuckle left his lips.

It was a rare quality that he hadn’t seen in many women.

And he hadn’t expected to see it in her.

He couldn’t deny that he’d been pleasantly surprised.

“What is that grin for?” Elijah moved around from behind Luke and crouched near the fire, grabbing the coffee pot and pouring himself a cup.

Luke cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

“Nothing wouldn’t happen to be a tall, blonde woman who happens to spend a lot of her time with your son, would it?”

Although Luke wanted to say no, he didn’t. He couldn’t.

“I take your silence to mean yes.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Don’t lie. You know, it’s exactly what I think. So, what happened between you two?”

“Nothing.”

Elijah rolled his eyes. “Again, don’t lie. What happened?”

“She’s just different.”

“Bad different?”

“No, I don’t mean it like that. She’s not Sarah.”

A slight groan vibrated through Elijah’s chest. “You can’t do that, Luke.”

“I can’t do what?”

“Compare her to someone else. That’s not right, and that’s not fair to her. If you like her, you need to like her for her, just like if you love her, you need to love her for her.”

“I know I do. And, she is . . . she is intriguing all on her own. I’m not saying she’s not.”

Elijah’s head whipped around as he glanced over his shoulder at Luke. “Are you sure about that?”

“Of course I am.”

“Then you need to stop bringing it up. I know it’s hard, but you’ve got to let Sarah go.”

Luke sucked in a breath. He knew Elijah was right. He had to let her go. She was gone, and she would never return. He would never see her face again or feel the touch of her hand in his. She was nothing more than a memory. He couldn’t talk to her, nor could she talk to him. He’d always liked the thought that she was looking down upon him and Henry from Heaven, and while he’d like to say she would tell him to stay true to their love for the rest of his life, he knew better. She wasn’t that type of a woman. She wouldn’t have wanted him to be alone. In fact, she probably was looking down upon him right now, screaming at him to go to Grace and sweep her off her feet.

Luke snorted at that thought and glanced up at the sky. He could almost hear her talking to him.

“You know, it’s hard enough to find one remarkable woman in the years that God gives you on this earth. I know you think you don’t deserve much because of what you’ve done, but I don’t see that way. You must have done something right to find two remarkable women.”

Luke’s heart thumped.

He didn’t know how to respond or what to even think after hearing what Elijah said. Luckily, he didn’t have to since the man continued before Luke could say anything. “She definitely is not like another lady I’ve encountered and tried to send your way. And I don’t even know her that well. I can just tell by the way Henry has changed . . . and even you.”

Elijah paused as if he was waiting for Luke to finally say something. The problem was that Luke still didn’t know what he was thinking. He understood Elijah’s reasoning, and even though it all made sense, understanding and agreeing aloud were two different things.

“Do you agree or disagree?” Elijah finally asked.

Luke scratched the back of his head. “I don’t know what I think yet.”

“I suppose that’s fair.”

Footsteps thumped behind them, and as Luke glanced over his shoulder, he saw Mr. Mills approaching them. The look on the man’s face did little to ease the notion that he was visiting the men for an early morning chat about the wagon train packing up and pulling out. Instead, he looked like he had news that Luke wouldn’t like.

“Mr. Dawson. Mr. Benson.” The wagon master tipped his hat. His gruff voice was as solemn as the darkness in his eyes. “I’m afraid we’ve got trouble.”

“What happened?” Elijah asked.

“One of the cows is missing.”

“How can that be?” Luke asked. “They were inside the wagon circle.”

“I know.”

Luke’s heart sank as he rose to his feet, bracing himself for the news he knew would be grim. “So, what do you think happened to it?”

“Honestly? I fear it was the work of bandits. They must have struck under the cover of darkness last night.”

Luke’s jaw tightened, his mind racing with pictured images of how someone could make off with a cow, and no one noticed. “That doesn’t make sense. They were inside the wagon circle, and men were up all night doing their watch.”

“Mr. Stonemill didn’t get his wagon hooked up right. A cow could fit right through. I also found grain leading off toward the trees and hoofprints.”

Luke inhaled a deep breath. The loss of a single cow wasn’t a severe blow to their provisions, especially when deer were more plentiful in Idaho now that they were in the mountains. But it was the audacity of the bandits that disturbed him most. How had they managed to infiltrate the wagon train undetected? Even Mr. Reed and Mr. Stonemill, who had been on watch, were oblivious to their presence.

“They must be running low on the supplies they took from Mr. and Mrs. Schneider. I knew it wouldn’t last them long even though we don’t know how many there are. The Schneiders didn’t have but a couple of weeks’ worth of supplies, and it was just for the two of them. Mr. Schneider had been planning on restocking what he needed at Fort Hall.”

Luke looked around the camp, focusing on the cattle grazing in the wagon circle. Taking a single cow would only get them so far, even if they took one at a time over the course of days and weeks. It was still not a good enough plan. Not when they were so quick to ambush the one wagon.

Unless . . .

The realization hit Luke like a cold gust of wind. These bandits weren’t simply after a cow; they were testing the limits, probing the weaknesses of the wagon train. They sought to exploit their vulnerabilities and gather intelligence for future attacks.

His gaze hardened. “This is more than just a theft, Mr. Mills. These men are testing us. They’re trying to figure out exactly how and when to strike. We can’t let them get away with it. It needs to end now.”

Mr. Mills nodded, his weathered face etched with concern. “I reckon you’re right, Mr. Dawson. What do you want to do about it?”

Luke’s attention flickered to Henry, who had paused in his play, sensing the tension in the air. The little boy looked at his father with wide eyes, and for the first time, he didn’t just see Sarah’s eyes. He saw his own.

“Henry,” Luke called gently, his voice firm. “Gather your things. You’re staying with Grace for a while. All right?”

Henry blinked at his father for a moment, then nodded, trotting off to the wagon to do as he was told.

Luke glanced at Elijah, who stood and tossed the rest of his coffee before throwing the cup in a bucket of sudsy water Luke had prepared to wash the morning’s dishes next to the fire. “I’ll get the horses tacked up.”

“How many men do you want to go with you, and how many should we leave in the camp?” Mr. Mills asked.

“All of them,” Luke said.

Mr. Mills raised one eyebrow. “What? You can’t go alone.”

“Yes, I can.”

“But you don’t know how many there are.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve been outnumbered by the dozens before. I can do it again.”

“Are you sure you want to take the law in your hands like that? You don’t have a badge anymore protecting you.”

“That’s one thing not everyone knows, Mr. Mills. Just because you take off the badge doesn’t mean you give it back. At least I didn’t have to.”

“Why not?”

“They told me I could keep it.”

Before Mr. Mills could say another word, Luke turned and made his way to the back of the wagon. He climbed inside, glancing at Henry, who had grabbed his blanket and pillow, tucking them under his arm with a pair of pants and another shirt. Luke tossed several blankets off a trunk buried under the supplies in the front. A slight growl whispered through his lips as he opened the trunk and looked upon the box in the corner. He hadn’t wanted to see this box again; now, it was all he could think about. He grabbed one end and lifted the top, gazing down at the revolver he’d used his whole career. The one with his name etched on the handle.

The one Sarah had given him as a present.

“It will protect you,” she had told him.

And it had.

His Pinkerton badge rested near the gun, and he grabbed them both, pinning the badge on his shirt pocket before sliding the gun into his holster. He looked around the rest of the wagon, noticing Henry staring at him.

“You know I love you, right?” he asked the boy.

Henry nodded.

“And you know I will come back, right?”

Henry nodded again.

“Do you have all your things?” he asked the boy.

Henry nodded a third time, blinking as though he blinked away tears.

“All right. Let’s find Grace.”
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GRACE

Water sloshed from the buckets as Grace made her way up the path from the river, headed back to camp and her wagon. The weight of the filled buckets in her hands, coupled with the heat of the morning sun beating down on her, caused beads of sweat to form on her forehead. Her arms waned, weakening as she trudged up the path. She set the buckets on the ground for a moment, reaching up to wipe the sweat from her brow.

“I can dress a deer, but I can’t carry two buckets of water from the river to the wagon,” she said aloud. “How pathetic is that?”

The air was heavy with the scent of wildflowers, and the distant rush of the river filled her ears. She paused, thinking about yesterday and her time spent with Luke. He hadn’t been the man she thought he was. Sure, there was a roughness to him that almost made him aloof. It was as though he preferred to be alone.

Or at least that was how he had acted before yesterday.

Then, yesterday, something changed.

He had a soft side to him. One who was filled with dreams and plans and hopes. One who showed the type of husband and father he would be as he helped her with the deer. They had worked together, and while it had been a job Grace never thought she would do, she’d done it, and she’d done it with a hinted confidence to her. It was as though because he was there, nothing could stop her.

A rattling noise vibrated through the grass as she bent down to pick up the buckets again. Her ears perked at the unmistakable warning, and her heart skipped a beat. The blood drained from her face. Fear coursed through her veins as she scanned the area, searching for the source of the sound. The tall grass and rocky terrain made it difficult to pinpoint the snake’s exact location, and although she could hear it, she couldn’t see it. She was alone, far away from the safety of the wagon train, with no one around to help. Thoughts raced through her mind as she struggled to remember what Mr. Mills had said about dealing with rattlesnakes.

What was it again?

Stay still? Run? Jump and pray you’re quicker or can jump high enough?

What was it they said?

She certainly couldn’t stay in one place. What if the snake never left where it was hiding? If she ran, though, what if she ran in the wrong direction? Sure, she had an idea of where it could be, but what if she made a mistake?

What should she do?

Fear gripped her, clouding her ability to think clearly.

She took a step back, and the snake rattled its tail again. She scanned the grass, still unable to see where it was. There was little to no escape for her. Not until she knew where the danger lurked, and as the sun beat down on her, the heat intensified the unease coiled in her stomach.

What was she going to do?

As Grace stood frozen, uncertainty gripping her, her eyes widened in relief as she spotted Luke and Henry making their way toward her. With each step they took, her heart fluttered with a glimmer of hope amidst her perilous situation.

Henry darted for her before she could call out, breaking into a sprint. Panic surged through her chest, and she reached out to stop him. “Henry, don’t.” Her voice pleaded for him to halt, but whether he didn’t hear her or heard her and just didn’t want to listen, he continued coming straight for her. “Henry, stop!” she shouted again.

He continued toward her, and it wasn’t until the sound of the rattlesnake shaking its tail again that he came to a halt, frozen in his tracks just mere feet from her.

“Don’t move,” she said to him.

He nodded.

Time seemed to slow as Luke’s expression changed. His shoulders swelled, and he took off toward them. “What is it?” he called out.

“It’s a snake.” She wasn’t sure if he heard her as he ran, but his eyes widened as though he had.

“Henry, don’t move!” Luke’s voice resonated with an unwavering command like the booming thunder after a lightning strike.

Grace’s heart pounded in her chest as her gaze darted around Henry’s feet, finally finding the venomous serpent coiled and poised to strike just inches from the boy’s shoe. The air was thick with tension, an eerie stillness descending upon them as she watched Luke’s strides carry him closer and closer to them.

Her mind raced. “What should we do?” she asked Luke.

“Where is it?”

“It’s right by his shoe.”

“How close?”

“Inches.”

A growl rumbled through his chest. “I can’t shoot it. Not when it’s that close. I have good aim, but . . .”

“So, what do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. Let me think.”

Luke looked as though his mind raced, thoughts colliding in a whirlwind of concern and desperation.

Grace inhaled a deep breath. They couldn’t wait much longer. Sooner or later, the snake would get annoyed enough. “What if . . . I’m going to step closer to him and grab him.”

“I don’t know if you should do that.”

“It will be all right. I’ll grab and swing him away from the snake.”

“And what if it bites you?”

“It won’t because you’re going to shoot it.”

Luke cocked his head to the side. “I said I was a good shot, Grace, but if I don’t want to shoot it while it’s near Henry’s feet, I also don’t want to shoot it when it’s near yours.”

“Yes, but after I grab him and swing him away, I’ll move to the left, and you will have a clear shot.”

Luke’s eyes widened. “I don’t know about this.”

“It will work.”

He exhaled a deep breath and slid the gun from his holster, aiming it. “All right. I’m ready when you are.”

Grace focused on Henry, keeping her gaze locked on the boy as she ignored everything around them. The rattled warning continued to echo, and she stepped forward a single step, getting closer to Henry. Her heart pounded.

“When I say go, reach for me, and as I lift you off the ground, pick your feet up as high as you can. Do you understand?” she asked him.

Henry nodded.

Grace bent down and wrapped her arms around Henry’s tiny frame in one swift and calculated movement. She gripped him tight, swinging him away from the snake’s striking range. The air seemed to crackle with tension as the snake lunged forward, its venomous fangs mere inches from its intended prey.

The sound of Luke’s gunshot reverberated through the wilderness, a resounding explosion that shattered the silence. The bullet found its mark, striking the serpent mid-air, causing it to fly backward and land on the ground with a thud. The body convulsed, coiling in on itself as the snake stole the last moments of life on Earth.

As the snake lay lifeless on the ground, Luke sprinted towards them. He dropped to his knees, his hands trembling as he checked Henry’s small body for signs of a bite.

“Did it bite you?” he asked his son.

Henry shook his head, and Grace saw the relief wash through Luke as he confirmed that his son remained unharmed. His gaze shifted to Grace, and he stood, grabbing her shoulders. “What about you? Did it bite you?”

“No.” Her word was more of a breath as she exhaled.

His fingers tenderly brushed against her cheek before he embraced her tightly. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you,” he whispered.

Luke slowly pulled away, looking into Grace’s eyes. Before she could say anything, he leaned in, kissing her. Before she reacted, he jerked away, staring at her with blinking eyes.

She opened her mouth to speak, but he turned away from her, grabbing Henry.

“We should get you both back to the wagons,” he said.
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Grace’s heart still pounded as they returned to her wagon. The only problem was that she didn’t know if it was because of the snake or the kiss.

They hadn’t said a word to each other the whole way back to the wagon, leaving an awkward silence she didn’t know what to make of. Had he only kissed her because she saved his son? Was it merely a reaction to the situation? Or was there a meaning behind it?

Luke followed behind her as she moved around the campfire and sat on the blanket beside the flames. He remained standing, and as he stood over her, he blew out several breaths, took off his hat, and ran his hands through his hair.

“Well,” he said. “At least everyone is all right.” His words were more like breathless sounds, just whispers on his lips than actual words.

Before Grace could utter a word in return, Winona walked around from the other side of the wagon. Her brow furrowed in confusion, and she looked from Grace to Luke. “What is going on?” she asked.

Henry ran to her, wrapping his tiny arms around her waist. She glanced down at him and then again at Grace and Luke. “What happened?”

“There was a snake,” Luke said. “It almost bit him, but he’s all right. I was able to kill it before it struck anyone.”

Winona’s eyes widened, and she instinctively clutched her arms around the little boy’s body. “Oh my! Well, thank the Lord, he’s all right.”

“Grace was the one who saved him.” Luke motioned toward Grace, and Winona turned her head.

“You saved him?”

“I just grabbed him before the snake could get to him.”

Winona brushed her hand against her chest. Her mouth was gaped, and she blinked at them in utter shock. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe that happened. How awful. Are you all right, Grace?”

“Yes.”

“I hate snakes. Such vile creatures.” She looked down at Henry again, exhaling a deep breath as she used her fingers to brush his hair out of his eyes. “Do you want a biscuit?”

He nodded.

“All right. Come with me, and we will get you one. Or get you five; I don’t care. You can have as many as you want after that ordeal.”

Winona always thought that food helped situations. It was always her go-to when she wanted to offer a distraction from one thing or another, like whenever a child fell and scraped their knee, she came with a cookie and a smile.

Grace’s eyes followed them for a moment, and she took a deep breath, almost wanting a biscuit herself.

“Grace?” Luke cleared his throat as though trying to break through the awkward tension in the air. His voice broke the silence, and it almost made her flinch. She was glad it didn’t. “I . . . I owe you an apology.”

“For what?”

He cleared his throat again. “For kissing you. It . . . it was reckless and inappropriate. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of the moment.”

So, it wasn’t wanted?

“I also should apologize for jerking away and not saying I’m sorry sooner.”

Grace’s blood ran cold in her veins, and her stomach twisted. She lowered her gaze, feeling warmth flush through her cheeks. “You don’t have to apologize,” she whispered. “You were just caught up in the moment, and I didn’t exactly push you away.”

A weighty silence settled between them, and the air was heavy with unspoken thoughts and emotions. Grace could feel Luke’s gaze on her, but she only dared to steal a glance once, and she quickly looked away after finding his eyes filled with a mixture of longing and uncertainty.

“There are things you need to know. Things we need to talk about. But . . . we can’t talk now. It will have to wait.”

“I don’t understand.” Her mind spun with a whirlwind of thoughts. “Why will it have to wait?”

Luke’s expression hardened, and a flicker of resolve danced in his eyes. His jaw tightened, and he momentarily dropped his gaze to the ground before meeting hers again.

His hesitation twisted in her stomach once more. “Luke? What is going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

He sucked a deep breath, blowing it out slowly.
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LUKE

Adefender of justice.

A champion of the innocent.

Those were just two names Luke thought of when he thought of his life as a Pinkerton. Or at least he did in the first few years of serving the agency. Toward the end, it was a different story, and one he never wanted to tell.

Before that story started, though, he was the happiest he’d ever been working for the agency. He loved the thrill of the chase and how the adrenaline coursing through his veins as he tracked down outlaws and brought them to justice fueled his spirit. In those moments, he felt invincible, a lone wolf fighting for what was right.

But with time, the cracks had formed in his resolve. The weight of the darkness he had witnessed, the ugliness that lay beneath the surface of society, had worn him thin. He had seen the pain etched in the eyes of the victims, the brokenness of those left behind, and it had left a mark on his soul.

Luke had lived through the bloodshed, the heartache, and the sacrifice. The line between justice and revenge had blurred, and he had questioned his purpose. The choices he had made, the lives he had taken or ruined, had left scars that would never fade.

And those scars took everything from him, leaving him with a half-life full of memories that haunted him with ghosts of his past.

“I have to hunt down these bandits following the wagon train.”

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean hunt down?”

“I’m . . . I’m not a rancher, Grace. At least not yet. I have land waiting for me in Oregon, and I plan to do everything I told you I wanted. But . . . there are things that you don’t know about me.”

“Like what?”

“I was a Pinkerton back East. It was my job to hunt down criminals and arrest them. Most I brought to justice . . . some died in the process.”

“A Pinkerton? Like a sheriff?”

“Sort of. Sheriffs can only work in their town. I can work anywhere in the United States.”

“So, you’re like a special lawman?”

“Yeah.”

“So, why did you leave the agency? Did you not like it?”

“I did. At first. I loved it.”

“Then why did you leave?”

He inhaled a deep breath, trying not to go into the darkest place of his mind, yet knowing he would have to. “I had been working on a case for several months and finally arrested the man. He’d robbed more banks than I could count, killing innocent people—even a pregnant woman as he was fleeing a robbery. He was killed in my custody, and when word spread, his brother took his revenge on my wife. He and his men broke into my house. They tortured her for hours, making Henry watch before they sliced her throat and left her on the kitchen floor. I don’t know why they spared Henry; he won’t tell me. Part of me wants to know, and the other part doesn’t think it would benefit anyone if I knew. I also don’t want him to relive it any more than he already does.”

Tears misted Grace’s eyes, and she cupped her hand over her mouth, shaking her head.

“It’s why he doesn’t speak,” Luke continued. “And it’s why I left. We both need a new start.”

“I . . . I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to say. That’s such an awful thing for you both to have been through. I can understand why he doesn’t speak.” With the last of her words, the tears broke free from her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. She turned away from Luke as more tears flowed down her face, and she crossed her arms, wrapping them around herself as if she were hugging herself. As Luke watched her movements, he couldn’t help but want to hug her, too.

“I can’t believe Henry went through that. That you went through that,” she said.

“I feel worse for him than me. I had seen death before. He hadn’t. I don’t want to think about what he heard or saw. Sarah knew he was there. I’m sure she tried to comfort him as best as she could. But I also try not to think about what happened in that house that afternoon.”

“I don’t blame you.” She faced him again. “I don’t think I would want to know either.”

“I’m not going to lie and say that I want to find the bandits who are after this wagon train. I don’t ever want to return to that life again. But I’ve also got to protect what is mine. I’ve got to protect Henry.”

“I understand. I will keep him safe. He can stay with me as long as you need.”

Luke nodded, hoping the action would give him the courage to say what else he had to. “There was always a risk that I wouldn’t come home, and that remains true. I might not come back to the wagons. I will fight with everything I can to make that not happen, but that’s reality.”

“I understand. Henry will always be safe with me.”

“Thank you. That’s not really why I tell you this, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s something else, though, that I have to protect, something important to me and something I need in my life. I didn’t know I needed it, and I fought against every thought in my head telling me I was a fool to think differently. But I know I need it.”

“What is that?”

“You.”

She inhaled a sudden breath and bit her bottom lip.

Although he paused to see if she would say anything, he couldn’t stop himself from continuing without giving her a chance.

“I don’t know exactly what kind of a man I am now or how I will be as a husband again . . . if I can even be a husband again. I’m still trying to figure that all out. I don’t want you walking out of my life, but I also don’t want you taking less than you deserve—and you deserve the world, Grace. There’s no question about that.”

“Don’t you deserve the world, too?” Although she paused, she continued before he could answer. “And what if what I deserve is you? What if you are exactly what I need, and I’m exactly what you need?”

“I’m not sure you want someone who is broken.”

“But I don’t see you as broken.”

Luke heard hoofbeats behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder to find Elijah headed toward Grace’s wagon, riding his horse and leading Luke’s horse beside him.

“We can talk more if I come back.” A slight chuckle whispered through his words.

“Do you mean when you come back?”

He looked at her, and a slight smile inched across her lips.

“Sure.”

He turned to leave, but before he could take more than one step, she darted forward, grabbing his arm and stopping him. He faced her.

“You deserve the world, too, Luke.” She leaned in, wrapping her arms around him and laying her head on his shoulder for a moment before pulling away. “But we’ll talk about all of it when you return.”

“Do you know how to shoot a gun?” he asked.

“I’m not very good, but I do.”

“Good. Keep one on you at all times, and I’ll return after I find these guys and take care of them.”


THIRTEEN
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GRACE


The crackling of the campfire filled the night air as Grace sat nestled among Winona, Lark, Carter, Cora, Jasper, Harper, and Brooks, and the warmth of the flames danced on their faces. She hadn’t thought of much other than Luke since he’d left, and while the air buzzed with conversation around her, her mind was oblivious to it all. The only sound that seemed to invade her senses was the soft murmur of the wind rustling through the trees mixed with Henry’s soft snores as he lay asleep with his head cradled in her lap. She stroked his hair over and over again as she stared at the flames.

Although everyone spoke around her, she didn’t hear a single word of what anyone was saying until Carter mentioned Luke by name. Then her ears perked. “I still can’t believe Mr. Dawson was a Pinkerton agent. How did we not know?”

“How could we know?” Jasper asked. “It’s not like he wore a badge.”

“Or spoke to anyone.” Brooks snorted as he leaned slightly back and folded his arms across his chest. Although there was a hint of annoyance behind the words he said, his face held not a smile or a frown. “I knew there was something different about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I certainly didn’t think he was a Pinkerton.”

“He’s not one anymore,” Grace said, looking at each of the three men. “He’s retired. Or he said he was. He left to make a new start on a ranch he owns in Oregon.”

“But why did he retire?” Carter asked.

“I already told you that is a question for him to answer. I won’t air his whole life to all of you.”

The three men stared at the fire.

“Well, regardless of whether or not he was hiding it, we can’t let him face those bandits alone. We should do something.” Jasper exhaled a deep breath and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Cora blinked at her husband as she hardened her glare and patted Benjamin on the back. The infant was wrapped tightly in a blanket, and he squirmed slightly as though bothered by his mother’s taps.

“You don’t know where he and his father-in-law went,” she said.

“We could still go looking for them.” Jasper glanced at her. “Would you want me out there with just one other man?”

“No, I wouldn’t. But you . . . you weren’t a Pinkerton. Grace said he knows what he’s doing.”

“Still. Two men against . . . dozens. It’s just not right for us to sit back while he risks his life. Besides, we’ve got as much skin in this as he has. Those men killed Mr. and Mrs. Schneider and have been hunting us for weeks. Plus, what if Mr. Wright is with them? I know I owe him a few punches.”

“As do I,” Carter said. He clenched his fist and shook it in the air.

Lark looked between Jasper and Cora and then looked at her husband. Her hand rubbed the small growing bump in her belly. “Do you think he’s with them?” she asked.

Carter shrugged. “I don’t know. My gut says he is.”

Lark and Cora exchanged glances while Harper stared at the fire like Grace. Winona sat stoically to the side of everyone, watching them all speak but saying nothing herself. Grace glanced at the headmistress, both wanting to ask what she was thinking about and not wanting to bother the woman.

Without much warning to anyone, Winona stood, brushing the dirt from her dress.

“What are you doing?” Lark asked her.

“I need to speak with Mr. Mills.”

“Do you want us to go with you?” Carter asked.

“No, Carter. As much as I appreciate the offer, I need to speak to Mr. Mills alone.” A slight growl rumbled through her voice, and as she walked off, the four women looked at one another. Grace had only seen Winona as mad as she was at this moment a handful of times in her life, and in just those few times, she had learned not to interfere with what the headmistress had in her mind. Do not ask questions. Do not try to talk her out of it. And most certainly, don’t interrupt.

The three men looked at their wives, and while Grace could tell they were all asking the same question, only Carter spoke. “Should we follow her?”

Lark widened her gaze as she shook her head. “Not unless you want to lose your head.”
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WINONA

Proverbs 29:11 Fools give full vent to their rage, but the wise bring calm in the end.

In the depths of her heart, Winona knew God’s call to be slow to anger. The sacred Scriptures spoke of patience, forbearance, and turning the other cheek. They whispered wisdom to her troubled soul, urging her to tread the path of love and understanding.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t feeling as entirely understanding as she should.

In fact, she was seething to the point where she didn’t know if she would ever feel calm again. She’d had enough of Mr. Mills and his assurances that everything would be all right. She’d also had enough of him saying he’d take care of everything.

Winona walked briskly over to Mr. Mills’ wagon, her steps fueled by a storm of emotions brewing within her. Her heart pounded as she wrestled with the inner conflict between her anger and the teachings of her faith. God’s Word echoed in her mind, reminding her to be slow to anger, to turn the other cheek, and to forgive. Yet, despite her best efforts, she couldn’t find the calm she desperately sought, not even when she reminded herself that Mr. Mills was a seasoned wagon master responsible for guiding them safely through uncharted territories. He had dedicated years of his life to this arduous task, but it seemed his leadership had faltered.

This was just the latest of incidents that had ignited Winona’s anger, and as she recounted all the times his lack of attention had cost them, her anger only seemed to grow. She thought about their arguments and all the times he told her everything would work out.

Perhaps in his mind, they had, but in hers . . .

Her idea of working out was vastly different from his.

As Winona reached Mr. Mills’ wagon, she found him sitting by his campfire with his gaze locked on the flames while he scratched his chin under the short beard he’d let grow over the last few weeks.

“Mr. Mills?” she said, approaching.

Her sudden voice made him flinch, and he glanced at her, jerking his head. “Miss Callahan? Is everything all right?” He moved to stand, but she held out her hand to stop him.

“You don’t have to stand on my account. I won’t be long in saying what I have to say.”

His brow furrowed, and hesitation purred through his tone. “All right.”

“I’m finding it rather difficult to keep my mouth shut, and well, I’ve just come to a point where I must say what I think.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I knew leaving Missouri that this trip wouldn’t be for the faint of heart. I knew it would be hard and full of many difficult times. I didn’t plan on losing faith in the very person I hired to see me and the women traveling with me safely to Oregon.”

A sense of understanding seemed to flicker in his eyes, and he glanced down at the ground before meeting her gaze once more. “I see.”

“Exactly what do you have planned to fight and get rid of these bandits following us?” She paused but continued before he could say anything. “Aside from sending two men, who are probably vastly outnumbered, to deal with the problem for you. A problem I believe you created.”

“I created it? How?” His brow furrowed again, and he stood, pointing his finger into his own chest.

“I told you that I didn’t trust or like Mr. Wright. I asked you about him and told you you should look into him. Now he’s teamed up with who knows how many bandits that killed Mr. and Mrs. Schneider and who could possibly kill all of us too!”

“And what was I supposed to do about him? Tell him to leave? I saw nothing about the man that would say I had to worry. It wasn’t until one of your young ladies angered him that he even did anything.”

“Are you saying this is all Cora’s fault?”

He opened his mouth but closed it momentarily as though he wanted to collect his thoughts before saying anything else. “I’m not exactly sure why you are here, Miss Callahan,” he finally finished. “What do you want to come of our conversation tonight?”

“I want to know what you are going to do about the situation we are in. I don’t want to hear that it’s being taken care of or that I shouldn’t worry. I want to know what you have planned to keep us all safe.”

“I can’t promise you all safety. I never could. I told you I would try.”

“You did promise me. I remember you saying it.”

“Well, if I did, it was wrong of me to say.” He waved his hand as if to wave off his words, or even hers, she didn’t know, and he turned away from her, folding his arms across his chest as he looked out over the darkened horizon. He inhaled a deep breath, blowing it out slowly.

She moved around to face him once more. “What is your plan to protect us?”

“Honestly?”

“I would prefer that, yes.”

“I don’t have one.”

“Well, then what are we all supposed to do if Mr. Dawson and Mr. Benson fail to get rid of the bandits?”

“If they fail and the bandits come for the camp, we can only do one thing—fight. Every man, every woman, and even every child will have to fight with everything they have to protect themselves and what is theirs. Even you, Miss Callahan. I pray that it won’t come to that. But I’m not sure what good my prayers are these days. Most of them seem to fall on deaf ears, so who knows what will happen.” He chuckled, igniting another spark of anger in her chest.

The bandits after them were not a matter to laugh at.

Neither was praying to God for help.

“I wish I had never trusted you,” she said.

He stared at her for a second, hardening his gaze as he leaned toward her until his face was inches from hers. “That makes two of us, Miss Callahan.”


FOURTEEN
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LUKE


The hunt. The chase. Whatever he wanted to call it. It had always been one of Luke’s favorite parts of the job.

He wasn’t even sure why. Perhaps it was how his heart seemed to pound harder when he was on the verge of finding the man he was looking for, or perhaps it was just the thrill of the chase, answering the question of whether he could and would find the one he was looking for. Sure, more than likely—if he was being modest—he could and would find the criminal. He had only one man who had slipped through his fingers, and that was earlier in his career. It wasn’t even his fault, really. It was the agent he was working with that had let the guy escape. Still, it went on his record just because he was there. The one blemish that kept him from having a perfect record.

He always hated that blemish, even though all the other agents told him it didn’t matter. It did to him. He didn’t want to have a missed man on his watch.

Not then.

And not now.

He rode through the trees with Elijah behind him, his eyes scanning the horizon for movement. He knew the types of men he was looking for. Men who would not hesitate to put several bullets into him and walk away like nothing ever happened. They didn’t care about him, and they didn’t care that killing him would leave his son an orphan. They only cared for one thing, and that was anything and everything they could steal from other people, and they didn’t care about how they would go about it. They would kill hundreds, perhaps thousands, to get what they wanted.

With one hand on the reins, he held the other near the holstered gun on his hip, and his fingers brushed against the handle as he rocked in the saddle. It felt as though no time had passed since the last job he’d been on, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He had longed for the simple life, the rancher’s life, content to live out his days in the quiet of the countryside. Of course, it would be hard work. Nothing about raising cattle was easy, but it sure was a lot easier than hunting down criminals. A lot safer, too, even when thinking about taking care of a few bulls.

When Sarah died, everything changed. He lost his sense of purpose, his reason for living. Or at least he thought he did. He still had those things in Henry, which is why he needed to leave the Pinkerton Agency. Before Sarah and Henry, he had found what he thought he needed in the job. It also helped that they seemed to see something in him he didn’t even know was there—a determination, a willingness, and a gift to do what was necessary to protect the innocent. When they had offered him a job, he had taken it, no questions asked. Not even about the pay.

He’d done the job, and he’d done the job well.

And then it all fell apart.

He had finally come to terms with leaving that part of his life and his past, and here he was now, riding through the Idaho mountains, searching for men who had taken two innocent lives. He knew it was his duty to protect Henry, Grace, and the rest of the wagon train and bring these men to justice—or at least put an end to their hunt—but he couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread settle over him.

“So,” Elijah said, glancing over him as he rode beside him. “What’s the plan?”

Luke shrugged. “Not sure yet.”

“You don’t have a plan yet?”

“I never had plans whenever I went into a situation. I just made it up as I went.”

“Really? Even after all these years, there isn’t some idea brewing in the back of your mind as to how you want to go about this. We can’t just go into this mindlessly.”

“I know we can’t. I reckon we need to scout the area first and see how many men we’re dealing with. Once we know their numbers, we can devise a strategy. We have to be careful about how we go about this. We don’t want to miss our chance, further endangering the wagon train.”

Luke and Elijah rode side by side on their horses, navigating the rugged terrain. The tall trees formed a canopy overhead, casting shadows on the path they followed. The air was cool, and the scent of pine lingered around them, a stark contrast to the tension that hung in the air.

The horses’ hooves clattered against the rocky trail as they pressed on, their eyes scanning the surroundings for any sign of the bandit camp.

Elijah glanced at Luke several times, and although Luke got the sense his father-in-law had something on his mind, he wasn’t about to ask what it was. Past conversations told him it was likely something he didn’t want to discuss.

“So,” Elijah finally said. He cleared his throat as though trying to hide the fact that he was about to probe. “Do you want to tell me what was going on between you and Miss Linwell when I rode up to her wagon?”

Luke inhaled a deep breath and shook his head, not meeting Elijah’s gaze. “Not really.”

“Oh, come on. I know something was going on. You aren’t good at hiding anything. You do have the annoying ability to refrain from talking about something if you don’t want to, but you can’t hide it.”

Luke closed his eyes, opening them to find Elijah staring at him with one eyebrow raised. A slight groan vibrated through his chest. His face flushed, and his gaze shifted to the distant horizon. He had hoped to keep his moment of weakness hidden, but he knew he owed Elijah the truth.

“I kissed her.”

“You what?” Elijah’s eyes widened, and he blinked several times.

“I kissed her. There was a snake, and she saved Henry’s life, and I just . . . I saw this woman who protected my son as his mother would, and . . . it just happened.”

“It just happened, or you wanted it to happen because you have feelings for the woman? Because I think it’s the latter.”

“Maybe it is. I just . . . I don’t know if I can be the man and husband she deserves. I don’t know if I can let go of everything, and I don’t want her to live in the shadows of another woman.”

“So, then, don’t make her. You don’t have to forget Sarah, but you must let her go. She’s not coming back.”

“I know.”

“You are on the brink, Luke. You are standing on the edge of the bridge, looking down at the river below. What are you going to do? Will you jump and continue to dwell in a past that is gone, killing yourself or worse, taking on the misery of being alone, or will you walk away and find happiness?”

“You’re alone.”

“You’re right, I am. But it’s not because I harbor feelings for a dead woman.”

“Ouch. Blunt.”

“I know it is, and I’m sorry. But I think you need blunt right now.”

Luke didn’t want to admit that it was at this moment he saw Sarah when he looked at her father. He never knew where she had gotten her attitude until he met Elijah, and even if she didn’t grow up with the man, there she was, in him, bluntness and all. It was a hard pill to swallow, knowing that if she were here right now, she’d tell him the same thing—let her go, find someone to love, and enjoy life.

He could almost hear her voice telling him.

Now, he just needed to do it.

As they moved deeper into the forest, their senses heightened, Luke and Elijah sensed a subtle change in the air. The scent of campfires wafted through the trees, tickling their nostrils, and Luke motioned Elijah to get off his horse. After securing the reins to a nearby tree, they continued on foot.

Staying hidden among the rocks and dense trees, Luke and Elijah weaved through a small path, keeping their steps light until they peered through the foliage and spotted the camp they’d been searching for. Luke glanced over his shoulder, pointing at Elijah before gesturing to count the men he could see. Elijah nodded.

While most lounged lazily, some were engrossed in conversations that Luke couldn’t hear. They chatted and laughed, unaware they were being watched. If Luke didn’t know they were nothing but criminals, he might mistake them for just a bunch of cowboys enjoying life on the frontier.

Only two of them seemed out of sorts, and as they walked through the camp, their voices boomed over all of them. Luke strained to hear them, and his heart thumped as he listened to their conversation.

“We need to attack the wagon train tonight,” the first man insisted. His voice was filled with a determination that ran cold through Luke’s veins and twisted in his stomach.

“And since when do you think I’m going to take orders from the likes of you, Mr. Wright?” the second man said. There was a slight amusement to his voice, which seemed to annoy the other, whom he called Mr. Wright.

Wright. Wright.

Luke furrowed his brow at the name. It sounded familiar. Wasn’t he the one Mr. Mills spoke of? The one who was after one of the women on the wagon train? Luke glanced at Elijah, who looked back at him as though he had the same thought.

“I’m not sure how much longer I want to follow this wagon train. My men and I should head south to California as planned.” A few of the men sitting nearby overheard the two, and they nodded as though they agreed with their leader.

Mr. Wright lunged for the leader, moving so close their faces were inches apart. “No. We had an agreement, and I want what I paid you for. I want what you agreed to give me. You get the supplies, and I get the woman. That was the deal.”

The leader shoved his hands on his hips and straightened his shoulders, deepening his voice. “I told you once, and I’ll tell you again, I ain’t killing nobody for supplies nor a woman. We never agreed to attack the wagon train. None of my men did. We have only followed them, per what we told you we’d do. All the killing . . . that’s on your hands. None of my men will be attacking those people. Do you understand me?”

“You gave your word you would help me seek my revenge.”

“But I never said we’d kill anyone.”

“I can’t attack the wagon train alone. I’m outnumbered.”

“Then I guess you won’t get the woman, Mr. Wright.” The leader looked around the camp and then whistled. His men stopped what they were doing and looked at him. “Pack up. We leave when everyone is ready.”

“Leave? Where are you going?”

“To California, Mr. Wright. I wish you luck.” The leader moved around Mr. Wright, but before he could take more than just a few steps, Mr. Wright grabbed his arm, yanking him around.

“You gave me your word I would get the woman I came for!” Mr. Wright shouted.

The leader jerked free. “I won’t be a part of this madness anymore. I won’t endanger innocent lives for your obsession!”

Mr. Wright’s face contorted with fury. “You think you can defy me? You’ll regret it, I swear it.”

The leader jumped back, drawing his gun. The rest of his men jumped to their feet and did the same. Mr. Wright looked around, and Luke could see the wheels turning in his mind. Elijah reached for his gun, but Luke waved for him to stop and shook his head.

This wasn’t their fight.

He motioned Elijah to back off, and the two of them inched through the trees in the direction they came, back toward their horses.

“So, what are we going to do?”

“Nothing.”

“But shouldn’t we do something?’

Luke shrugged. “Like what? We can’t go after them. They haven’t done anything, and if you attack innocent men, then all you do is turn them into the monsters you falsely claimed them to be. We need to let them go. It’s not them we want. It’s Mr. Wright.”

“Don’t you think we should try to find out his plan?”

“He’s one man.”

“Yeah, and look what he’s already done. He had us thinking a whole gang was following the wagon train. He killed two people and stole a cow from under our noses alone. I think you underestimate him.”

“I don’t want to stumble across trouble when we aren’t looking for it.”

“And I don’t want to think we don’t have trouble when we have more than we bargained for.”

Luke looked at Elijah and then toward the direction of the camp. He didn’t want to admit that his father-in-law had a point. “Fine. We’ll head down to the clearing south of here. If they are heading to California, that’s where they will go. But don’t think I like this idea.”
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Luke and Elijah sat atop their horses while they waited in the middle of the ravine. The sun beat down on them, and a thin layer of sweat glistened on Luke’s skin. He knew he should have been nervous, knew his stomach should have been tied up in knots. But he wasn’t. He’d been through this scenario far too many times before to have any reservations. He knew his job, knew what he had to do, and, unfortunately, knew what to say.

What he didn’t know was how the band of men would react to seeing and speaking to him.

Just as he had thought, the men soon appeared from the trees, winding through the rocky path of the ravine. They paused at first, but as their leader motioned them to continue, they approached.

“Good day, gentlemen,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm.

“Good day.” The leader narrowed his eyes. “Can we help you with anything?”

“We’re looking for a man who might be with you. His name is Mr. Sam Wright.”

“Yeah, we know him. He was with us, but he’s not anymore. He’s at our camp about two miles north. I don’t know if he’s still there, but that’s where we left him. Well, him and a few men who decided to stay with him.”

Luke’s head jerked. “What do you mean?”

“Some of my men decided they wanted to stay with him. To carry out what he wanted to do.”

“And what is that?”

“Go after some wagon train we’ve been following.” The leader adjusted his seat in his saddle. “But something tells me you already knew that.” He moved his chin, acknowledging the badge clipped to Luke’s lapel. “I want you to know that we didn’t kill that couple, but we did take the supplies when Mr. Wright gave them to us.”

“I figured. And there’s no crime in that. At least not one I want to enforce.”

“We also didn’t do anything other than follow that wagon train.”

“I know that too.” Luke cleared his throat. “I’m not after any of you. I’m only after him. Well, and the men who stayed with him if they plan to help him.”

“They were good men. I don’t know why they chose what they did.”

“It’s not up to me to know all that. It’s only up to me to see that they don’t do anything, or if they do, they get the punishment they deserve.”

The leader glanced over one shoulder and then the other, looking at the men behind him for a moment before turning back to Luke and Elijah. “We know what he plans to do.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”


FIFTEEN
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GRACE


Romans 15:13 May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in faith so that you overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Hope.

Grace had had her fair share of moments when all she could do was hope for the best, and most of this journey had claimed a good portion of those moments. From leaving everything she’d ever known to facing the measles outbreak, from the murder of Mrs. Fairchild to William’s accident, and now to the bandits after the wagon train.

It was almost too much for her to think about, yet she knew she couldn’t ignore it. She had to face it all, no matter how she felt and no matter how much all she wanted to do was hide.

“Thank you for coming with me,” Cora said as they made their way down the pathway to the river. She clutched a bucket in each hand. It was one of the first times Grace had seen her without Benjamin, who was sleeping back at camp under Winona’s watchful eye.

“Of course. It’s a nice distraction for Henry.” Grace glanced over, watching Henry trot through the grass, laughing.

“How has he been since his father left?”

“He’s been all right. Or at least I think so. He doesn’t speak, so it’s hard to know.”

“I wonder if he will ever talk again.”

“I don’t know.”

“It must have been unimaginable . . . what he went through to force him not to want to speak.”

“I know.”

Cora glanced over, watching Henry too for a bit before she turned back to Grace and adjusted the buckets in her hands. A slight smile inched across her face, and before Grace could stop her from asking the question obviously on her mind, she spoke. “So . . . speaking of Luke . . .”

Grace’s stomach twisted slightly. She knew where Cora would take this conversation, and she held up her hand to stop her friend. It didn’t work.

“Don’t think you’ll get out of talking to me about him or what’s happening.”

“Do we have to talk about this now?”

“Why not now? Seems like as good a time as any.”

“I suppose. The truth is, though, that I don’t know. He’s just as much in pain as Henry is, and I don’t know if he will ever get over it.”

Cora lifted one eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

“From what he said.”

“And what was that?”

As Grace recounted the conversation she shared with Luke before he left, the two women made their way down to the river. Their long skirts flowed over the tall grass, and as they reached the riverbank, Grace set down the buckets she was carrying. She knelt and dipped her hands into the cool water, glancing at Cora, who had set down her own buckets, and rested her hands on her hips. She leaned backward, arching and stretching her lower back.

“Do you want to know what I think?” Cora asked.

“Not really, but I feel you’ll tell me anyway.”

“Ha. Ha. Very funny.” Cora cocked her head to the side as she looked at Grace and then across the river, squinting in the afternoon sun. “I think he is just scared and a little unsure, but if you give him time to see how much he cares for you, he will change his mind.”

“Do you think so?”

“I do. The question is, how do you feel about him? Do you want him to change his mind?”

Grace continued to let the water flow between her fingertips, trying to allow the gentle rustled sounds of the river flowing over the rocks to soothe the storm raging within her chest. With each passing moment, the weight of the unanswered questions about love seemed to grow heavier, threatening to pull her under.

As the soft breeze whispered through her hair, Grace cast her gaze upon the winding river, its currents mirroring the twists and turns of her own heart. She wondered about her parents and the details behind their love—or lack thereof. Were they even in love? Or had it been a whirlwind where they thought they were, but they parted ways once she came into the picture? Were they torn apart by her parents just as she was from them? Or did they find solace in each other’s arms once the tarnish that was her existence was taken care of? There was so much she didn’t know—and never would. It wasn’t as though she had any fragmented memories to cling to, either. She had nothing, and while it had never bothered her, it now suddenly left her yearning for a connection she would never know.

A dull ache formed in her chest with the hollow space left by their absence, and she couldn’t help but fight off the unshed tears welling in her eyes.

What did she know of love?

Sure, she had seen what it could be through watching Lark, Cora, and Harper find their loving husbands, but watching others and forging her own path were two different things, and their happiness—although wonderful to watch and she couldn’t help but feel happy for them—served as a bittersweet reminder of what she yearned for, yet doubted she would ever find.

She watched the ripples flow downstream, their fluid movements mirroring the ebb and flow of her own conflicted life.

“Your long pause says a lot,” Cora finally muttered.

“I didn’t mean to pause. It’s just that . . .” She bit her lip for a moment, not knowing if she could say the next words sitting on the tip of her tongue.

“It’s just what?”

“Well, just as he questions if he could be a good husband, I’m not sure I could be a good wife.”

Cora’s head jerked to the side, and her brow furrowed. “Why do you think such a thing? That’s absurd.”

“No, it’s not. I . . . well, it’s not like I know what I’m doing.”

“Who does? Do you think I knew what being a wife or mother meant when I married Jasper? Or that Lark knew when she married Carter? Or Harper when she married Brooks?”

“I suppose not.”

“So, why would you think you would be any different?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged, and as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm glow over the river, she closed her eyes, allowing the breeze to caress her cheeks. She yearned for answers and for the assurance that love wasn’t just an elusive illusion but a tangible force that could bring solace to her restless soul.

She’d never been good at vulnerability, and she knew that love required it, along with a willingness to let go of the past and embrace the unknown, even if that scared her more than anything.

“Does that mean you want him to change his mind?”

She bit her lip again and nodded. “I do.” She admitted softly. Her voice was tinged with a mix of longing and sadness. “I want him to change his mind. I’ve never met a man like him before. He’s quiet and can be stubborn. But he’s kind and strong, and he makes me feel safe.”

“It must have hurt to hear how he felt.”

“It did. But I understand why he would feel that way with the loss of his wife. It’s not surprising that he would have doubts.”

Cora smiled. “I’m sure he just needs time. It sounds like he’s never met a woman like you before. One so warm and caring and one his son has taken such a liking to. I’m sure he will come around.”

“But do I want a man who has to come around to the idea of loving me? Or one who chooses me just because his son loves me? Shouldn’t his feelings come from his own heart without work or question? Shouldn’t it be a choice that doesn’t take so much . . . effort?”

“I think that is how it is for some, but I don’t think that love that takes work is less than love that doesn’t take work.”

“Do you think so? Sometimes, I feel like I’m being foolish, holding onto something that may never be. Especially when we don’t know each other.”

Cora laid her hand on Grace’s shoulder. “I don’t think you’re being foolish, and you know each other enough. He obviously trusts you, letting you care for his son.”

“I never thought about that.”

“Well, you should. He lost his wife, and surely, he’s scared to lose his son. Trusting you with someone so special to him . . . that’s got to mean something. Love is a powerful thing, and it can change even the most stubborn of hearts. You just need to give it time and have faith.”

A man cleared his throat behind them, and Grace and Cora looked at each other and then spun around to face the noise, coming face to face with Mr. Wright.

“Well, well, well, I came here looking for one person in particular, and as luck would have it, I found her without even having to look hard.” Mr. Wright cocked his head to the side. “Hello, Cora.”

The women both stood, and Cora clutched her neck, sucking in a sharp breath. Grace’s heart thumped, and she looked around, spotting Henry, who had stopped playing and ran for her, wrapping his arms around her leg. His body trembled against hers. Grace’s stomach twisted.

“Sam, what are you doing here?” Cora asked.

“Oh, you know. Just making my way in this world.” He pointed the gun in his hand at her.

“So, my gut instinct was right.” Mr. Wright snorted and smirked as though proud of himself. “It’s good to see you. It makes me happy. It’s been far too long since we were together.”

“I’m not happy to see you. Not after you murdered all those people.”

“They were in my way, and I needed the supplies.”

“They were innocent people.” Cora shook her head, taking a step back away from Mr. Wright. “You are evil. Nothing but evil. I can’t believe I ever thought about marrying you.”

“How is it evil to give you what you wanted?”

“You don’t give someone something by taking it from someone else.”

“Of course you do, Cora. That is the way of it. That’s how it works in this world.”

She shook her head again. “That’s not how I want to be. That’s not how I want to live.”

“Well, I suppose we can work on that while we live wherever we end up together—Oregon, California. Perhaps we can stay in Idaho or head back to Montana. Or even go home to Missouri. It depends on where we want to live and raise a family.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you, and we will never be a family.”

“But I did this all for you.” His eyes narrowed, and his voice twisted with a hint of annoyance.

Grace’s heart raced as Mr. Wright’s cold gaze bore into Cora. His presence loomed over them, and although Cora seemed as though she tried to remain composed, her voice quivered as she spoke. “I don’t know what you were thinking . . . but I . . . I didn’t want those people to die. Mrs. Fairchild, the Schneiders . . . you shouldn’t have done anything to them, especially for me. I don’t want anything from you, and I don’t want anything to do with you.” She glanced at Grace and motioned for them to return to the wagons. “Just leave me alone and stop following the wagons. There is nothing for you here.”

He moved to block them. “Where are you going?”

“We’re going back to the wagons. Goodbye, Sam. Leave me alone.”

A sinister smile crept across Sam’s face, and he sneered. “I don’t think you understand what is happening. I gave you a gift so we could be a family. So, we will be a family.”

Grace inched closer to Cora, and the two women pressed their bodies together.

“I told you I’m not going anywhere with you. And if you try to stop me, my husband will stop you.”

“He’s not meant to be your husband. I am.” Mr. Wright lunged for the two women, bringing his face inches from Cora’s as she and Grace huddled together.

“All I have to do is scream,” she told him.

He pointed his gun at her head. “And all I have to do is pull the trigger.”

“You won’t get away with this,” Cora said, mustering the strength to confront the man who had caused so much pain in her life. “My husband will come after me, and you’ll pay for your sins.”

“Oh, I’m trembling in fear,” Sam mocked, tightening his grip on the gun. He paused, licking his lips as he looked over at Grace. “The only problem is, what do I do with you? I don’t want the both of you.”

“Please don’t hurt her. Just let her go,” Cora said.

“Let her go?” Mr. Wright laughed. “So she can return to the wagons and tell everyone I’ve taken you? No. She either comes with us, or she dies.” He cocked his gun, pointing it at Grace. She closed her eyes, and Henry gripped her tighter, clinging to her.

“Then she comes with us.” Cora moved in front of Grace, turning her body slightly to keep Benjamin away from Mr. Wright. “The boy, too.”

Mr. Wright’s left eye twitched as he stared at the two women, thinking. For a moment, Grace thought to tell Mr. Wright about Luke and how taking a Pinkerton’s son wasn’t the best choice. But in telling him that it would surely seal their fate, he’d kill them instead. He wasn’t stupid enough to allow a situation where a Pinkerton would be after him.

“Please just let us go. This won’t end well for you, and you know it.”

“Oh, I think it will end exactly how I want it. Do you think I’m scared of Mr. Scott or any other men on that wagon train? They won’t even be able to find us.” Mr. Wright waved the gun between them. “Now, come on. Get moving.”

Cora looked at Grace, and there wasn’t anything left for the two women to do other than do as Mr. Wright said. As they walked away from the river, Grace bent down, whispering to Henry to watch where he was and to pay attention to his surroundings. It was the only thing she could think to do. If they had even a moment of a chance to escape, they needed to know where they could go.

Fear surged through her, but she refused to show weakness, and as she glanced over her shoulder, she watched as the wagons vanished from their sight.


SIXTEEN
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GRACE


Psalm 27:1 The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? Psalm 34:4-8 I sought the Lord, and he answered me; he delivered me from all my fears. Those who look to him are radiant; their faces are never covered with shame. This poor man called, and the Lord heard him; he saved him out of all his troubles. The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him, and he delivers them. Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the one who takes refuge in him.

Grace repeated the two verses over and over again, dwelling on each word as if they were the only lifeline she could grasp.

Perhaps it was.

Her shoes crunched on the dry leaves as she hurried through the dense trees, the weight of fear and desperation pressed down on her with each step. Cora trudged wearily beside her while little Henry clung to Grace’s hand. His tiny fingers trembled in hers, and he whimpered as he struggled beside her. She didn’t want to think about what was going through his mind, and she leaned toward him, whispering the verses to him, hoping he would hear her words and listen to them, taking them into his heart as much as she was taking them into hers.

Mr. Wright followed close behind with the gun still in his hand, always at the ready. He barked orders every few minutes, telling them to either go right or left or to hurry up because they weren’t going fast enough.

“Faster,” he snapped again. A slight growl vibrated through his tone.

“We can’t go any faster!” Cora shouted. “We are tired and hungry, and we have a little boy with us.”

At the mention of Henry, the little boy whimpered again, and Mr. Wright glared at him, causing Henry to cry out with a slight scream as though scared.

“Don’t you dare start crying, boy,” Mr. Wright shouted. “Or I’ll give you something to cry about!” His shouted voice made Henry whimper more, and his face scrunched. Although Grace prayed he would find the strength not to, tears welled in his eyes. He made several noises.

Mr. Wright lunged for Grace, lowering his voice to a growl. “Shut him up. Or I will do it permanently.”

Cora moved between them. “Don’t hurt him. He’s just a boy. He knows nothing of what you are doing or what is going on. He’s hungry, tired, and scared.” Her voice was strained, and it cracked on several words as tears welled in her own eyes. Just like Grace, she knew Henry’s confusion and fear would only worsen the longer he went without food, rest, and his father.

Mr. Wright growled again, and he looked around before scratching his brow; a nervous tick seemed to inch through him.

“I warned you this would happen if you didn’t let the boy go,” she said to him. Her tears finally broke free, streaming down her cheeks. “Let us go. Please. Just let us go so we can return to our wagons.”

Mr. Wright stared at her for a moment, then began to pace. The more he walked, the more he seemed annoyed, and he soon took to running his hands through his hair before covering his ears and humming to himself.

“If we don’t rest and find him food, he will only cry more.” Cora stepped toward Mr. Wright. “Is that what you want?”

“Stop. Just stop!” He continued to pace. “I can’t think. I need to think.” He turned away from the women and Henry, resting his hands on his head as he muttered to himself about where they were, how far away Fort Hall was, and how long it would take them to get there. “We need to keep going. We just need to keep going. We are wasting time, and my camp is not far.”

“Camp? What camp?” Cora asked.

“That’s none of your concern.”

It wasn’t but another several dozen yards down the trail that they came across the camp, and Mr. Wright stopped again. He told the women to sit by a rock while he thought about where they would go and what they would do. Cora and Grace nestled against a fallen tree branch, pressing their backs into the large chunk of wood. The bark threatened to rip her seams each time Grace adjusted her seat.

Henry cuddled up next to her, burying his face in her chest. She wrapped her arms around him, covering his upper body with her sleeves while she moved her dress skirt over his legs. His body trembled next to hers.
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LUKE

The sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the rugged landscape as Luke and Elijah rode back to the wagon train. The urgency of their mission weighed heavily on Luke’s mind, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss. He just didn’t know what it was. He gripped the reins tighter, urging his horse forward as they neared the camp. Elijah followed behind him.

“What do you think we should do?” the father-in-law asked.

“Nothing. He’ll come to us. He’s one man. He won’t stand a chance.”

As Luke and Elijah continued toward the camp, the wagons popped through the trees, and as they approached the camp, they could see all the men of the wagon train gathered around Mr. Mills. One of them, Mr. Scott, waved his hands, looking as though he was shouting.

“I’m telling you, something is wrong,” Mr. Scott said.

Luke brought his horses to a stop and dismounted swiftly, joining the two men. “Mr. Mills, Mr. Scott,” he greeted them, his voice steady. “What seems to be the trouble?”

“I’ll tell you what the trouble is,” Mr. Scott said. “My wife is missing.”

“Missing?”

“Yeah, Missing. She went to fill the bucket down by the river and hasn’t come back,” Mr. Scott said. “I went looking for her, and all I found was the bucket near the water. She’s not anywhere around.”

“Have you checked with Miss Callahan?” Mr. Mills asked.

Miss Callahan emerged from the crowd of men as if she had heard her name, and she held Mr. and Mrs. Scott’s infant son in her arms, clutching him tightly to her chest. “Checked with me about what?”

“Do you know where Cora is?” Mr. Scott asked.

“No. I was coming over to see Mr. Mills about Grace missing too.”

Luke’s heart thumped. “Grace is missing? What about Henry?”

“Henry was with her. Cora came by the wagon this afternoon. She headed to the river to fetch water and didn’t want to go alone. Grace went with her, and she took Henry.”

The world around Luke suddenly caved in on him. His breath quickened, and his eyes unfocused. He was suddenly back in his old house, standing in the middle of it while his world crumbled around him. The light had faded in the windows, and a weight pressed against his chest. His mind raced with a maelstrom of emotions. Anger, frustration, and desperation swirled within him, threatening to consume his soul. He had hoped for a chance at happiness again, a glimmer of light in the darkness of loss, but now, it felt like the darkness had engulfed him.

The memory of coming home and finding his wife flashed before his eyes, tearing him apart. He couldn’t face such a fate again.

Not with Henry.

And not with Grace.

The fear of losing another person he cared for consumed him. She had become more than a friend, more than just a fellow traveler on this treacherous journey. She had awakened something inside him he thought was lost forever—the hope for a new beginning, the chance to love again.

“Mr. Dawson? Mr. Dawson?” Mr. Mills snapped his fingers in front of Luke’s face. Luke blinked and shook his head. “Sorry.”

“Did you find the bandits?”

“I did. They aren’t bandits. It was a group of men that Mr. Wright conned into following the wagon train to make you all fear him. Most of them left for California. I spoke with them. But he is still out there and has a few men behind him. He’s coming for Mrs. Scott. He planned to take her. My guess is . . . he succeeded, and he took Miss Linwell and my son with them.”

Mr. Scott’s fists clenched in frustration. “I should have gone with her to the river. I never thought something like this would happen.”

“It’s not your fault,” Luke reassured him. “We will find them. I know where their camp is.” He glanced toward Elijah, who nodded.

“Get your horses ready, men. We leave in five minutes.” Before anyone else could say anything, Mr. Mills finished his sentence and spun, trotting off to tack his horse. The rest of the men dispersed, heading for their own horses. Luke made his way back to his horse and opened his saddle bag, checking to see how much ammunition he had.

“I would ask if you were ready for this, but I know you are,” Elijah said.

Luke glanced at his father-in-law but said nothing as the men mounted their horses. While he wanted to focus on getting there in time, his thoughts kept drifting to Grace and Henry. Their laughter, their shared moments, the budding connection between them—they had brought joy and light to his life, and he couldn’t let that light be snuffed out by Mr. Wright’s darkness.

He had to get there in time.

He just had to.

He would never forgive himself if he didn’t.

He would never survive if he didn’t.

“She’s going to be all right.” Elijah paused. “And Henry, too.”

“They better be.” Luke stepped into the stirrup, bouncing a few times before he swung his leg over and slid into the saddle. “Because if they aren’t . . . I’m going to set this whole world on fire.”


SEVENTEEN
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WINONA


The vastness of the plains seemed to mirror the immense weight of Winona’s worry. Every rustle of the grass, every distant call, made her heart leap, hoping this was all a crazy dream and Cora and Grace would step out of the darkness and toward the wagons.

“Lord, they have their whole lives ahead of them,” she whispered. “Please be with them. Please keep them safely wrapped in your arms.”

She tried to imagine Cora's laughter and Grace's soft singing – memories that now seemed far too distant for Winona’s liking. She knew she had to hold onto hope that they would find their way back to her and those who love them.

As Winona glanced around the camp, she watched the men gather their horses. Each one wasted no time, flinging their saddles onto horses’ backs and cinching the girths. Their hands moved quickly, especially Mr. Mills, the man she’d paid to get her and the women to Oregon City and get them there safely.

A task which he’d failed.

Of course, she never could—or would—outright blame him for the situation. However, something inside her still snapped, and before she could think or stop herself, she marched over to his wagon.

“Mr. Mills,” she said, letting a slight growl rumble through her chest.

“What is it, Miss Callahan?”

“I’d like a word with you.”

“Not now. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Yes, I know. But it’s important.”

He threw his saddle onto the back of his horse and turned toward her. “More important than getting Miss Linwell and Mrs. Scott safely?”

His question caused her to pause. She had been prepared to start yelling at the man, to tell him how this was his fault and he needed to right the wrong he’d caused. She was ready to point out the mistakes he’d made, and yet hearing his voice and seeing the worry in his eyes . . .

There was a difference in the man she’d spent all these months with. It was as though he spoke of his own daughters, or at least women he cared deeply for and would do anything within him to find and protect them.

“No. I just . . . please find them. Please find them and bring them back.”

“I will.”

It was just two words, but the depth of his tone when he said them hit her square in the chest. There was a determination behind them, and for the first time, a tiny part of her worried a little less. Before she could say another word, he finished cinching the horse and slipped the bit into its mouth and the bridle over its ears, leading the animal away from his wagon.

“Mr. Dunning, Mr. Stonemill, Mr. Fairchild, and Mr. Reed, stay with and protect the wagons,” he called out. “The rest of the men, come with me.”

One by one, the men climbed onto their horses, and Winona smiled at Carter, Brooks, and Jasper as they nodded toward her. Although they didn’t say the words out loud, she knew that each of them silently told her they would return with the women no matter what.

Mr. Mills rounded the group, pointing at Mr. Dawson as he yanked his horse to a stop. “Do you know where this camp is?”

“I do.”

“Then let’s go.”

Winona stood while the men trotted off. Mr. Dawson paused, glancing down at her while the others headed out.

“I will bring Grace back,” he said.

“I know you will because I know you love her.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Because I see it. I may be old, but I’m no fool. I know when a man loves a woman even before the man knows it.”

He sucked in a breath but didn’t say another word. Instead, he turned his horse and galloped away after the rest of the men. Winona inhaled a breath as they vanished, clutching her chest as Lark and Harper made their way to her side, grabbing her arms.

“They will come back,” Lark said. “I know they will.”
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LUKE

In the stillness of the night, the shadows seemed to close in on Luke, the breeding ground for his deepest fears. Memories of his past failures and insecurities clouded his thoughts, and although he tried to fight them off, his strength proved too weak.

For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind. 2 Timothy 1:7.

It was a verse he had clung to like a lifeline ever since the day he came home to find Sarah dead . . .

Luke pressed his spurs gently into his horse’s flank, urging the gelding onward. The familiar homestead came into view, a beacon of solace against the sprawling prairie and the job he’d just finished. He hadn’t seen home, Sarah, or Henry in months, and he didn’t want to wait for another second. He’d done everything to find the man he’d been looking for, and with the criminal now in jail, he was headed home for a much-needed rest.

Even from this distance, he could make out the small garden that Sarah had started planting just before he left. The plants had already begun to sprout, and their leaves fluttered in the light breeze. He could almost hear Sarah humming a tune while Henry ran and laughed around her. That sound, their combined happiness, had become Luke's favorite melody, one that played in his heart no matter how far away his duties took him.

The Pinkerton badge on his chest weighed heavily on him, not from its physical mass but from the gravity of its responsibilities—the dangerous missions, the secrecy, the long weeks away from home. There were times he hated the choices he’d made, even if it put food on the table and kept a roof over their head.

As the horse trotted, his fingers brushed against a small leather pouch he always kept close in his pocket. Inside was a dried wildflower, one that Henry had given him during a family picnic, and a small note from Sarah written in her delicate handwriting. He didn’t need to open it to remember what it said. “Come back to us safely. We love you.”

He halted the horse in the barn and climbed out of the saddle, untacking and putting everything away before giving the horse some hay and heading to the house. He could almost smell the apple pie Sarah always had waiting for him, and his mouth watered with the thought. He’d waited all day for a slice as well as Sarah’s delicious fried chicken and mashed potatoes. She sure knew how to fill a man’s stomach.

As he shut the door to the horse stall, he glanced over at the house, wondering why Henry hadn’t greeted him yet. The warm feeling in his chest suddenly turned cold and sank into his stomach. He could see the back door from the barn, and while she often left it open, she only did so if she was standing on the back porch. She wasn’t there, and neither was Henry. He glanced at the other horse sleeping in its stall and then at the wagon still parked next to the stacked hay bales. They hadn’t gone to town. They should be home.

His gut twisted again, slowly turning into a storm of anxiety. Luke's days as a Pinkerton had honed his instincts, sharpening them to pick up when something was amiss. And now, every hair on his neck stood at attention.

He darted from the barn, quickening his pace towards the house; the weight of his pistol was holstered by his side as he looked around at everything from the garden to the porch to the untouched swing on the porch, swaying slightly in the breeze. Something wasn’t right. Something felt different. It was too quiet, too still, and it only deepened his dread.

“Sarah! Henry!” he shouted, hoping and praying he would hear them.

He didn’t.

With every step, his heart raced faster, and he broke into a run up the back porch stairs. His mind tried to hesitate at the door, afraid of what he might find on the other side, but the Pinkerton in him wouldn’t allow a second. He wanted nothing more than for his fears to be unfounded, for Sarah and Henry to appear, wrapping him in their arms and welcoming him home.

He shoved the door out of his way. “Sarah! Henry!”

He rounded the dining table and skidded to a stop. Drawing a deep breath, he looked down upon his son, who was crying while he lay beside his mother’s beaten and bloody body.

Luke shoved the memory from his mind as he snuck through the trees, grabbing a tree trunk nearest him so he could keep his balance while trying to remain stealthy. A campfire burned in the distance, and the scent of the flames licking against wood filled the forest air. Whether or not Mr. Wright was still with the small band of men, he didn’t know, but someone was at the camp he’d found deserted earlier, that much he knew.

He squinted as he looked around the rest of the trees, making eye contact and watching Mr. Mills and the rest of the men weave their way behind him, each one moving as slowly as he did to avoid making any noise.

“Well, one thing is for sure,” Elijah whispered as he came up beside Luke. “They are here.”

His father-in-law crouched beside him, leaning his weight on the tree trunk.

“Someone’s here. But I have to see Henry and Grace to know whether they are here.”

“There are tracks going in all directions. It’s hard to know which are coming and which are going.” Elijah blew out a breath, meeting Luke’s concerned gaze. “How many did that man say stayed behind?”

“Nine or ten, so it will be eleven with Mr. Wright.”

“Well, there’s six of us. Even if we are outnumbered, I’d say we still have great odds. Especially with you.” Elijah snorted. “You could probably take on all eleven yourself without any help from anyone.”

“Just because I could doesn’t mean I would want to. I don’t want Mr. Wright to have even a second of a chance to harm Grace or Luke.”

The pain in Luke’s heart was overwhelming. He needed to find Grace and Henry and find them before either of them had to suffer at the hands of that cold-blooded murderer.

“I’m pretty sure Mr. Scott has his eye on taking Mr. Wright out first. I doubt you would have any trouble with the man.” Elijah glanced over his throat, looking at the determined husband squaring himself behind another tree as he inched along with Mr. Campbell, Dr. Evans, and Mr. Mills.

“You should gather them up so you can tell them what you have planned,” Elijah whispered.
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GRACE

The moon shone brightly overhead, casting eerie shadows that danced alongside the flickering light of the campfire. Its scent tickled Grace’s nose as she kept her gaze fixed on the shifting embers, trying to stay impassive under the watchful eyes of the men sitting nearby. She could feel their stares, but she refused to acknowledge them. Instead, she held little Henry close, hoping her presence would comfort him.

Crude laughter echoed around the campfire as Mr. Wright’s companions spoke of their grand plans, funded by the money and supplies they would steal from wagon trains passing through. The men wore grizzled expressions, the lines on their faces etched deep with avarice and ambition. They spoke with a rough camaraderie, their shared dreams of wealth and adventure serving as the glue that held them together.

Grace knew the wilderness of the West had bred such men, men who saw only opportunity in the unprotected and took it, regardless of the cost to others. Surely, if there weren’t men like this, then Luke wouldn’t have had the job he had. But knowing of these men and looking upon them sitting in front of her were two different things.

“Once we make it to San Francisco, boys,” one man declared, “we’ll have everything we wanted. Fine hotels, fine meals . . . lots of women.”

“Can’t complain about that,” another agreed, tipping back a flask and taking a hearty swig of something Grace knew probably wasn’t water. They erupted in rowdy laughter, their hopes of grandeur inflated with each word.

“Don’t know why ya got to go to San Francisco to get women when you have two right over there.” A third pointed at Grace and Cora, chuckling under his breath. He licked his lips as he stared at the women. The other men all glanced in their direction, too.

A couple of them rose to their feet and sauntered over, their wide grins brimmed with an ill intent that twisted in Grace’s stomach.

“I don’t know if these are the types of women I was talking about, Jer,” one of the men said. “They don’t look like dance hall or saloon-type women.” He paused and clicked his tongue. “But I will say they are a pair of beauties.”

“Yeah, they are.” The second one chimed in, and his eyes traced over Grace and Cora. “What are your names, darlings?”

Grace clamped her lips together. She flashed a defiant look at the men, then turned her attention to Cora, who hung her head, thankfully choosing to remain silent, too.

“I asked what your names are. Are you not going to answer me?” The man inched closer, and as he asked a third time, his voice deepened with a slight growl. His arm jerked, and he grabbed Cora’s wrist. She let out a slight scream.

“Hey! Hey!” Mr. Wright lunged for the two men, shoving them away from the women. “Do you see that one?” He pointed toward Cora. “That one is not for you. That one is not to be touched. Do you understand me?”

The two men held up their hands, taking a few steps back.

“What about the other one?” one of the men asked, motioning his chin toward Grace. Her stomach dropped, and she closed her eyes, trying to fix her mind on Winona and Luke back at the wagons. Surely, they had to know she was missing by now. And surely, Jasper had to know Cora was gone, too.

Mr. Wright glanced over his shoulder, staring at her. “Y’all can have that one. I don’t care about her.”

Grace’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind reeling. The men, these wolves in human guise, prowled around her, eyeing her with veiled hunger. Mr. Wright, their alpha, had deemed her as fair game, a gift to be claimed. She felt like a lamb left for the predators, a plaything in their feral game. She felt abandoned and betrayed by a world that had allowed such injustices. A feeling of dread coiled in her stomach as she stared at their menacing shadows cast by the dwindling fire.

She closed her eyes. “Dear Lord,” she whispered, “I know you are supposed to be my rock, my refuge in times of trouble. I feel so lost and scared. Help me through this. Help us through this. Help me, help Henry, help Cora, and help Benjamin. Please, help us.” In the quiet recesses of her mind, she heard a faint echo of Psalm 23:4. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.

She glanced at Cora, reaching for her hand before the two women did as he asked, taking the two young boys with them. Fear gripped Grace’s heart. They were trapped, and she knew they couldn’t escape. They would have to do as they were told.

Tears welled in Cora’s eyes. “Please don’t do this, Sam. There’s no need for this.”

“Hush.” He moved toward her, bending slightly so his face was inches from hers. “You’ll see. We will be happy once we get out of here.”
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LUKE

Luke crouched in the brush, his hands clenched around the rough bark. His heart pounded as he looked down at the camp below. A campfire crackled in the center, the orange glow illuminating the faces of the men lounging around it. His eyes darted over them several times, and he noted their positions, etching where they were and what they were doing into his memory while counting each one.

His eyes strayed towards a lone tree standing at the far end of the camp where Mr. Wright and two other men stood over Cora, Grace, and Henry, who were leaning against a tree, huddled together. Their eyes were wide and brimming with fear and confusion. Seeing them so frightened and out of place amidst the men fanned the flames of Luke’s rage. His heart ached at the sight of Grace and his son like a fresh stab of pain and fury. A familiar rush of adrenaline coursed through him. He’d get them back, no matter the cost.

Swallowing the bitter taste of anger, Luke took one last look at the camp, searing the positions of the men and the location of his loved ones into his mind. He’d need every bit of information when it came to taking on Mr. Wright and his men.
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Luke emerged from the trees to find the men from the wagon train waiting. They gathered around as he approached, and their faces were drawn with worry and anticipation.

“Well?” Mr. Mills grunted, breaking the silence.

“There are eleven men,” Luke said, his voice steady and low. “Just as we thought.” He scanned over Mr. Mills, Mr. Scott, Mr. Campbell, Dr. Evans, and Elijah. “Yes, we are outnumbered, but not by much. They’re mostly around the campfire and can easily be picked off even though their weapons are within reach.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Elijah asked.

Luke drew a deep breath, his mind working fast. “We’ll circle the camp. Stay hidden as much as possible. Take them out, one by one, if we can.”

“And the women? My wife?” Mr. Scott asked.

“They’re at the far end of the camp, under a tree.” Luke looked directly at Mr. Scott. “I want you to head there with me so we can get between them and the rest of the men. Once we have that position, we tell them to run away from the camp.”

“What about Henry?” Elijah asked, his face pale in the moonlight.

“He’s with Grace. We have to be careful not to hit them in the crossfire, so I need you to let Mr. Scott and me be the ones to start shooting first.” Luke’s voice was firm, each word cutting through the night air. “No blind shots. Aim and fire, understand?”

Each man nodded as a grim determination settled in. They all seemed to understand the stakes. They all seemed to understand the risks.
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With the flecks of white stars painting the black sky, Luke and Mr. Scott set off. Moving as silently as shadows, they crept through the dense underbrush, each footfall carefully placed to avoid snapping twigs or rustling leaves. Their fingers were tight on their guns, and while Luke didn’t know what Mr. Scott was feeling or thinking, he knew that his own heart was pounding a steady rhythm of determination. This wasn’t the first raid he’d ever done, and while he wanted to think it was his last, he also knew nothing was ever certain in life.

The camp slowly came into view, and the dying fire cast ghostly shadows on the forest around them. The men remained oblivious to their impending doom, and their chatter and laughter echoed through the trees. Luke and Mr. Scott exchanged glances before making their way to where Cora, Grace, and Henry huddled.

Creeping along the camp, they positioned themselves behind the women, eyes darting between them and the men around the campfire.

“Psst,” Mr. Scott made a noise at the back of his wife’s head. “Psst.”

She turned slightly, looking at them from the corner of her eye. Her shoulders stiffened, and she nudged Grace, who turned toward her. As Grace realized they were not alone, she pulled Henry tight into her body, scooping him into her arms to either shield him or pick him up before running.

With a nod to Mr. Scott, Luke tightened his grip on his gun.

“NOW!” Luke yelled, leaping to his feet and opening fire. His shots rang through the air, punctuating the calm night with sharp blows. Mr. Scott followed suit, his booming voice telling Grace and Cora to run.

Grace’s eyes widened in surprise, and she wasted no time, wrapping her arms around Henry. She bolted towards the safety of the trees. Cora scrambled to her feet and darted after Grace. Their skirts billowed behind them.

The camp exploded into chaos. Mr. Mills, Mr. Campbell, Dr. Evans, and Elijah joined the fray. Bullets whizzed by, kicking up dust and debris. From the corner of his eye, Luke saw Elijah close in on the camp, with the other men from the wagon train in tow. Their weapons blazed as they emerged from their hiding spots. Gunshots echoed through the clearing, a cacophony of violence that shattered the serene night.

Luke’s shots were precise, each bullet finding its mark. One by one, the bandits fell until the gunfire from their side ceased, and the only sound that remained was the harsh breathing of the men from the wagon train and the distant rustling as Grace and Cora disappeared into the underbrush.

As the echoes of the battle faded, the men gathered around the scene, guns still smoking in their hands. They took in the sight of the fallen bandits, counting each one until they spotted movement on the ground. Mr. Wright lay in the dirt. With his legs sprawled out, his grimy hands clutched a wound in his side. The man he’d used as a shield lay lifeless on top of him, and he coughed and sputtered blood from his mouth.

Luke stepped towards Mr. Wright, shoving his gun into his holster. But before he could reach the man, Mr. Scott was there, a storm of anger. The angry husband grabbed the injured man, pulling him off the ground with a force that jerked Mr. Wright’s neck back and forth, and without hesitation, Mr. Scott slammed Mr. Wright against a nearby tree, the impact shaking loose a flurry of leaves.

“You took my wife!” Mr. Scott roared, his face twisted with rage. “You followed our wagon train, and you murdered the Schneiders! You thought you could just take what you wanted, didn’t you?”

His voice echoed off the trees as Luke watched, his heart pounding, his fists clenched. The anger in Mr. Scott’s voice, the devastation, mirrored his own. He wanted a piece of Mr. Wright just as much as Mr. Scott did for taking his son and Grace. But as he watched Mr. Scott, noticing the months and months of ill feelings come to a boiling point, Luke realized something. This wasn’t his battle to fight. Yes, Mr. Wright had taken his son and Grace. He’d thrown their lives into chaos and threatened everything Luke loved. But this . . . this was Mr. Scott’s, Mr. Mills’, Mr. Campbell’s, and Dr. Evan’s moment.

It wasn’t his.

He’d lived through the bitter taste of revenge before and didn’t want to do it again. He’d done what he had to do, what any man in his place would have done, and he had a different kind of closure in mind—finding Grace and Henry. That was his fight, his victory to claim.

He glanced around at all the men before he turned away.

“Luke? Where are you going?” Elijah asked.

“I’m going to find my son.”

Before Elijah could say another word, Luke headed in the direction Grace and Cora had fled. His boots crunched on the fallen leaves. He could hear the men shouting for several more minutes until they fell silent, and then a gunshot echoed.

Luke didn’t glance over his shoulder. He didn’t need to. He knew what had happened.
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GRACE

Grace and Cora found refuge behind a fallen log, and the thick undergrowth concealed them from view as Cora cowered next to her. Cora’s hands clamped over her ears to muffle the sounds of the gunfight.

Grace held Henry close, his tiny body trembling against her. His wide eyes were filled with tears. She covered his ears as the shots echoed around them. “It’s going to be all right,” she said, even though she didn’t know if he could hear her. “I promise you; it’s going to be all right.” Her heart pounded in her chest, thumping with each gunshot.

As quickly as it began, the gunfight ended. The forest fell silent, save for the distant chirping of crickets and the rustle of leaves in the wind. Cora slowly removed her hands from her ears, her face pale in the moonlight.

“Should we go back?” Cora asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Grace hesitated, her gaze darting around the forest. “I don’t know if we should. We don’t know if it’s safe. What if it’s not safe?”

“But we can’t just leave them there. What if they need our help?”

“Our help? What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know, but my husband is out there.”

“I think we should stay here.”

As they argued, the sound of rustling leaves reached their ears. They ducked down, and Grace held her breath. She closed her eyes, waiting.

Finally, a familiar voice called out. “Grace! Henry!”

Relief washed over Grace as she recognized Luke’s voice, and she scrambled to her feet with Henry clutched tightly in her arms. Ignoring Cora’s startled gasp, she dashed through the undergrowth, calling out in response.

“Luke! We’re here! We’re over here!”

She emerged from the tree line and saw Luke. His face was haggard, streaked with dirt and sweat, but his eyes held a relief that mirrored hers. He opened his arms, and she rushed into them, melting into his body with Henry sandwiched between them. He bent down as she pulled away from him, squeezing his son.

“I’m so sorry. Are you all right?” he asked Henry.

Although tears streaked his face, he nodded. Luke looked up at Grace. “I don’t want to think about how he’s feeling.”

“I know. But I wouldn’t have let anything happen to him. I kept him as safe and comforted as I could.”

“I’m sure he’s grateful for that. I know I am.” Luke straightened back up, and his hands cradled her face. His gaze swept over her as if he was checking for any harm. “Thank God I found you,” he whispered.

Her eyes filled with tears. “And I’m thankful you came after us.”

A flicker of hesitation sparkled in her eyes. It made her pause. “Grace,” he began with a slight uncertainty in his voice.

She looked away, and a lump formed in her throat. “I know you came more for Henry. I understand, but—”

Luke shook his head. “No, Grace. That’s not what I was going to say.” He inhaled a deep breath as he reached up, letting his fingers brush a loose curl from her face. “I didn’t just come for Henry. I came for you too, Grace.” His voice was so gentle it made her heart ache, and after brushing her curl out of her eyes, he let his fingertips trail down her cheek. His words resonated in the silence between them, and although he paused, he continued before she could utter a word. “I can’t deny my feelings anymore, Grace. I’m . . . I’m falling for you. I don’t know if I can be the man you deserve, but . . . but I want to try.”

His words echoed in her mind, filling her with a warm, fluttering feeling. She reached up, her hand covering his where it rested against her cheek. She had to let him know, had to reassure him. “You already are that man, Luke. You are brave, kind, and caring,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “You are everything a man should be. And . . . you are everything I want.”

His touch was warm on her face, comforting as they stood close, their foreheads pressed together. “You’re everything I want too,” he whispered. “I think we should get married. Make a family. What do you think?”

His proposal sank in, and her breath hitched, her eyes wide as she processed his words. Marriage. Family. Everything she’d wanted, and yet she was scared to want. But looking into Luke’s eyes, feeling the warmth of his hand against hers, she knew it was the right decision.

She managed a shaky nod, her voice barely above a whisper when she finally spoke. “I think it’s your best idea since joining this wagon train.”

Luke let out a breath, a smile spreading across his face. “You do?”

Grace laughed. “Yes, I do.”

He wrapped his arms around her again, pulling her close. “The only problem is we need to ask what Henry thinks of the idea.”

They both crouched down to the little boy, clinging to Luke’s legs. “Do you want Grace to stay with us—you and me—forever?”

Henry nodded, then dropped his gaze to the ground for a second before looking back up at his father. He opened his mouth, letting out the tiniest of squeaked voices. “Does that mean she’ll be my new mama?” he asked.

Luke sucked in a breath at the sound of his son’s voice. His eyes misted with tears, and he chuckled out of sheer happiness as he wrapped his arms around Henry’s shoulders. “Yes, Henry. That’s exactly what it means.”


EIGHTEEN
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GRACE


Grace stood on the outskirts of the wagon circle, the vast expanse of the western plains stretching out behind her like an unending canvas. Her heart pounded like the hooves of wild horses across the unforgiving landscape as the sea of faces from the wagon train met her gaze, watching her as she walked down the aisle toward Pastor Levinson, Luke, and Henry.

As she looked upon the two men—her new family—her heart swelled with a sense of love she had never thought she would experience, and she reflected on her journey, the doubts, the insecurities, and the loneliness that once consumed her. She’d spent so long wondering if she’d ever find love. She’d watched other couples with their hands entwined, sharing secrets and smiles, and she’d wondered if she would ever experience something so beautiful, so profound.

Of course, she also wondered if she deserved to.

Her gaze fell on Luke, and his eyes radiated a warmth that mirrored the love swelling within her. He was a man of the wilderness, unpolished and unpretentious, with a heart as vast as the plains. He’d swept her up into a love, so honest that even with his own doubts, he washed away her insecurities and her past. He also showed her that love wasn’t something to be found and it was something to be built, log by log or stone by stone, moment by moment.

She began the walk toward the love of her life. Every step she took was one into a new future, a new life that promised hard work but also the kind of love and fulfillment that had been the dream she hadn’t known she wanted and a dream that led to Luke, the shy man who had charmed her, whose strength had protected her, and whose love had captured her heart.

Clutching a bouquet of wildflowers that Winona had gathered that morning, as she approached Luke, she could see the slight tremble in his hands, an endearing indication of his nervousness that made her love him all the more. He was always so strong and sure, but in this moment, she saw a vulnerability that made her love for him grow even stronger.

“You look beautiful,” he whispered.

“Thank you.”

As the sun began its descent in the sky, painting the expanse of the prairie with hues of gold and crimson, Grace stood before Luke, the world around them seeming to fall away until there was only him, his steady gaze, and the warm grip of his hands enveloping hers. She glanced down at Henry, who was at his father’s side. His curious eyes were wide and filled with a childlike wonder. He was a miniature version of his father, a tiny cowboy in the making, from the sun-touched hair to the sturdy boots. His little hand clutched at Luke’s trouser leg, seeking reassurance in this moment of change. Luke, in response, knelt, placing a steady hand on his son’s shoulder, whispering words that brightened the boy’s face with a smile. Then, standing up, he took Grace’s hands once more.

“Are we ready to begin?” Pastor Levinson asked.

Grace and Luke nodded.

“Very well.

“Do you, Luke Dawson, take Grace Linwell to be your wife, to love and cherish, in sickness and health, through the harsh winters and the bountiful springs, as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.”

“And do you, Grace Linwell, take Luke Dawson and his son, Henry, to be your family, to love and cherish, in sickness and health, through the harsh winters and the bountiful springs, as long as you all shall live?”

With a tear-filled smile, Grace looked at Luke, then down at Henry. “I do,” she said, her voice a whisper in the wind, a promise she was more than willing to keep.

Tears welled up in Luke’s eyes, matching the ones glistening in Grace’s. He reached out, wrapping both Grace and Henry in his arms. It was a hug that was a promise of protection and love, a solid foundation in the ever-changing world of the prairie.

“Then it is my pleasure to pronounce you as husband and wife . . . and son,” Pastor Levinson said. “Mr. Dawson, you may kiss your bride.”

As Luke pulled Grace into him, pressing his lips to hers, the crowd around them clapped, and the sound echoed through the camp, absorbed by the canvas of their wagons, the prairie soil beneath their feet, and the endless sky above.

Grace knew their vows were not just words; they were a lifeline, a shared promise of a new family bound by love, respect, and determination. They were pioneers, charting their course in the wilderness, but they were no longer doing it alone. They were a family, bound together by the golden bands of love, ready to face whatever life in this untamed land would throw at them. And at that moment, standing under the vast canvas of the twilight sky, they were complete.
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WINONA

Under the night sky jeweled with countless stars, Winona sat by the campfire, cradling Benjamin. Her heart swelled as she watched the flickering light from the fire dance across his peaceful, sleeping face while his warmth radiated against her chest.

Though Cora wasn’t her flesh and blood, Winona had grown to see her as a daughter. Hence, in her heart, Benjamin was her grandson, and his innocent face, lit by the fiery glow, held an unspeakable promise of a future she might not see, but one she knew would be filled with love and care.

The celebration continued around her as the members of the wagon train rejoiced with Grace and Luke, giving their heartfelt congratulations and well wishes, and as Winona looked all around at the sense of ease that seemed to settle in everyone, she couldn’t help but stare at the women she’d left Missouri with. Plump and pregnant, Lark stood with Harper, the teacher, Cora, the new mother, and Grace, the new bride. Their laughter and chatter drifted over to Winona like a harmonious song carried by the night breeze. She couldn’t make out the words, but the sound alone was enough to bring a fond smile to her weathered face.

They’d all come so far and changed so much, and a wave of contentment washed over her as she cradled the baby and watched them. The wagon train journey had been arduous, fraught with dangers and hardships. But seeing these women, whom she had seen transform from timid girls into strong, capable wives, made every trial worthwhile. They had endured and conquered together, and now they were all married women. They had found love in the most unexpected place and time, and the joy they radiated was infectious. And she felt blessed, knowing she had played a part in helping them find their happiness.

The fire crackled and popped, and as she looked down on Benjamin again, the flames cast a warm glow on his face. He cooed softly, shifting in his sleep, and Winona hummed a lullaby under her breath, her gaze drifting from the fire to the women in the distance, then back to the baby in her arms. She was content, and although her journey was close to its end, she couldn’t help but feel it was only beginning.

Footsteps crunched through the dirt and rocks, and as she glanced up, Mr. Mills approached, making his way toward her.

“Good evening, Miss Callahan,” he greeted her.

“Good evening, Mr. Mills.”

“Is this seat taken?” He pointed toward the space on the blanket beside her, and she chuckled, shaking her head.

“You know it isn’t, so I don’t know why you asked.”

He chuckled, too. “It seemed like the proper thing to do, I guess.”

“Proper? That’s an interesting way to put it.”

“Are you trying to say I can’t be proper?” He dropped his body to the ground, grunting and moaning. “I’ll have you know; I can be quite the proper gentleman when I want to be.”

“You must not want to be often, then.” She cocked her head to the side, winking.

“Yeah, I suppose I walked into that.” He grunted again as he shifted his seat. “You know, I probably shouldn’t have sat down?”

“Why? Do you not want to join me?”

“No, it’s not that. I’m just not sure if I’ll be able to stand if I sit here for too long.”

They both laughed.

“The mind is funny, you know. I still think I’m a young man, but then the body tells me otherwise.”

“I can understand. I feel the same way at times.”

“Of course, life on the trail is harder. It will still be hard in Oregon City, but not like on the trail. It’s been a long trip coming from Missouri. But Oregon City isn’t far now. Probably another couple of weeks.”

“Really? We’re that close?”

He nodded, and for a second, his brow furrowed. Although he didn’t say the words, Winona felt that he was almost sad the trip was over.

“Well, I suppose that’s a relief to know.”

He studied her for a moment, his gaze lingering on the soft bundle in her arms before he asked, “What’re your plans once we get there, Miss Callahan?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t given it much thought yet.”

Mr. Mills frowned, a deep furrow appearing on his brow. “Are you telling me that you have thought only for the futures of those four women and nothing over your own?”

Winona stiffened at the question, her gaze hardening. “You say it as though that is a problem.”

“It is a problem.”

“Why? And why’s it of any concern to you, Mr. Mills?” Her voice deepened as the irritation seeped into her words.

He stared at her, and although he opened his mouth several times, he said nothing.

“I have taken care of myself far longer than I think you give me credit for.” She continued. “I reckon I can manage just fine in Oregon City. Perhaps they will have an orphanage there, and they need a headmistress. Or perhaps I will return to Missouri.”

“You would travel all that way again?”

“I don’t know.” She exhaled a sigh. It was true that the thought of the task was daunting. “But no matter what I choose, I will be all right.”

I’ve been alone most of my life, Mr. Mills, and I’ve made peace with that. I need no one’s worry or pity.”

Mr. Mills’ head whipped toward her. “It ain’t about pity.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just don’t . . . I don’t want you to make a stupid choice.”

“A stupid choice? And when have I done that? To be honest, Mr. Mills, I have not been the one making the stupid choices on this wagon train.”

“Are you suggesting that I have?”

“Well, shall we take stock of all your poor decisions?”

“I haven’t made a single decision that I regret.”

“Oh really? Perhaps you should do some self-reflection then.” Winona pushed herself up, cradling Benjamin close to her chest. With each heated word, she could feel her heart racing, her nerves fraying. She needed a moment, and she needed to put Benjamin down before the tension got the better of her.

“Why do you have to be so infuriating?” Mr. Mills rose with her.

His long strides matched her steps as she made her way to the back of the wagon. Once there, she gently laid Benjamin down in his makeshift bed, her hands trembling slightly. She made sure the baby was comfortable, letting her fingers linger on his soft cheeks. She drew a deep breath, bracing herself to turn around and face Mr. Mills.

“Mr. Mills, I’ve had enough of—”

Before she could finish her sentence, he pressed his lips against hers. For a moment, Winona froze, caught off guard. But then, something in her gave way, her anger melting away as she kissed him back. She reached up, her fingers curling into the rough fabric of his shirt.

The world around them seemed to still, the only sounds being their labored breaths and the distant chatter from the campfire. Winona could barely comprehend what was happening, and at that moment, everything else faded away, replaced by the undeniable warmth and comfort that came with Mr. Mills’ unexpected yet not entirely unwelcome advance.

The kiss ended as quickly as it began, and he pulled away, his touch lingering on her lips. He looked at her, his gaze unreadable in the dim firelight, and then, without a word, he turned around and walked away.

The silence in his wake was deafening. Winona watched his retreating figure, her mind a whirl of confusion and surprise. His sudden display of affection had caught her off guard, but his abrupt departure left her reeling even more.

She touched her lips, still feeling the ghost of his kiss.

Maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have to face the future alone after all.

TO BE CONTINUED . . .
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WINONA


“I’m sorry, but I don’t love you.”

No one ever wakes up thinking they will hear those words. They aren’t much when spoken in other sentences or alone, but when put together, they can stop a heart or make one feel as though they’ve been struck by a train.

Winona was only twenty the first time she’d heard them. Herbert Smith had written her just days before, telling her of his intention to visit, and she’d done her best not to jump out of her own skin in excitement. They’d been courting for a few months, and she knew a proposal was coming. How foolish she’d been.

She could remember everything about that day. Like how her mother had washed her hair and then spent hours fixing it just right. Or how she’d bought a new dress the day before and how it had felt opening the box and looking down upon it before she slipped it over her head, letting it drape her frame while she slipped her arms through the sleeves. She had thought it was the prettiest dress in the whole shop and knew it would bring her good luck.

Her heart pounded as her mother fastened the buttons, and she made her way down the staircase, waiting in the foyer for Herbert to arrive.

And arrive he did.

But with other plans on his mind.

“Good morning, Winona,” he said as he entered the front door and removed his hat.

“Good morning, Herbert.” She motioned toward the parlor. “Shall we?”

“Ah. Yes.” He looked at her for only a moment before his gaze shot down to the floor, and he cleared his throat, adjusting his tie. He was obviously nervous.

“Would you care for something to drink?” she asked, leading him to the parlor. “Mother made some fresh lemonade this morning.”

“No, I’m all right.”

“Are you sure? It’s hot outside, and I know the trip across town must have been long in the carriage.” Although her parents lived in a nicer part of Independence, it wasn’t like the part of town Herbert’s parents lived in. It was no secret that the boy came from money, and while Winona hadn’t ever cared for such details, she knew her mother did.

“It was a long trip, but I’m all right. I don’t plan on being here too long anyway.”

Winona’s stomach twisted as they sat on the couch beside one another.

What did that mean?

Surely, a young man would want to spend time with his new fiancée after proposing.

“Oh. I . . . I didn’t know that you only intended to stay briefly.”

“Well, I just need to discuss something with you, and it shouldn’t take long.”

Shouldn’t take long?

She’d always known Herbert to be more of a romantic gentleman, so for him to think he could propose and leave . . .

Perhaps that was it, though. Perhaps he wasn’t there to propose. Perhaps he was only there to ask her to join him at his parent's house for dinner or at the next party. What was the next party? Her mind searched through the stack of invitations she remembered going through on her father’s desk, but the endless stream of names etched on each envelope blurred together. She could only remember one and didn’t know if it was the next. It didn’t matter. She just needed something to talk about.

“I heard the Buffords are planning an end-of-the-summer party. Are you planning on attending?”

“Yes. I am.”

Her heart thumped. Was that it? Was that all he was going to say?

She stared at him while he sat stone-faced beside her, holding his hat in his lap.

Perhaps he just needed a little push. “Mother says they are trying to make it the event of the summer, but she doesn’t know why. The whole thing has been hush-hush lately. I have to say it’s putting Mother on edge. Part of me worries for her, and part of me thinks it’s funny. I don’t know that I fully understand—or ever will—my parents' social obligations.”

“I know why.”

“You do?”

“It will be an engagement party for their daughter, Emily.”

“Emily Bufford is engaged?” Winona blinked, trying not to let her mouth gape for too long before shutting it. “To whom?”

Herbert’s face turned as white as the sheets on Winona’s bed, and she furrowed her brow as she saw him gulp another big breath that seemed to get lodged in his throat. A thin layer of sweat glistened on his forehead.

“Herbert? What’s the matter? Do you know who proposed to Emily? You have to tell me.”

He inhaled a deep breath, puffing up his cheeks for a moment before blowing the air out. “I can’t see you anymore, Winona.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t call upon you anymore or write to you. I can’t visit you anymore.”

“Why?”

“I just can’t.”

“So, you aren’t going to tell me why? Do I not deserve to know the reason?”

He fidgeted with the hat still in his lap, turning it over and over. Winona wanted to snatch it from his grasp and throw it across the room.

“What is going on, Herbert?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t love you,” he said. “I’m in love with another and have already proposed to her.”

Winona’s breath sat tight in her chest. For a moment, she thought to ask who the young woman was, but as the words repeated inside her, it dawned on her how the story connected.

“Emily. You proposed to Emily. Didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand. We’ve spent the whole summer together. You professed your love to me at the town festival just two weeks ago. You . . .” She paused, biting her lip as she glanced around the parlor and lowered her voice in case anyone was listening outside the room. “You kissed me near the gazebo. You don’t just kiss a woman you don’t love or have the intention of marrying. I . . . I thought you were going to propose to me this afternoon.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, and I’m sorry I made you think that my intentions were something they weren’t.”

“I still don’t understand. What changed?”

“Nothing changed. I just . . . I fell in love with Emily.”

She laid her hand across her mouth, closing her eyes while she inhaled and exhaled several breaths. Tears threatened to expose her heartbreak, but she held them at bay, not wanting to let him see that he’d made her cry. Surely, it would serve him right to know the damage he’d done and the pain he’d caused. Perhaps it would make him feel as awful as she thought he should feel. But at the same time, she hated crying in front of people, and not only would it only lead to more heartbreak, but it would be pointless in the end. It wouldn’t change his mind nor change the circumstances. It might even make them worse . . . if word got out—meaning he told someone—how she’d reacted.

Oh, Mother’s social circle would surely have a hay day with that.

She thought of her parent's friends and what they will say. She also thought of her own friends, the gossiping young women whom she had told all about Herbert and his intention to marry her. She’d gushed about him, telling them all how wonderful and caring he was and how she’d fallen so in love with him.

And now she would have to tell them what?

That he’d changed his mind and found another? That he didn’t love her in return, and even though he said he had and had stolen a kiss—her first kiss—he would be walking down the aisle with the likes of Emily Bufford?

It was bad enough that this would be the source of gossip until Christmas— especially after the engagement party. But for Emily and her mother to know how upset Winona had been? Worse, what would other men say? For her to go from a woman wanted by a young man to being cast aside from another. Surely, they would wonder what was wrong with her. It was just last year that Natalie Hudson was passed over by Albert Gibbons for another woman, and not soon after that, her parents had to send her away for once word got out, no man wanted to even talk to her, let alone court her.

Stupid social rules.

She didn’t want to leave her home any more than she wanted to be the subject of the talk around town.

There must be a way around that, she thought. Maybe I could act as though I was happy about the whole thing. Or I could even tell people that I feel sorry for Emily, having to be married to Herbert Smith.

She never liked the thought of lying, but telling people he was a dreadful man wouldn’t be a stretch at this moment.

She straightened her shoulders, shaking her head as she tilted it toward the ceiling. “Well, I suppose I should just say thank you for letting me know. Congratulations to you and Emily. I hope you have many years of happiness.” She sighed and rose from the couch. “You’ll see yourself out, I presume.” With the last of her words, she marched for the door.

“Winona, wait.”

She paused but didn’t turn around to face him. Tears misted her eyes again, but she blinked them away.

“I’m sorry,” Herbert said.

“It’s all right. You’ve done me a favor, and I don’t know if I could have accepted your proposal. I liked you, but it never went beyond that. I never loved you, and I doubt I ever would. It’s far better for the both of us if we end things.”

The remnants of breakfast in the pan made Winona’s skin itch as her hand rested in the dirty water. She glanced down, groaning as she dumped the water from the pan and washed her hands before throwing the pan in the sudsy bucket. She shook her hand, letting it dry in the air. It had been a while since she’d done the washing, always having one of the young women do the dirty work. With them all married and caring for their new husbands, though, the job inevitably fell on her shoulders again.

At least she only had to wash dishes that she got messy and no one else’s.

Even if that did mean she was traveling alone.

She hadn’t known how long she’d been daydreaming, and although she would like to think that it had been a pleasant memory she had relived, she knew that it had been one of the worst. She hadn’t known then that the afternoon when Herbert visited her and announced his engagement to Emily Bufford would end up being the worst thing to happen in her life. Had she had, she probably wouldn’t have allowed him into the house.

Unfortunately, she had, and unfortunately, it had cost her so much more than just a few hours of crying as she lay in her bed.

Just as with Natalie, the other young men in their social circle had turned away from her, seeing her as somehow damaged because another man—one of their friends—had decided not to marry her but marry another instead. Her parents fought for years after that summer, trying to rebuild their reputation and hers, and while most of their friends decided to overlook the gossip when she finally found the position at the orphanage, it was the first hint of freedom she had tasted in more ways than one. Not only was she free from the confines of her parents, but she was free from the confines of society.

Confines of society.

Winona snorted at the thought and the memory of Herbert sitting on the couch next to her that afternoon. He’d been the one and only man in her life that she’d kissed—at least until last night—and it wasn’t until just moments ago that she’d allowed herself to even think of him, let alone think of his name.

Why should she want to? He didn’t matter. His decision didn’t matter. None of the details of his leaving mattered. So why would it matter to say his name or think his name?

It didn’t.

Just like it shouldn’t matter that Weston Mills, the wagon master Winona has both liked and hated for the last several months, kissed her.

She glanced toward his wagon, noticing the smoke rising from his early morning campfire. He’d yet to put it out even though they were leaving camp within the hour, and as she watched for signs of him, he moved from around the back of the wagon, heading toward the campfire with a pot in his hands.

Had he not eaten breakfast yet this morning, she wondered. I would have thought he would have eaten when the rest of them did.

She continued to watch as the wagon master set the pan on a rock near the fire, throwing a few bits of bacon into it while he mixed what she could only assume was batter in a bowl while the meat sizzled. Instead of waiting for the bacon to render and cook thoroughly, he dumped the batter on top, cooking the ingredients together into this bacon-filled pancake that sounded gross but interesting after she thought about it.

Surely, it was good. What was not to love? Bacon? Pancakes? She ate them together all the time, just taking separate bites instead of mixing them.

“What are you looking at?” a voice close to her asked.

Winona whirled around, nearly knocking into Lark, standing mere inches from her. Lark flinched, and Winona clutched her throat, gulping a few deep breaths.

“Lark! You . . . you scared me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to see how you were this morning and if you needed help before we head out of camp.”

“Oh. That’s nice of you. But I have everything packed up. Sure, there are a few things I need to do, but I can manage just fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.”

Lark paused, biting her lip as she cocked her head. “Is something troubling you?”

“No.” Winona shook her head. “Why do you ask?”

“Cora mentioned you were flustered last night when she came for Benjamin. And I told her I would talk to you. So, is there something troubling you?”

For a moment, Winona considered telling Lark what had happened with Mr. Mills. While she wasn’t sure if she’d talk about it with the rest of the women, there had always been a different kind of bond between Lark and Winona. Perhaps it was because no matter what uncomfortable circumstances in life Winona faced, nothing could compare to the horrors Lark had lived through. Because of this, Winona knew she could go to Lark about anything and wouldn’t have to feel odd about doing so.

Before she could tell the young woman or not, her mind spoke for her, and she blurted out. “No, nothing is wrong.”

Lark’s eyes narrowed for a second as though she didn’t believe the headmistress. But instead of saying such, she clasped her hands together in front of her and shrugged. “All right. If there ever is something you wish to talk about, I am here, though.”

“I know.” Winona smiled. “You should get back to your wagon. I expect we will leave soon. You know how Mr. Mills likes to leave before sunrise.” She pointed toward the sky as colors of orange, yellow, and pink already started to edge out the greyness of dawn.

She watched Lark walk back to her wagon, catching sight of Mr. Mills staring at her from across the camp. The two of them fixed their gazes on one another until Mr. Mills looked away, busying himself with his own chores as though he’d fallen behind.

She knew the distraction tactic well, and while part of her wanted to confront him, her feet stayed rooted in place, forced by the twist in her gut that told her not to even think about speaking to him, no matter the questions she had.
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ABBY


Everyone loves adventure.

Well, almost everyone.

Abby had to correct herself on that point. Her parents didn’t like adventure much. Neither did her three older sisters. They liked being home. They liked being in a place they knew. They didn’t enjoy the thrill of the unknown or the sense that the world could open up right under their feet.

Of course, that wasn’t an appealing thought. For surely that would mean death. And Abby didn’t like the idea of that. She just liked the adventure.

Yeah, she thought to herself. I don’t like that.

Abby heaved a deep sigh as she walked along the path around the lake. It was a favorite pastime for her and one she enjoyed nearly every day. Well, every day that her parents and sister’s stayed in their country home. When they were in the city . . . well, that was another story. She would often sneak out of the house and head to the park. Even if she had to be careful about being seen, she would still try to get in a little walk in the trees and sunshine. Wasn’t that what Spring and Summer were for? Perhaps even Autumn? Winter surely not, although she couldn’t complain too much about those months. For she loved the snow too and would enjoy it until her fingers and nose turned red, and her skin hurt.

Something about nature called to her like a mother calls to a child when they want them to come home or to the table to sit down and share a meal. She loved everything about it. The smell of the air, the sound of the birds, and the leaves rustling in the breeze. The feel of the sunshine upon her skin and how it felt as though her body tried to soak it all in like a rag soaks up water.

The outdoors made her feel alive.

Much like the sense of adventure did.

And the two, she thought, went hand in hand.

“Aammeelliiaa!” She heard a woman’s voice call out in the distance. Her name was long and drawn out and sounded as though the woman—her mother—calling had her hands up against the sides of her mouth.

Her heart thumped. She couldn’t be caught coming from the direction of the lake, and yet, there would be no chance to sneak around to the other side of the stables without being seen. Her mother called for her several more times, and as she tried to round the stables, appearing as though she came from a different direction, she heard her mother’s foot stomp on the front porch.

“Abby Lynn Jacobson! And just where have you been?” Her mother raised her hand as if to stop her from answering. “Don’t even tell me you were walking around that lake all by yourself.”

“All right.” Abby squared her shoulders. “I don’t tell you that.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed, and she pointed her finger in Abby’s face. “You listen to me, young lady; you will not go flittering off again. Do you understand me? You have far too many responsibilities in this house to do anything other than what you’re supposed to be doing.”

“But sewing and cooking and cleaning are just so boring. I want to be outside.”

“Outside is no place for a woman unless they are out there to hang laundry on the line or gardening. Both of which you need to be doing too.” Her mother continued to wave her hands around the outside of the house, pointing toward the laundry line and the fenced garden around the back of the house. Clothes already hung on the line, and they moved in the breeze. “Your sisters certainly don’t spend any time fooling around outside.”

“That’s because my sisters are married and have husbands to look after.”

“And you will have one too. Sooner than later, now that your father has made it official.”

“What do you mean?” Abby jerked her head, and her brow furrowed.

“Mr. Herbert Miller is on his way over to the house this afternoon.”

“Why?” Although she asked, she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer, nor did she believe she would like it.

Her mother shook her head and rolled her eyes. “To finalize the agreement and plans to marry you and take care of you, of course.”

Abby sucked in a breath and spit went down the wrong pipe. She choked and sputtered, coughing several times while she gasped. “I . . . I  . . .” She coughed a few more times and held out her hand until she regained composure. “I don’t want to marry him.”

“That’s not for you to decide. He comes from a well-to-do family and intends to provide a good life for you. Not to mention we could use the money.” Her mother clasped her hands together and fidgeted with her fingers as she glanced around the home. It was still in good shape for its age, but even Abby had seen some of the repairs it needed, and she knew her parents couldn’t afford it. “I dare say he’s the richest young man out of all your sister’s husbands. You will have a better life than any of them.”

“And you think I care about that?”

“You should. It’s well known around St. Louis that the Millers have the means. There are mothers and fathers all over the city who would love to have him for a son-in-law. You’re going to have quite the life, young lady.”

“But is it quite the life if it’s a life I don’t want?”

“How can you not want it? A husband. A nice home. Children. It’s all you’ve wanted.”

“No, it’s all you’ve wanted. And it’s all my sisters have wanted.”

“Oh, spare me talk of your dreams of adventure.” She rolled her eyes again and wiggled her finger at her daughter. “There is plenty of adventure in being married and having children. Trust me.”

“That’s not the kind of adventure I want, Mother.”

“It doesn’t matter what you want, Abby. Your purpose in life and in this family is to marry and have children. If you’re lucky, which it looks like you are, you will marry a nice man with means. You should be happy. You could have ended up like Mirabel Pickens.” Mother brushed her fingers across her forehead. “Lord only knows what her parents were thinking marrying her off to that horrible Mr. Stansbury on the edge of town. He’s at least twice her age and hasn’t two pennies to rub together. Of course, he acts like he does, but honestly, I think the Pickens family gives them money.” Mother fanned her face with her hand. “Now, go upstairs and change your dress. Fix your hair too. He’ll be here within the hour.”

Before Abby could protest any further, her mother spun on her heel and marched back across the porch and into the back door of the kitchen. Abby stood on the porch. Part of her was too stunned for words, yet the other part wasn’t shocked at all. She always knew this day was coming. It just had come a little sooner than she thought it would, and although she had thought of a few excuses or reasons she could give to put it off, with Herbert on his way to the house, she didn’t know if any of them would work.

Scratch that.

She knew none of them would work.

Her parents had their eyes set on the young Mr. Miller for a while, and there wasn’t any reasoning they would listen to that would change their minds.

It wasn’t that Herbert—or Hewy as he once told her she could call him—was a dreadful young man. He wasn’t exactly what she would call the type of man she would hope to marry, but he was nice. He was taller than most men his age and skinner, and he wore thick glasses that always seemed to slip down his nose as he talked. He was constantly pushing them back up, and there were times Abby wondered if he ever would buy a pair that fit better or if he enjoyed the fact they were a size too big. Like had it become a habit for him and one he liked.

She remembered how distracting it had been at the Christmas dance last December that her parent's friends hosted at their house. Every few steps, he would take his hand off her waist to push them back up his nose, and he would even miss a step here and there, throwing them both off balance because he had to lead. He’d even stepped on her foot once or twice.

Her toe throbbed for days after that party.

No. She simply could not marry him. She just couldn’t.

If her mother wouldn’t see reason, perhaps her pa would.

She marched across the porch and into the house, making her way toward his office and knocking on the door.

“Come in,” her pa said from the other side, and as she opened it and moved into the room, he glanced up from his desk and smiled. “Good afternoon, Abby.”

“Well, it’s an afternoon, but I’m not sure it’s a good one.”

He cocked one eyebrow and threw the pencil in his hand down onto a stack of papers on the desk. “What has your mother done now?”

“She’s informed me that Mr. Herbert Miller is on his way to the house to finalize an agreement for my hand in marriage.” She paused for a moment but then continued before her father could say a word. “Father, I know you aren’t going to accept it. Right?”

“And what makes you say that?” He glanced down at the papers on his desk as he blew out a breath.

She knew where this conversation was headed. She’d seen this reaction in him she didn’t know how many times in her life. When faced with a question that Pa didn’t want to answer, he used work as his excuse to ask whoever was asking him what he didn’t want to face to leave. She wasn’t about to let him do it today.

“I don’t care what you have on that desk that is so important, Pa, but quite frankly, I don’t care. This is important. This is my future. I don’t want to marry Herbert Miller. I don’t love him. You’ve got to put a stop to this.”

He reached up and rubbed his fingers into his temples. “What is it that you want me to say, Abby? I don’t have time for this.”

“I want you to say no and tell him that I’m not ready to marry and that you don’t give him your blessing.”

“You know I can’t say that, young lady.”

“For heaven’s sakes, why not?”

“Because we’ve already agreed, and he’s already paid off our debts.”

“He’s done what?” She didn’t mean to shout, but she did anyway, and the look on her father’s face as the loudness in her tone blared in his ears told her she should have given a second thought before letting her volume raise.

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.”

“I’m sorry, Pa. I didn't mean to. It’s just that . . . I don’t want to marry Herbert Miller.”

“And I don’t understand why you don’t. He comes from a good family—”

“And he wants to provide me with a good life. I know.” She threw her hands up in the air and paced in front of her father’s desk. “Mother already told me all those things. But they don’t matter. It doesn’t matter how good his family is or what he wants to provide for me. I don’t want to be like my sisters. You know this. You’ve always known this.”

“Don’t tell me you still have all those silly notions of adventure stuck in your head.”

“They aren’t silly.”

“But they are!” He slapped his hand down on his desk. The force was so great that it rattled the oil lamp sitting on the edge, and the flame flickered. Abby flinched, and she stared at her pa, blinking.

Of course, she’d seen her father angry a time or two growing up. She didn’t think there was a child alive who didn’t see their parents in a fit at least once. It was what adults did.

But while she knew he could get that angry, she didn’t expect to see it. At least not today. Not over this.

He fetched an envelope, opened it, and yanked out the money tucked inside. He threw it down on the table. “Do you see this? This is what will save this family. You are what will save this family. Abby, it’s time you grow up and stop wasting your time and thoughts on silly things. You’re not a child anymore. You’re a woman. It’s time for you to marry and take care of a husband and children. I know you have never talked about wanting those things, but I thought perhaps the older you became . . .”

“Well, you thought wrong.” She folded her arms across her chest.

“Perhaps I did. But that doesn’t change the fact that we will make the wedding plans when this young man comes over this afternoon.”

“Pa, please, no. Don’t make me do this.”

He held up his hands. “I’m sorry, Abby, but I’ve already made my decision, and the deal is done. It’s what I had to do to save this house and my family. And it was the best thing I could have done for you.” He moved to the office door, opening it before he paused in the frame. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to the rest of my work before this young man arrives.”

“Pa?”

“Abby, this conversation is finished.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and although she tried to blink them away, she couldn’t, and they soon found themselves spilling over and streaming down her cheeks. She shook her head as she watched him leave the office. While she knew there had been a chance he wouldn’t listen to her, she hoped he might.

And now that hope was gone, leaving her with only a sense of desperation.

What could she do? She couldn’t marry Herbert. She just couldn’t. She would rather run away than marry him.

Run away.

That was what she would do.

That was the answer.

If she wanted adventure when no one would give it to her, well then, she would simply take it for herself.

All she needed was to pack some clothes and get her hands on some money.

Money.

She glanced over her shoulder toward the pile of cash Pa had yanked out of the envelope. She didn’t know how much was there, but it looked enough. Or she should say it looked like enough to get her where she wanted to go. It was hers after all, wasn’t it? If she was the one sold like a farm animal?

She moved over to the desk, staring down at the paper bills.

She didn’t have to take it all. She could leave some of it for her parents.

Never mind, she thought. I’m taking every last dollar.


TWO
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WILLIAM


“Do you have room for my horse?”

William’s eyes fluttered with the booming voice that filtered into the barn from the stalls and walkway below. He rolled over, and several stalks of hay poked his back through his shirt. He hated sleeping in the hayloft of a barn, but it was safer than sleeping in a stall. Not only could a horse step on him, or worse, lay down on him in a stall, but there was a better chance he would get caught if he was down there instead of up in the hayloft.

And he couldn’t get caught.

Not unless he wanted to go to jail.

Which he didn’t.

“Yeah. Just take the last stall on the left, Mr. Russell. Are you boarding for the day?” another voice asked.

“I’ll be back for him around dawn. That’s when we leave to take another trip to Oregon. I gots me a pocket full of money, and I want to have fun spending it.”

William’s ears perked up with the word money, and he rolled over again, scooting on his stomach toward the edge of the loft so he could look down upon the man. He couldn’t glimpse the man’s face looking down on the top of his hat, but the man was dressed in all black from his hat to his chaps. He watched as the man led his buckskin horse down the walkway into the stall and untacked it before throwing the saddle on the rack and hooking the bridle on the horn. He fed and watered the animal, then strode back toward the door. The rowels of his spurs clanked and rattled with each of his steps.

William knew he needed to get out of the barn before the stable master found him. He didn’t know the price he would have to pay if caught sleeping in the hayloft, but he wasn’t about to find out. He rolled up onto his knees, folding his blanket before shoving it in his bag and brushing the last crumbs of the stale loaf of bread he had for dinner, so they scattered in the hay.

Looking over the edge of the loft, he glanced around, and after making sure no one would see him, he scaled down the ladder, jumping off the last rung before he slung his bag over his shoulder and darted out the back door of the barn.
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William hadn’t ever been to Independence, Missouri before. He’d only heard about it in his brother’s stories. They used to talk about coming here as young boys when they dreamed. It was known as the Queen City of the Trails. The starting point where those seeking to travel out west to the frontier started their journey. He hadn’t known what to expect from this strange little city, but such didn’t matter. All that did was that somehow, he found his way out of it.

And preferably by wagon on a wagon train headed to Oregon or California.

He wasn’t picky about where he would go. He just needed to get as far away from Missouri as possible and by any means he could.

Even if he had to work for it.

He trotted down the different alleyways between the buildings, staying off the main streets as he veered through town. He rounded the corner onto another street, and as he did, he came face to face with a small café. Scents of eggs, bacon, sausage, and potatoes wafted in the air, and his stomach growled as though to tell him it wanted everything the nose could smell. His mouth watered too, and he closed his eyes, imagining how it all tasted—which he was sure was delicious.

He hadn’t eaten anything since finding that loaf of old bread in the garbage outside of the bakery yesterday morning, and while he had planned to go back there to check for more, the thought of stale, butterless bread was no match for the smell of a hot breakfast.

Opening his eyes, he glanced down at the ground. He didn’t want more stale bread any more than he wanted to dig out his own eyes, but of course, there was one big problem. How to get it? Getting the bread was easy, but with empty pockets and not a nickel to his name, the hot breakfast was nothing short of impossible.

He heaved a deep sigh and hunched his shoulders as he kicked at a rock and watched it roll several inches. Admitting defeat was never easy, and this morning with a grumbling stomach was no exception.

Still, facts were facts. He didn’t have the money, so bread it was.

He continued down the street, barely looking up as he passed the café. He didn’t want to see the food any more than he wanted to smell it, but as he passed, he glanced out of the corner of his eye. A young couple was sitting at a table outside, chatting to one another. Distracted with their conversation, they didn’t even look at William as he passed. Hesitation spurred through him, and he slowed down, watching as the man scooted his chair toward the woman, and they huddled their faces close to one another.

“And so, I told him, Mr. Dexter, I just can’t marry your daughter because I’m in love with someone else,” the man said.

“Oh, and just who might that be?” the woman asked.

The man scooted his chair even closer and grabbed her hands. “Why, you, my darling.” While the woman ducked her chin, her face turned a bright shade of red, and she removed her handkerchief from her handbag, brushing her other hand along her chest. William wanted to retch at the sight of their love and affection for one another, but with an empty stomach, nothing would have come up. Not to mention, he would have drawn unwanted attention from what he was about to do.

He just needed to wait for the perfect moment . . .

Just as he had hoped, the man, so overcome with love, shoved his plate aside and out of his way. William lunged over the small fence separating the dining area from the sidewalk and grabbed the plate. The woman screamed, but as the man spun in his chair, William took off down the street with the plate tucked tight into his body so none of the food would spill.
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William continued down the street and around another building, hiding behind several wooden crates stacked against the brick wall. He pressed his back against the bricks and glanced down both directions of the alleyway before sliding down to the ground and tucking his legs up until he was blocked from sight.

His lungs heaved, and he closed his eyes. “Lord. Please forgive me for stealing this food. I know it’s wrong, and I have sinned. I hate to eat it, but . . . I’m starving. I pray for my forgiveness. In Jesus' name. Amen.”

Although the first bite tasted like a little bit of heaven, the guilt gave it an unpleasant aftertaste. It was one he didn’t like, but he also knew that he didn’t know when he would see food again without stealing. He wanted to curse himself just as much as he wanted to curse his brother for putting him into this mess. And yet, he also knew that doing either of those wouldn’t make the situation better.

Nothing would make it better.

Well, clearing his name would.

But knowing the solution and putting it into play were two different things. Pinkertons weren’t about hearing reason. They just saw the words as excuses. The guilty are always trying to get out of punishment for their crimes, they would say, and no matter what he told them, they would only say it to him.

They wouldn’t believe him.

Nor would they even give him the chance to explain.

He shoveled the last few bites of eggs into his mouth, both wanting to chew them slowly to savor them and also gobble them down so he could flee before anyone caught him. Once he had licked it clean, he tossed the plate aside, and another hint of guilt prickled in his chest as the bone white china smacked against the dirt with a thud sound. He wanted to return the plate to the café, and yet he knew that it would be foolish to do so.

Perhaps I can leave it outside the door tonight after dark, he thought. Do at least one good thing today, even if it’s not much of one.

It would be the right thing to do.

He could almost hear his mama talking to him from Heaven above, telling him what he needed to do. Or course, that was nothing new. He listened to her daily, always on his case about one thing or another he did. Lord, she would roll over in her grave if she saw him now. He was glad she passed on so she wouldn’t have to see the utter failure he’d become. As much as he hated to think that, he did, and it was just another thing to hate his brother for.

He heaved a deep sigh and slipped his hand into his pants pocket, pulling out a folded piece of paper. It was yellower than it had been months ago, and the edges were tearing from all the time spent in his pocket, and all the times he pulled it out, looked at it, and stuck it back in. It wasn’t that looking at it gave him hope or comfort. It was just the opposite, actually. The paper only brought him fear, pain, and anger, and although he wanted to throw it away every second of every day, he also wanted to keep it. He didn’t know why.

Perhaps it was the reminder he needed.

Or perhaps he was nothing but an utter fool.

He didn’t know which.

But as he opened it and looked down upon the words ‘WANTED’ and a drawn picture of his face with his name below written in black ink, all the feelings came flooding back.

He was a wanted man.

And it was all his brother’s fault.
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ONE
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CULLEN


“God never gives you what He can’t carry you through.”

Pastor Duncan’s words repeated in Cullen McCray’s mind as he glanced down at his niece. All of just nine years old, the little girl sat beside him in the wagon as they drove into town. Her little body bumped into his every time a wheel rolled over a rock, and her white-blonde hair blew in the gentle breeze. She was the purest example of what the pastor was talking about. Or at least that was what the pastor had told him when he brought her to Cullen’s cabin that day, scared and sad. Her entire world was torn apart by her father’s sudden death and him, her uncle, her only chance.

She glanced back at him. Her eyes---his brother’s eyes---stared at him. She looked more like Clint every day, and he wondered if she would grow up to have Clint’s mannerisms. Would she act like him? Talk like him? Would she think like him? While he wanted her to, a part of him didn’t. He wasn’t sure he wanted another Clint in his life.

“What do we need from town today, Uncle Cullen?” Sadie asked.

He rolled the piece of straw from one side of his lips to the other, chewing a little more on the sweet taste of the dried stem. “Just the usual, Sadie. Did you need something else this time?”

She shrugged. “I was thinking of making a pie when we got back to the ranch.”

Pie.

He hadn’t thought of pie in months, hadn’t thought about much of the things his late wife used to bake, actually. Because thinking of them would have reminded him of her and how she wasn’t around to bake them anymore. He ate chili and stew and steak and potatoes and eggs and bacon, which was the sum of his diet. Perhaps he would have some bread or biscuits on those cold winter nights when he needed something to stick to the sides of his gut and keep him warm, but other than that, he didn’t branch out. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want the reminder.

Of course, he knew that needed to change now that Sadie was in his life. He had to care for her, and a little growing girl needed more nourishment than what he’d been putting into his body. She needed a garden with lots of vegetables and an orchard with fruit trees. She needed bread. She needed cakes and cookies and, well, pie. All the things his late wife would spend her days making for him. He could still smell all the scents in the house. But back to the point. Sadie needed more, and she also needed to cook and bake—or at least learn to do those things along with how to sew, read, and do arithmetic.

“Do you know how to bake a pie?” he asked the girl.

“I do. Well, sort of. It was one thing Nanny Noreen taught me before . . .” The little girl's voice trailed off. She didn’t want to say before the accident. She never did. She always stopped herself when she found the words trying to come out of her lips.

Not that he blamed her. He never wished to speak of it, either. His brother and his sister-in-law were now up in Heaven with his wife, leaving Sadie and him down here on earth to pick up the pieces as best as they could.

“What kind of pie did you want to make?” he asked; a slight hope rose in his chest that the girl would say peach or apple. Those were always his favorite.

“I don’t know. I guess whatever fruit I can find in town.”

Find in town.

Guilt prickled in his chest. She shouldn’t have to find fruit in town. She should be able to go out and pick it off her tree. It was just another thing he mentally put on his list of things to do for her—plant some trees.

“Well, I suppose we can look to see what Mr. Dawson has. If you find something that works, we can get it. Did you need anything else for a pie?”

“I don’t know. I suppose if I may, I’ll look around?”

“Yeah. You can do that.”

She glanced at him again and smiled before leaning her head on his arm.

His heart gave another little tug at his guilt. For so many months after the accident and after Pastor Duncan brought her up to his cabin, he hadn’t wanted her to stay. Not quite a burden, but almost there. He had packed her bags, he didn’t know how many times, fully intent on taking her down to the orphanage where he thought she belonged. She needed a chance at a family with a ma and pa. She didn’t need a gruff lone wolf like him. Not to mention, he had wished to live his life alone in his cabin. The cattle ranch. The family. Those were all things Clint, his brother, wanted. He didn’t. Or at least he didn’t until . . .

He shook his head, ridding himself of the thoughts of his late wife.

He couldn’t think of her.

Not now.

Not today.

Never again.

He tapped the reins on the horses’ backs, then whistled at them to pick up the pace into a trot. He needed the distraction of town to ease his mind.
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MAGGIE

“Love always, Clint.” Maggie once again read the ending words of Clint’s last letter as the stagecoach rolled down the lane. Her heart thumped, and she bit her lip as she leaned back in the seat and rested her head back.

She didn’t want to think about the life she left to travel hundreds of miles across the United States so she could marry a man she didn’t know. Or how she fled her parents’ house in the middle of the night with her mother telling her to leave while her father slept. She only wanted to think about the life she was about to start as Mrs. Clint McCray. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t actually met before and had only corresponded with letters. Nor did it matter that she wasn’t exactly in love with him . . . yet. It only mattered that in those letters, he promised her a life far away from her parents and the life they had planned for her. One where Daddy would shove her into a loveless marriage with either Benjamin Stone or Matthew Cooper—two sons of business acquaintances he’d known for years. She knew both men well, too. Benjamin was nothing but a bore, and Matthew . . . well, let her just say she didn’t care for the way he treated women. Not to mention, his reputation in town left little to be desired, and she doubted the perpetual bachelor would even want to marry. He had more fun pursuing other tastes.

While she knew her daddy didn’t think they were the best choices, he also wasn’t about to have a spinster for a daughter, and she knew her time was fast ticking away. As did her mama. Which was why, when Clint’s letter arrived with the plan for her to leave, they packed her a suitcase and bought her a ticket out west. Out to Lone Hollow, Montana.

“Are you headed to Lone Hollow?” the woman sitting across from her asked. Slightly older than Maggie, her hair was styled in a tight bun at the base of her neck, and she looked through a pair of spectacles resting on her long, thin nose.

“Yes, I am. My soon-to-be husband lives there and is waiting for me.”

The woman smiled and ducked her chin slightly. “Best wishes to you both.”

“Thank you. I’m Maggie, by the way. Maggie Colton.”

The woman nodded. “Amelia Hawthorn. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You, too.” Maggie shifted her gaze from the woman to the window of the stagecoach. Nothing but mountains and forests and wilderness, Montana had been nothing like she’d ever seen before. So pretty. So peaceful. Like God’s perfect place and glory was here in this state. “Where are you headed?” she asked, turning her attention to the woman.

“Brook Creek. It’s about forty miles west of Lone Hollow.”

“So, you still have a bit to go in your travels.”

“Unfortunately. But I figure I’ve been this far. As long as I get to my post, I don’t mind the distance.”

“Post?”

“I’m a schoolteacher, and I received my post orders for the small town. I had asked for Lone Hollow, seeing as how it’s a milling town, but was told it was filled . . . at least for now.”

“A milling town? Does that make it a more appealing post?”

“A little. Lone Hollow has one of the few sawmills around, and having a sawmill means more amenities than Brook Creek, like a hotel and café. There is more of a population in Lone Hollow than in Brook Creek, too, which means there are more families and children. They told me they would tell me if the teacher in Lone Hollow leaves, and if he does, then I will move again as I’m not sure I want to stay in Brook Creek.”

The name made Maggie giggle. “It’s funny that the town is named for two synonyms for a river.”

“Don’t get me started on that.” The woman rolled her eyes and exhaled a deep sigh as she slid her fingers behind her ears, tucking any loose strands of her blonde bun behind her ears. The feathers on her maroon hat fluttered with her movement, and they matched her maroon dress. “Of course, all I care about are the children. I hope they are nice and are ready to learn.”

“I’m sure they are, and you will do fine.” Maggie bit her lip again at the thoughts in her head. She dropped her gaze to her hands, fidgeting with her fingers. “My husband-to-be has a daughter. She is nine years old. His first wife died of Scarlet Fever several years ago when she was just a baby. I feel awful that she was never able to meet her mother.”

“Such a shame she lost her mama.”

“Yes, it is. I just hope I can bond with her. I don’t wish to replace her mother, but I hope to be someone she can accept and love.”

“I’m sure she will. It might take some time, but you will do just fine.”

Maggie glanced at the woman and smiled as she nodded. She didn’t know if she could talk anymore about the young girl or her concerns, for the notions brought more butterflies to her stomach than the thoughts of meeting Clint. She wanted to do right by the young girl and wanted to be someone the girl could trust, look up to, and perhaps love after time had passed. She knew how wonderful it was to grow up with a mother, and she wanted that for Sadie.

The stagecoach slowed, and with the change of pace, Maggie glanced out the window again. While the mountains and forests were still in her view, a few houses speckled what little she could see, and as more and more passed by, the stagecoach slowed as it finally entered the town of Lone Hollow.


TWO
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CULLEN


Cullen halted the horses in front of the general store, and as Sadie climbed from the wagon and trotted inside, he jumped down himself and tied the reins to the tie post. The morning sun shone down on the back of his neck, causing a thin layer of sweat that he wiped away after yanking the handkerchief from his back pocket. He made a mental note of the things he needed—sugar, flour, more seeds for their new garden, and some much-needed equipment to help him with the tasks. How Clint had tended to the old garden they had at the ranch in past years with the broken and rusted tools in the barn, he didn’t know.

He also didn’t want to forget he needed nails for the lumber he picked up from the sawmill the other day. The old barn had a wall that needed fixing before winter set in, or else he didn’t think it would withstand another few months of the wind, ice, and snow.

Actually, the whole thing needed fixing—or to be replaced—but he wanted to at least take it one wall at a time.

“Good morning, Mr. McCray.” Mr. Dawson smiled as Cullen entered the store. His voice boomed over the bell that chimed as the door opened the closed.

“Morning.”

“I saw Sadie run past a few minutes ago. She darted over in the corner as though she was determined to find something.” The owner slightly chuckled as he adjusted his glasses up his nose.

“She’s fixing to make a pie this afternoon.”

“Oh? A pie. Sounds delicious. I have some nice apples that Mr. Smith brought in yesterday from his orchard. I tried one myself, and they are bright red on the outside and juicy on the inside. They should make some lovely pies.”

“Well, then I suppose I see an apple pie in my future for dinner, then.”

The two men chuckled at Cullen’s joke as Cullen leaned against the counter.

“So, what can I do for you today?” Mr. Dawson asked.

“Just the usual. Plus, I need a new rake, hoe, and shovel. I’m going to expand the garden at the ranch this spring. Let Sadie have fun growing what we will eat in the winter.”

“Sounds like she’ll enjoy that.”

Cullen ducked his chin for a moment, lowering his voice. “I sure hope so.”

Mr. Dawson laid his hand on Cullen’s shoulder. “Mrs. Dawson and I were talking about what happened to your brother and how you’ve taken the girl in and cared for her. You’re doing a mighty fine thing, Mr. McCray, and a mighty fine job, too. The whole town thinks so. You shouldn’t doubt yourself.”

Cullen nodded. “Thank you. I’m trying. Sometimes I do not know why God gave a guy like me a girl to raise.”

“Because He knows what He’s doing.”

The door opened, and the bell above it chimed again. Cullen glanced over, meeting Pastor Duncan’s gaze as he strolled in. The pastor nodded and tipped his hat to the two men before taking it off and tossing it on the counter.

“Morning, gentlemen,” he said.

“Morning, Pastor.” While Mr. Dawson returned the salutation, Cullen only nodded. An air of being uncomfortable squared in his chest. He hadn’t seen the pastor in a while, and the last time he did was when the pastor brought Sadie up to his cabin with the news . . . and well, he hadn’t been pleasant to the old man. In fact, he’d been downright rude, and while at the time he thought he was justified, there were times he felt he’d overreacted.

Pastor Duncan nodded back to the store owner and yanked a slip of paper from his pocket. “Mr. Dawson, I have some special requests I need to make this morning, and I’m hoping you don’t have to order any of them.”

“Sure thing.” Mr. Dawson held out his hand. “Give me the order. I’ll see what I can do after I get Mr. McCray loaded.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that. Just bring what you have for me out here. I’ll load it myself,” Cullen said, hoping the gesture would make up—even if it were just a little—for the past.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. See to the Pastor’s order. I’m in no hurry.”

As Mr. Dawson vanished in the store’s backroom, Pastor Duncan leaned against the counter. He glanced at Cullen a few times before clearing his throat. “Did you bring Miss Sadie with you?”

“She’s over there, gathering things to make a pie this afternoon.”

“A pie?” The pastor’s eyebrows raised as he smiled. “Sounds like you will have a splendid dinner this evening.”

“If she doesn’t burn the house down.” Cullen chuckled to himself a bit.

“It also sounds like she’s doing all right. After . . . everything.”

“She seems to be. She has her moments as I would expect anyone to have, having been through what she’s been through.”

“And how are you handling everything?”

“All right, too, I suppose.” He paused for a moment, clearing his throat. “Listen, Pastor, about the last time we spoke—”

“There’s nothing to say about that.”

“But there is. I wasn’t . . . I was rude to you, and I shouldn’t have been. I can’t imagine it was easy for you, bringing Sadie to my cabin with the news.”

“It wasn’t that bad. I figure since it was His plan, I might as well help Him orchestrate it.” The pastor smiled. “We haven’t seen you around church lately. I was hoping you would start coming again now that you have Sadie.”

A flicker of guilt prickled in Cullen’s chest. He knew how wrong it was to skip church every week. But it had been the one thing he and his wife shared, had been their favorite time together, and since her death, he hadn’t been able to even think about setting foot inside that place. Every inch screamed her. Every wooden pew. Every window. The door. The pulpit. Even the floor that she’d walked down dressed in a white dress to become his wife.

Now she lay in the ground in the small graveyard next to it.

That was another reason he hadn’t been back. He hadn’t visited her grave since the funeral.

“I’ll think about next Sunday, and I’ll ask Sadie if she wants to go,” he lied.

Pastor Duncan’s eyes narrowed for a moment before they softened. “Children rarely know what’s best for them, and it’s up to their parents to tell them what they need to learn and do.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not her parent.”

“You are. It’s just a different kind of parent.”

Cullen opened his mouth to argue again but stopped himself as the little girl bounded around one of the shelves. A broad grin etched across her face as she held an armful of bright red apples.

“Uncle Cullen! Uncle Cullen! Mr. Dawson has apples. Lots of red and juicy-looking apples. I think I’ll try to make an apple pie, maybe even two pies. What do you think?”

“I think it sounds delicious, Sadie.”

Her smile widened even more, and she handed him every one, she carried.

“Hello, Pastor Duncan,” she said, noticing him standing there.

“Good morning, Sadie. How are you this fine morning?”

“Good.” A memory seemed to flicker in her mind, and her face twisted a little. Her smile faded. While Cullen wasn’t sure of the thoughts suddenly weighing on her mind, he could guess that it had to do with the fact that the last time she’d seen the pastor was when he brought her to Cullen’s cabin to let Cullen know, not only of his brother’s death but that Sadie was now in his custody. He didn’t want to imagine what that time had been like for her. Having lived through both her parents’ deaths, she was now an orphan and coming to live with a man she only knew a little.

As Cullen put the apples on the counter, Mr. Dawson returned from the back with his arms full. “I was able to gather most of what you needed, Pastor Duncan,” he said, setting it all down.

“It’s a sign from God, then. It’s going to be a great day.”

Cullen stepped away from the counter as the pastor and store owner finished their transaction. A small part of him hoped the subject of church wouldn’t come up again, at least not in front of Sadie, before he had a chance to talk to her. He didn’t know if he wanted even to mention it, at least not until he was ready—which he was far from it—and he didn’t need the pressure of being roped into it before then.

The pastor said nothing, however, and after paying for his supplies, he tipped his hat to them, gave Sadie an extra wave and a smile, and left the store without another word.

Cullen breathed a sigh of relief as he laid his hand on Sadie’s shoulder and guided her around the counter. “Let’s help Mr. Dawson get our supplies from the back and then get them loaded into our wagon.”
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MAGGIE

The stagecoach came to a complete stop in front of the Lone Hollow Hotel, and Maggie climbed out. Her boots touched down on the dirt road, and she lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. It helped a little, but she still had to squint as she glanced from one direction to the other. Clint had said he would wait for her at the hotel, but no one had even approached her as the driver handed over her luggage. Shrugging off the slight air of confusion, she crossed the hotel’s porch and sat down on a bench just outside the door. The wood planks showed little kindness to her shoes as the humid moisture in the air stuck to her skin. The sun’s heat deepened, weighing on her with a heavy thickness.

Perhaps he got tied up or something and is just running late, she thought.

As the stagecoach’s driver finished unloading a few parcels that were obviously en route to people who lived in the town, he climbed back into his seat and cued the horses down the road. Maggie could see Amelia wave just before the carriage vanished around the corner, and she couldn’t help but smile when she thought of the small town of Brook Creek.

Who names these towns, anyway, she thought.

People meandered through the streets while Maggie continued to wait on the bench under the overhang, and she glanced around at the hotel to keep her mind busy. It wasn’t the worst one she’d ever seen, but it wasn’t the best either, looking as though years of weathered seasons had taken a toll on the old wood—the once bright shade of dark red paint had faded into a pale cherry color.

“Top of the mornin’ to yeh, Miss,” called a voice from the building across the street. She jerked her head around to find a short, plump man tipping his hat to a woman walking toward him. The woman smiled and waved as she passed, and he watched her for a moment before returning to the sweeping he had been doing on the porch in front of a building that looked like a café. The volume of his thick Irish accent overwhelmed the chirping birds in the oak trees above, and he turned his body slightly as a pair of young boys ran past him, one betting the other he could leap up and batter the painted sign while the other could not. However, upon catching the man’s glare, they both seemed to realize their theory would go unproven.

More people meandered along the storefront while a man tossed supplies into the back of a wagon while a little girl watched. Her white-blonde curls bounced from not only her movement but the gentle breeze in the air.

Maggie checked her pocket watch. The stagecoach hadn’t been early or late, but right on time, and a flicker of concern rested in her stomach. She had gotten the correct date, hadn’t she? She reached into her handbag and yanked out the letter, unfolding it as she read it one more time.

“You should arrive on the 10th of April by wagon. I will wait for you.” She read the words of Clint’s letter in a whisper to herself.

Today was the 10th of April, was it not? She was certain it was.

“Good morning, Miss,” a voice said.

She glanced up. Her heart thumped.

“Are you new in town?” The older gentleman said. He tipped his hat before taking it off. “My name is Pastor John Duncan.”

She let out a deep breath and stood. “Miss Maggie Colton.”

“Sorry for the intrusion. I just saw you sitting here, and it looked as though you were waiting for someone.”

“I am. Mr. Clint McCray. I’m his . . . wife-to-be, I suppose you could say. We’ve been corresponding for several months, and he sent for me so we can be married.” She showed him the envelope and piece of paper she was reading as though she thought it would prove her story. Not that she thought the pastor didn’t believe her, it just seemed like the thing to do.

He didn’t take it, and instead, he jerked his head and blinked as though shocked.

Her stomach twisted. What had she said that seemed wrong? Perhaps she should give a little more detail, hoping to gain some insight into what the pastor was thinking. “He said he would wait for me when I arrived. See? It’s all here in this letter. Do you know him?”

“Well, yes, I do . . . but . . .” The pastor glanced over his shoulder, hooking his thumb. He paused for a moment as though watching someone, then turned back to her. “Actually, Mr. McCray is just over there, loading supplies into his wagon.”

She had noticed the man earlier. Perhaps he had wanted to get everything loaded before he came for her. “Ah, yes, that man with his daughter. I see. Her name is Sadie, correct?”

“That would be them—Mr. McCray and Sadie McCray.” Pastor Duncan moved, stepping aside and motioning her toward the road as if to give her permission to cross it so she could finally be with the one she’d been waiting on. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Colton.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” She shook his hand again, then bent down, grabbing her suitcases before she looked in both directions and trekked across the road.

Her heart thumped with each step, and as she neared Clint, she blew out a breath. This was it. This was their moment. The one she could picture in her mind. He would smile. She would smile. They would hug and tell each other how happy they were to meet each other finally. He was more handsome than she had even thought. With broad shoulders and this rough exterior with chocolate hair, a subtle beard, and arms that as they tossed bags of supplies in the wagon, she imagined them wrapped around her. Her excitement fluttered in her chest, and she had to remind herself to walk, not run, to him.

“Mr. McCray?” she called out, and as Clint turned to face her, she dropped her bags and threw her arms out, wrapping them around his neck. Perhaps it wasn’t exactly proper of her, but she couldn’t help herself, not to mention she didn’t care. “I can’t believe we are finally meeting.”

Clint wiggled from her grasp and backed away from her. His eyes grew wide, and his mouth gaped for a moment. “Who are you?” he asked.

“What do you mean, who am I? I’m Maggie, Maggie Colton. Your soon-to-be wife. You sent for me, and you were supposed to meet me. Remember? It’s the 10th of April.” Her stomach twisted with each of her words, and with each passing second that the words didn’t seem to bring any clarity to him. She still had his letter in her hand, and she outstretched it. “You wrote me, telling me to come so that you and I would be married.”
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April 3, 1971 - January 8, 2022

You will be forever missed. I don’t know how I’m going to do this thing called life without you.
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