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WINONA



As the sun rose over the vast expanse of the Wyoming landscape, Winona found herself immersed in a symphony of colors and scents, surrounded by the beauty of nature. Venturing into the wild, undulating fields, her fingers yearned to pluck the ripe berries hidden amidst the foliage.

It had become one of her favorite pastimes while on the wagon train, and although she wanted to share it with the other women, she also enjoyed the time alone. It was something she could do without the constant chatter of others around her.

With each step, the soft crunch of the grass beneath her feet whispered secrets of the land while the gentle breeze teased her hair, carrying the sweet fragrance of wildflowers and the earthy scent of the fertile soil. Along with the morning scents, the vibrant blue sky stretched endlessly above her, a canvas upon which nature painted its masterpiece, and as she wandered through the verdant tapestry, Winona couldn't help but feel a profound connection to the land. It was as if the spirit of Wyoming itself embraced her, whispering stories and secrets that only she would know about.

Although Wyoming had proved more of the same prairie plains of Nebraska, there was a difference to them, and she knew she would miss them once they crossed over into Montana and continued into Idaho and Oregon—or whatever the state Mr. Mills said they would pass through. She wasn’t paying much attention to him at the time, and while part of her regretted it, the bigger part didn’t. Annoying to a fault, Mr. Mills sure knew how to push her buttons and get on her last nerve. She didn’t know how someone could be as frustrating and stubborn as the wagon master. Surely, there was no one else like him, and she’ll never know how she had managed to cross his path. She rolled her eyes as she thought of all the arguments they’d had. One thing was certain: the day they arrived in Oregon and went their separate ways would be the happiest day in her life.

Continuing through the trees near the river, she stumbled upon several berry bushes, and she studied the leaves and plumpness of precious gems of fruit nestled among the thorny stems. Bending down, her fingers caressed the leaves as she carefully plucked each berry. Their vivid hues stained her fingertips with a hint of crimson and indigo, and she licked the juices off, tasting the sweetness mixed with a bit of sourness.

If she only had an oven to make a pie . . .

The sound of leaves rustled behind her, and as she stood and turned, Mrs. Stonemill and Mrs. Reed emerged from the bushes with baskets in their arms. Their eyes widened, and Mrs. Reed sucked in a breath.

“Oh. Miss Callahan, we didn’t expect to find anyone here.” Mrs. Stonemill bushed her hand against her chest. Her words were more like breathless syllables on her lips than anything. Oozing with a little shock before her shoulders seemed to relax.

“I’m sorry if I startled you,” Winona said. “I thought I would find some berries this morning for the women to enjoy with breakfast.”

“We thought the same thing. Unfortunately, it’s been a while since we’ve found any we trust enough to eat.”

The two women moved toward the berry bush, looking at the fruit for a moment before they, too, plucked the gems from the leaves and stems.

“But these look lovely.”

“They seem to be. I tried to study a few books on the poisonous ones before we left. But sometimes, details get fuzzy in my head. I should have brought Harper with me. She knows more about them than I do. But that’s usually the case with her. She’s so smart, and she loves to learn.”

“And is Harper, Miss McCall, or Miss Linwell?” Mrs. Reed asked, pausing on a particularly hard berry she crushed while trying to free it from the stem. She licked the juice off her finger and thumb, making a slight face at the tartness.

“Miss McCall. She was always the most interested in her studies and schooling, and as she got older, she helped me teach the younger ones. In fact, she would like to become a teacher when we get to Oregon.”

The two women’s heads whipped toward one another as they looked at each other. A silent conversation seemed to flow between them until Mrs. Reed nudged Mrs. Stonemill and nodded.

Mrs. Stonemill shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” she finally said.

“What’s not the best idea?” Winona asked.

Mrs. Reed moved around Mrs. Stonemill, and although the latter tried to stop the other wife, Mrs. Reed ignored her.

“Well, it just so happens we were just discussing the trouble we’ve had with the children’s education on the wagon train. It seems that all the families have been trying to teach them, but it’s proving to be a challenge. We don’t understand why. Perhaps it’s just the nature of being out here. It’s too distracting, and everyone is teaching different things. It’s confusing the children. Not to mention, with everything that needs tending to on this journey. . . it’s been difficult to give the children the attention they need. We thought if we could get them all together, perhaps they would help each other.”

Nodding sympathetically, Winona set her basket down. “I understand your concern. Education is a precious gift, and every child deserves the opportunity to learn and grow no matter where they are—even if they are traveling on a wagon train.” She chuckled, brushing her fingertips against her forehead.”

“That is our thoughts too.” Mrs. Reed looked at Mrs. Stonemill, ignoring how the latter gave her a disagreeable look as she turned back to Winona. “Do you think Miss McCall would be interested in helping teach the children?”

Before Winona could open her mouth, Mrs. Stonemill spoke. “I’m not sure that is the best idea.”

“Why not?” Winona asked the woman.

“It’s nothing against Miss McCall, Miss Callahan.We all know she is a lovely woman, but . . .”

“But what?”

“Well, you have to agree that one's background should be taken into consideration, especially from the parents.”

“So, you’re unsure because she lacks teaching credentials? She wants to obtain them when we get to Oregon, and I believe she will have no trouble doing so. She’s so smart, and she loves to learn new things.”

“I understand she has plans, and I’m not worried about that. It’s just . . .” Mrs. Stonemill bit her lip for a moment. “I don’t wish for this to sound rude, but well, Mrs. Evans . . .”

“What about Lark?”

“It’s no secret around the wagon train of where she came from and what she did.”

“She didn’t do anything. She was just a girl when I took her from that place, and she hadn’t done anything she should be ashamed of.” Anger bubbled in Winona’s chest, and she hardened her tone, clenching her jaw as she straightened her shoulders.

How dare this woman.

“Furthermore, may I point out that a gentleman . . . a doctor, chose Lark for his bride. Do you think he would have done so if he saw her as tarnished?” Winona raised one eyebrow, cocking her head to the side. “Because he didn’t. So, I don’t see where you have any cause to judge this situation. Lark’s past does not define her.” Winona looked at both women. “And neither would Harper’s if she had one, which she does not. She was left at the orphanage by an Aunt and Uncle who couldn’t care for her after her parents died. She may not have come from a prominent background, but her determination and dedication are unmatched. She believes in the transformative power of education. It's her character and her passion that matter most. She has an innate ability to connect with children, to inspire them to learn and grow, and I have seen it firsthand.”

While Mrs. Reed’s eyebrows rose and concern etched across her face, Mrs. Stonemill remained unreadable.

“I’m sure you have,” Mrs. Reed finally said. “And I, for one, believe you.” The woman looked at the other. “I think the other parents would agree with me too.”

Mrs. Stonemill inhaled a deep breath and cleared her throat. “I suppose I can agree with that.” She looked at Winona. “I’m sorry if I offended you. It was not my intention. I only meant to say that it’s not every day we see a woman of Lark’s . . . background, I suppose, joining our community. But I can understand and sympathize with a young girl who has lived through something like that. I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant for her.”

“No, it wasn’t. And she was forced. Her father sold her after her mother died, leaving her to the warrants of a horrible woman. Lark had no choice, no say.”

Mrs. Reed covered her mouth with her hand. “We had no idea.”

“Well, that always seems to happen when you judge others without knowing the details about what happened.” Winona’s eyes moved from one woman to the other. Her shoulders still taut with annoyance.

Mrs. Reed leaned toward Winona, laying a hand on her shoulder. “It is a fine testament that she did what she could to survive such a horrible situation and that she turned out to be a lovely woman. From the trip's start, I noticed how Dr. Evans was quite taken with her, and they look happy together.” Mrs. Reed smiled, and while it wasn’t fake, there was a sense that her guilt over Mrs. Stonemill’s behavior was causing her to exaggerate her praise of the young woman.

For a moment, Winona thought about correcting her; however, Mrs. Reed did nothing to feel bad for.

“And as for Miss McCall,” Mrs. Reed continued. “I’m sure Mrs. Stonemill didn’t mean anything by it, and we can all agree that she's a perfectly nice girl who, if she loves teaching, would probably be an excellent solution to our problem.”

Winona nodded, still feeling irked but deciding to let it go. “I think she would be too.”

“So, will you ask her for us?”

“I’d be happy to.”

HARPER

In the hallowed halls of academia and the vibrant corridors of knowledge, a profound artistry exists that transcends the mere transmission of facts and figures. It is the art of teaching, a sacred endeavor that holds within its embrace the power to shape hearts and minds, ignite the flames of curiosity, and inspire the pursuit of wisdom.

Harper looked up from the book in her hands, glancing toward the sky. The words she’d just read repeated in her mind, and as she thought about each one, she tried to memorize it in her soul. She’d always felt that to love teaching was to embark on a timeless journey, guided by the light of knowledge and fueled by an insatiable thirst to share the beauty and intricacies of the world with eager souls yearning to learn. But the more she thought about it, that little definition almost seemed not enough to describe how one could witness the marvel of transformation as ignorance gave way to understanding, confusion to clarity, and hesitation to confidence.

That was perhaps what she loved the most.

She loved seeing how a child’s eyes lit up when they realized they could use their mind to explore the world.

So many times, she would help the children at the orphanage, and she always had this sense that each interaction was a symphony where each lesson was a carefully composed melody resonating through the chambers of receptive minds. It was a dance of inspiration, where she—the teacher—became both a conductor and a participant, guiding the rhythm of learning while also being swept away by the joy of discovery.

“Daydreaming again?” she heard a voice ask.

It jarred her attention, and she looked toward Winona, who approached with two buckets in her hands.

Harper knew what that meant—chores.

“It’s not daydreaming,” she said. “I was just thinking.”

“Let me guess . . . teaching.”

“You know me well.”

“Well, it was always the only thing you wanted to do each day. I swear, sometimes I wondered if you would make the children do lessons every day without a break. I think at times they feared it too.” Winona laughed as she sat in the grass next to Harper and adjusted her skirt around her legs.

“To be honest, I wanted to. But I also know that working all the time only brings disinterest, and I never wanted to bore them or sway them away from learning.”

“I don’t think you would have done that. You always had a way of educating them when they didn’t even know it.”

“Well, education is not merely confined to textbooks and classrooms. In fact, I think it’s best when they aren’t. It’s usually when they don’t know they are learning that they ask the most profound questions and seek meaningful answers.”

Winona shook her head. “That is far too much thought for me. Even if I believe education is important, I have never looked at it through the depth you do.”

This wasn’t the first time Harper had heard these words from her headmistress. In fact, Winona had said it a dozen times before—perhaps even two. For the longest time, Harper wondered if something was wrong with her thinking. Was it wrong to want to ignite a flame within young hearts, fueling the fires of ambition and illuminating the limitless possibilities that lie ahead?

Harper didn’t think so.

She’d always thought that in the hands of a passionate educator, a classroom became a sanctuary where knowledge is not bestowed but shared, where wisdom is not imposed but discovered. To teach is to become an architect of dreams, constructing the foundations upon which the aspirations of future generations shall rest. She’d once read, and the words had stuck with her ever since.

“Do you think it’s bad that I do that?” she asked, biting her lip as though she wasn’t sure if she was ready for the answer.

“Oh, heaven’s no, child. I have never thought that.”

“You’ve said it so many times I figured you did.”

“Not once. It’s far more commendable than not.” Winona hesitated a moment and inhaled a deep breath. “It just makes me wonder about what you want in life.”

Harper glanced down at the book in her hand and adjusted her seat in the grass. “Are you asking whether I want to marry or to teach?”

“I suppose I am.”

Harper opened her mouth but shut it without a word. Of course, looking back at the weddings she’d witnessed on the wagon train—Cora’s and Lark’s—she couldn’t deny there had been a hint of longing from watching the two women find their happiness. Their joyous celebrations filled Harper's heart with joy. They had found everything she had wanted for them, and like them, she, too, had yearned for the companionship and love that came with marriage. Not to mention the joy that came with children and having a family of her own. Seeing as how she never knew her parents, it would be nice to give a child—or however many God blessed her with—the chance she never had.

But she also couldn’t deny that she also wondered if her own path would lead her down the aisle, especially when all she saw in her future was a humble schoolhouse nestled amidst towering trees, with eager young faces absorbing the lessons she would impart. The vast open spaces of Oregon would become the canvas for her classroom, and the thought brought a smile to her face and filled her heart with warmth.

It was a dream and yet uncertainty, and it gnawed at her, leaving a bittersweet taste in her mouth.

“However,” Winona continued as though troubled with Harper’s hesitation. “I also suppose you can have both. Should that be your decision.”

“That is true. Teachers can marry and have families. They do it all the time.” Harper chuckled, nudging the headmistress’s arm with her shoulder.

Winona chuckled too. “Yes, it’s just the orphanage headmistresses that grow into old spinsters.”

“You are far from an old spinster, Winona. And you never know what is waiting for you in Oregon. You might find yourself a fine gentleman who falls head over heels in love from the moment he sees you.”

“Highly unlikely, but I do appreciate the kind words.”

The two women sat momentarily, looking at the sky as the sun continued rising over the horizon. While Harper didn’t know what Winona’s thoughts were settled on, she thought of what Oregon would be like. Of course, she knew little about the country. Did it have mountains and valleys? Or was it nothing but vast prairies like they’d seen in Nebraska and Wyoming? Was it green? Was it warm? Was it cold?

Of course, there was a beauty in the unknown, but there was also an anxious unrest that had found its way into her mind, and she both loved and hated the questions that she couldn’t answer.

“Well, I suppose we should get to work. Will you help me fetch us some water from the river?” Winona pointed toward the buckets she’d set down, then rose to her feet, brushing any bits of dirt or grass from her skirt. “I have something I wish to discuss with you.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll see.”
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Harper stood where the sandy edge of the river met the Wyoming prairie with her gaze fixed upon the towering presence of Independence Rock. It stood as a monolith of strength and endurance, an ancient sentinel that had weathered the storms of time. Its rugged exterior, carved by centuries of wind and rain, bore witness to the passage of countless seasons, each etching its story upon the rock’s stony face.

She had read once in a new article about how Independence Rock rose defiantly from the earth, reaching toward the heavens with a stoic determination. Its massive form commanded attention, casting a profound shadow across the vast expanse of the prairie. But reading those words and now seeing the rock's sheer magnitude wasn’t like anything she had imagined.

Staring at the rock in the distance, her eyes traced the intricate patterns etched into the rock’s surface. It was as though the years had given birth to a tapestry of texture and color, with jagged crevices and smooth curves converging in a harmonious dance. The warm hues of orange and gold adorned the rock, and its rugged countenance was softened by the gentle touch of sunlight.

Amidst its ancient facade, the rock seemed to hold secrets untold. Names and dates, carved by those who had journeyed westward, adorned its surface like an ardent declaration of their existence, and Harper couldn’t help but think that these simple inscriptions represented the dreams and aspirations of pioneers who had traversed the arduous trails of the frontier, leaving behind a tangible mark that they had not only existed but had been in this very spot she now stood.

Inhaling a deep breath, Harper’s gaze swept across the unfurled panorama of the Wyoming prairie. She drank in the splendor of the untamed wilderness that stretched as far as the eye could see. Like a patchwork quilt, the golden hues peeked through the tall grass that swayed gently under the caress of the wind, and its undulating waves whispered stories of the untamed beauty.

She looked around at the different wildflowers growing along the riverbank. They seemed to know the best place to grow where they could drink their fill, unlike the blooms that grew around the camp. They painted the canvas of the land with their vibrant blooms, and the splashes of color popped amidst a sea of green grass.

The Wyoming prairie seemed boundless, a testament to the unyielding spirit of the West. Its vastness stirred something deep within Harper’s soul, evoking a sense of humility and wonder. It was a landscape that commanded respect, offering solace to those who sought its embrace.

She felt as though she stood at the intersection of history and natural splendor, where the enduring strength of the rock mirrored the resilience of those who had journeyed before her with untamed dreams. In this captivating tableau, Harper couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of gratitude for the opportunity to witness the spirit of the West, the spirit of exploration, and the spirit of boundless possibility.

“So, what is it you wanted to talk about?” Harper asked Winona as she knelt by the water and dunked the bucket into the river, watching it fill before she pulled it out and set it on the sand.

“I spoke to Mrs. Reed and Mrs. Stonemill this morning. It seems they are having trouble with educating the children. It seems all of the parents are. They were wondering if you wanted to help with the problem.”

“Help how? Do they want me to teach the children?” Harper’s excitement fluttered. She hadn’t known what Winona was going to say, but of all the things that it could have been, this was the best one.

“Of course, they do. I told them I would ask you, so I’m wondering what you think about the idea?”

“I think I would love it.”

“I was hoping you would say that.”


TWO
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HARPER



The sun hung high in the sky, casting a golden glow over the campsite. Harper’s heart raced as she walked along with the children of the wagon train down to the river. Her eyes scanned the horizon, and she lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sun.

“Where are we going today, Miss McCall?” Andrew Stonemill looked up at her as he scratched his nose with one hand and held onto his oldest brother with the other. His bright blue eyes were piqued with wonder while his little voice spread through the rest of the children. He was all of six years old and had lost one of his brothers in the measles outbreak. His brother, William—the oldest of all the children on the wagon train—squeezed his hand, giving it a little shake.

“She already told you, Andrew,” William said. “We’re going to the river.”

“I didn’t ask you, William. I asked Miss McCall. Our new teacher.” Andrew looked back at her and beamed. “So, where are we going,” he asked again.

“I’m taking all of you down to the river.”

“Why?” The little boy scrunched his face.

“Because today we are going to learn about rivers and how they help the land.” With a broad smile, Harper turned to face the small group of children gathered around her. They were a lively bunch, their eyes shining with curiosity and excitement. They all varied in age from William Stonemill, the oldest at seventeen, to Huck Williams and Bethany Reed, who were both just five. “All right, children,” she called out. Her voice carried over the rustling of the prairie grass. “We’re going down to the river today.”

“And what are we going to do with these?” Andrew lifted his other hand, shaking his school slate and chalk.

“We are going to work on our penmanship, of course.” She gave him a wink, chuckling as he made a face.

She continued to lead the children all the way to the river, and her skirt swished gently against her ankles as she made her way down the gentle slope to the water’s edge. The children all chatted and laughed with one another as they followed eagerly in her footsteps. The path to the river wound through a grove of cottonwood trees, their leaves rustling in the breeze like whispered secrets. The water shimmered under the sun's warm gaze, its surface reflecting the vibrant blue of the sky. She knelt and dipped her fingers into the cool stream, relishing the sensation.

“So, what do all of you know about rivers?” Harper asked, pointing toward the water.

The little ones looked at each other and then at the older ones as though they either didn’t have any answers or didn’t know if they should answer first.

“Um, I know they change the land,” William said.”

“That’s right. Anything else?”

“They provide water for us and the plants and animals living near them,” Betsy Dunning said. The next oldest of them all, she was sixteen, and the way the rays of the sun drizzled down upon her chocolate strands almost made them look red. Her cheeks flushed with a slight shade of pink as her gaze danced from the ground to William and then back to the ground. He smiled as he watched her.

“That’s right too. They do provide water to those—whether it’s plants, humans, or animals living around them. Not to mention, they are home to the fish that both people and some animals eat. Do you know where the rivers get their water?”

Both Jacob Dunning, Betsy’s little brother, and Clinton Williams raised their hands. Clinton jumped around a little as though he wanted Harper to call upon him more than Jacob.

“Yes, Clinton?”

“From the snow and rain.”

“That’s right. Most rivers come from rain or snow. As the water flows downhill, it forms creeks which find their way to the streams and rivers. But there is another way too. Does anyone know what that way is?” Harper looked around at all the faces while they stared back at her. “Does anyone have an answer to that?”

She looked at a few of the young boys, who all shook their heads. Andrew dug his finger into his nose. “Don’t do that,” she whispered to him, grabbing his arm and pulling it down as she looked at William, the oldest. “Do you know?” she asked him.

The young man shoved his hands in his pockets, glancing down at the ground while his brow furrowed. He chewed on the side of his lip before looking at her again. “Underground?”

“That’s right. There are underground springs that bubble up and feed the rivers and streams too.” She motioned them all to line up along the bank and touch the water. The children did as she said, crowding around. Of course, the older children looked at it and her like it was just another river, something that meant nothing but hard work, chores, and worry when they would have to cross it. But the younger ones seemed to suddenly see the wonder behind it, as though it was now a hidden world full of mystery and make-believe. A few small fish darted from a rock, and Harper pointed at them, telling the children about the scales glistening in the sunlight.

“Just like with the earth, different plants and animals depend on each other, and so does life in the water.”

“What do you mean?” Huck asked.

“Well, there is a balance to the life in the river. The fish rely on the plants and insects to survive, just as the insects rely on the water to drink, and the plants rely on the water and sun. Everything circles around.”

“Is there ever anything bad that comes from the river?” Bethany asked.

“I don’t know if I would say it was bad. But rivers do cause what we know as erosion.”

“What’s that?” The little girl cocked her head to the side.

“Well, as water carries away rocks and sand, it leaves them along the bottom, depositing them on the river bottom.” She reached into the water, grabbing the first rock she could. It had a few smooth edges. “As the water rolls and tumbles them, it wears off the edges through erosion, making them smooth.”

She handed the kids the rock, and they passed it around after feeling it.

“So, is erosion bad, then?” Andrew asked.

“Some would say yes, and some would say no.”

“Why?”

“Because of how it changes the land. It’s a question of are the changes good or bad. I’ve read stories about landslides, and yet I’ve heard stories about beautiful waterfalls. The thing with nature, and with rivers and streams, is that there is both wonder and danger. It’s up to you which one you wish to see it as.”

“I see it as wonder.” William bent down, plucking a wildflower from a nearby bush, and with one hand shoved into his pocket, he moved toward Betsy and handed it to her.

If her cheeks hadn’t been pink before, they were now a bright shade of red, and she gushed, brushing her fingertips along her collarbone as she took the flower from him and lifted it to her nose, smelling the sweet scent.

“I want to see it as wonder, too,” she whispered.

A flicker of amusement seemed to wash through the rest of the children, and the younger boys laughed until William shot them a glare.

“All right. All right. That’s enough. Why don’t you all hunt around and look for different stones weathered by the river? Let’s see how many we can find.”

As they explored further, Harper encouraged the children to touch the smooth stones that lined the riverbed. They collected a small pile before moving on to looking through the different bunches of wildflowers, examining the intricate patterns of their petals before marveling at the few dragonflies flitting through the air, their iridescent wings painting streaks of color against the sky.

After they all searched for several more rocks, Harper had them gather their slates and chalk, and they practiced their handwriting. She gave the older ones different words to spell, checking how their cursive letters looped and swirled into one another and making sure they were in the right order. The little ones learned block letters and a few easier words, with the main focus on learning how to spell river.

Time seemed to lose its meaning as they laughed and learned, lost in the beauty of the natural world, and as the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the landscape, reluctantly, Harper called the children back to the wagon train for the night.

“Miss McCall, can we go to the river again tomorrow?” Bethany asked as they neared the Reed’s wagon.

Harper looked down at the little girl and tucked a few of the girl’s raven strands behind her ear. “I don’t think we can since we are leaving in the morning, but when we stop for camp, we will gather around the campfire and read some stories that I know you will love.”

“How do you know we will love them?”

“Because they are the stories I loved as a child.”
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As Harper strolled through the camp, her worn leather boots crunched against the dry earth. The wagon train, consisting of covered wagons and makeshift campsites, sprawled across the rolling landscape, and the sun, a fiery orb descending on the horizon, painted not only the sky with hues of gold, orange, and pink, but the wagon bonnets, too, casting a warm glow over everything it touched.

The camp was alive with activity, and voices carried on the gentle breeze as men and women went about their evening tasks, tending to livestock, cooking meals, and preparing for the night ahead. They welcomed their children back, waving to Harper as she continued returning the happy children to their parents. Their soft laughter echoed through the air, and she couldn’t help but smile as she watched the children run to their parents' waiting arms.

Questions of whether or not the children had a good afternoon and what did they learn followed with each joyful reunion, and she prayed that not only were the children happy with today, but the parents were also.

She was finally living out her dream, and she never wanted it to end.

Lost in her thoughts, Harper continued to her wagon, basking in the fading warmth of the sun while its last rays painted the landscape in a tapestry of color. The scent of campfires mingled with the tang of wood smoke, creating an earthy aroma that spoke of countless evenings spent under open skies. She’d always loved that smell from the first night after they left Missouri, and it was one of the things she knew she’d miss.

She approached her own wagon, and Winona stood from kneeling over the flickering flames of the cooking fire. Her weathered hands deftly stirred a pot of simmering stew, and the tantalizing aroma wafted through the air, teasing the hunger gnawing at Harper’s stomach.

Winona turned, her eyes brightening with a mixture of affection and weariness as she wiped her hands on her apron and smiled. “Well, if it ain't my favorite little teacher. How did it go today?” Winona asked.

“Wonderful. Or at least I think it did.”

“I can tell by the smile on your face.” Winona chuckled.

“Where is Grace?”

“She’s with Lark and Carter. Lark hasn’t been feeling too well, and she needed help with some of the laundry.” Winona brushed her fingers against her forehead, tracing over the crease that had formed with her concern over Lark. She furrowed her brow for a second, then shook her head as though shaking away the thoughts she didn’t want to think about. “So, where did you take them, and what did you teach them?”

“I took them down by the river today and taught them about how snow and rain feed rivers and streams. Then I showed them how the water can erode the land.”

“I’m sure they enjoyed that.”

“I hope they did.” Harper let out a sigh and sat next to the fire, tucking her skirt under her legs. “So, what do we have for supper tonight?”

“Stew.”

“I don’t know why I even ask.” Harper laughed as Winona handed her a bowl, and as she cupped her hands around it, the warmth spread over her skin.

“Once you’re done, I need you to do me a favor,” the headmistress said.

“What is it?”

“I’ve been meaning to take one of the horses to the blacksmith who joined the wagon train. The poor creature’s shoe is about to come off, and I reckon it can’t wait much longer. I don’t want the horse to have to go another day of pulling the wagon with it the way it is.”

Harper’s spoon hovered in mid-air as she looked from the headmistress to the horse. “I suppose I can. Do you think he can fix it tonight?”

“I don’t see why not. It doesn’t take that long to put the shoes on.”

“What if he’s busy?”

“Well, we will just have to cross that bridge when we get there. First, eat, then take the horse over to his camp when you’re done.”

“All right.”

Harper couldn’t help but let her thoughts drift to the first time she had laid eyes on Brooks Campbell, the blacksmith. Tall and imposing, his frame exuded strength and resilience, while his broad shoulders and thick, muscular arms spoke of a life of labor. The result was obviously from countless hours spent bending metal and shaping it with the power of his body. Yet, despite his physical prowess, there was a hint of weariness in his eyes and a certain guardedness that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, and she remembered how his eyes, a piercing shade of deep blue, had met hers briefly before flickering away. There was a kindliness in his gaze and a hint of gentleness that seemed at odds with the distant reserve he carried. It was as if he had built a fortress around his emotions, a protective barrier that kept others at bay, and she wondered what trials he had faced that had shaped him. Perhaps he had endured loss or heartbreak, the kind that left scars etched deep within one's soul. Or perhaps he just had little—or no time—for the warrants of a life lived with people. Whatever the reason, though, she sensed that there was more to the blacksmith than met the eye.

The question was; however, did she care enough to want to know what it was?
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Fear.

Everyone feels it.

Everyone knows it.

From childhood to adulthood, it’s there in some form or another. Fear of the darkness. Fear of death. Fear of life.

As children, we have a fear of the simplest of things that adults don’t even think about. A darkened corner of the bedroom can become a living nightmare, full of monsters and demons out to eat young children alive. Rivers can sweep them to the depths and places beyond their imagination. Riding through the streets past a saloon with a gunfight can make them pee their pants. Even thunderstorms wreaking havoc on a farmhouse can make a child hide under the blankets, trembling while the thunder and lightning rage outside their window.

As we get older, our fears change. What if I died? What if I lost a loved one, like a wife, husband, parent, or worse, a child? Fears that feel more like real life instead of something that could happen in a make-believe world. Perhaps there were still monsters in the corner, but they were a different kind of monster. Ones that couldn’t be explained away in the cares of a young imagination—or proven not to exist.

For Brooks, though, even the childhood monsters were real.

Brooks’ lungs burned as he gasped for breath, and with each pounding step, his feet threatened to slip on the dusty ground. He willed himself to stay upright, to keep pushing forward despite the searing pain in his little legs.

As he sprinted past the onlookers, their gasps and murmurs reached his ears like distant echoes. He caught glimpses of horrified faces, their eyes widening in disbelief and their hands flying to cover their mouths. The weight of their stares bore down upon him.

He was covered in blood—not his own—from head to toe.

Of course, they would stare.

Women along the sidewalk clutched at their chests as though it wasn't just his appearance that elicited their reactions; it was the rawness that radiated from him and the palpable aura of anguish.

He continued running down the street, ignoring not only the onlookers but the footsteps thundering after him, and as he burst through the doors of his grandfather’s blacksmith shop, the scent of leather, iron, and horse enveloped him, momentarily replacing the stench of blood that had invaded his senses. His grandfather, usually calm and composed, turned from his work, his eyes widening in shock and concern.

“Brooks? What on earth?” His grandfather’s brow furrowed as he abandoned his task and rushed to the boy. The clatter of tools hitting the ground echoed throughout the shop, spooking the horse tied to the post, waiting for its new set of shoes.

Brooks clung to his grandfather, seeking refuge as tears welled in his eyes, blending with the grime and dirt that marred his face. He opened his mouth to answer, but no matter how much he tried to speak, he couldn’t. Not after what he just saw his father do to his mother.

Footsteps pounded the ground, and his father stumbled into the room. The stench of whiskey filled the room, and his father’s clothes were mired in the same crimson hue as his son's. His eyes were bloodshot, wild with rage, and his frantic voice echoed through the workshop. His words were a chilling crescendo that pierced the silence.

“Where is he?” his father shouted; his voice laced with a madness that sent shivers down the boy's spine. “Where is that good-for-nothing boy of mine?”

With a mixture of concern and fury, Brooks’ grandfather moved the boy around behind him and stood as a barrier between the father and his grandson. He stepped forward, his hands trembling slightly, and met his son’s gaze head-on. “What is going on, son?" he demanded, his voice steady.

“It's over!” Brooks’ father’s words spilled out with a torrent of venomous rage. “I’m done with both of them!" He spat, and his body swayed.

“You’re drunk again.” Grandfather narrowed his eyes. “And you need to go home and sleep it off.”

“Sleep is the last thing I need. I’m not drunk. I’m done. Done with her not cooking the right meals. Done with her not cleaning the house as I like. Done with her not washing my clothes.” Brooks’ father pointed at Brooks. “I’m happy to be rid of her. But now I need to be rid of you.”

“What do you mean rid of her? Where is Nancy?” Grandfather stepped forward, pointing at Brooks’ father. “Did you do something to her?”

Brooks’ father laughed and shrugged. “Nancy is where Nancy belongs . . . in the depths of hell, which is where I’m fixing to send her boy, too.”

Brooks recoiled. The weight of his father’s words threatened to crush him, and he clung to his grandfather.

“You aren’t touching the boy, and if you hurt her, then you’re going to jail.”

“And who is going to put me there? You? You can’t do anything to me.”

Brooks’ father lunged toward them. Fear surged through the boy, paralyzing him.

His grandfather reached for the tongs and hot shoe that had been sitting in the fire, and he swung it, thrusting the orange, hot shoe towards his son. The searing heat met flesh, and a cry of agony filled the air as Brooks’ father fell to the ground, recoiling as he held the side of his face.

The shop was consumed by a charged silence, the only sound was the heavy breathing of the three individuals caught in a battle. Brooks stared wide-eyed at his grandfather, his heart racing, both grateful for the protection and grappling with the realization of the depths to which his father had fallen.

“Brooks, go find the sheriff,” his grandfather demanded. “Now!”

Brooks jerked awake and sat up from against the wagon wheel, looking around at the campsite. He blinked and rubbed his eyes, exhaling a breath as he realized it was a dream.

Or, he supposed, a nightmare.
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Afire and a hot piece of iron or steel.

Those were the only things Brooks needed.

Well, those and his hammer. The trusted hammer he had used for longer than he could remember in his grandfather’s blacksmith shop.

And the hammer that had saved his life.

Since he was a small boy, Brooks had found solace in his grandfather's blacksmith shop. Far away from the fighting at home between his parents and the days and nights away from his drunk of a father. It was there that he first discovered his affinity for the craft; his young eyes had been filled with wonder as he watched the molten metal transform beneath the weight of the hammer swings. He could make anything he wanted; all he had to do was hit it. Guided by his grandfather’s patient hands, he learned the art of shaping steel, tempering it to perfection.

As he grew older, the blacksmith trade became more than just a skill; it became a part of him. Every strike of the hammer, every rhythmic clank of the anvil carried with it the echoes of a life he wanted to forget.

Just as this journey would.

He never liked looking over his shoulder—figuratively or literally.

Of course, it was always a necessity for him to do so as a method of survival in the house with his father. How could one know if the evil was coming for them without looking over their shoulder? The act had helped him more times than he could count, although there were times when he debated that fact. Sure, he saw it coming, but was that better? Sometimes, he didn’t think it was. Knowing the pain was knocking on his doorstep didn’t make it less hurtful, and there were times when he wished he hadn’t known it was coming.

Only an abused child longs for ignorance.

He also never liked looking over his shoulder as a symbol of looking in the past, either. Pasts never defined a man, or at least he wanted to think they didn’t. For if they did, then what would become of him? Would he be destined to travel the same road or locked in the same fate as his father? Did it make him damaged, incapable of anything other than a life alone, far away from other people so that he might not risk the chance he’d inherited his father's behaviors?

He almost shuddered at the thought.

He’d never hurt a living soul in his life. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t.

Right?

He didn’t know.

Footsteps thumped toward him, and as he looked up, one of the young women he’d met the first day he agreed to join the wagon train was walking toward him, leading a horse behind her. The horse’s hooves made all the noise, especially one of the front ones clanked as though the shoe was loose and about to fall off.

“Good evening,” the woman said. The sound of her voice caused a lump in his throat. He remembered her from that day and how her raven hair glistened in the sunlight. While he had thought she was pretty that day, it was nothing compared to how the firelight from his campfire mixed with the sunset and flecked across her cream skin. She was more pale than any other woman he’d ever known, and she looked like the porcelain doll his mother had sitting on her bed when he was a boy.

The same doll his mother held so dear and the same one his father broke in a fit of rage.

Brooks had always wanted to buy her another one, but by the time he was old enough to make enough money, it was too late.

“Good evening. Ma’am.” He tipped his hat, trying not to choke on his words.

“I have a horse that has a loose shoe.”

“I heard it.” He chuckled and then pointed toward the hoof as he looked down. “And I can see it.”

“My headmistress was wondering if you could fix it before we leave in the morning. She doesn’t want the animal walking with it in that condition.”

“She’s right not to. A shoe like that could cause injury to the horse. I can fix it, no problem.” He reached out for the lead rope, and she handed it to him, biting her lip.

“How long will it take?” she asked.

“It shouldn’t take long, so you’re more than welcome to wait.”

“Oh. All right.” She glanced around his campsite, and his heart thumped. He turned away from her, leading the horse to the wagon and tying it to a hook on the side before heading for his tools.

The woman followed him a few steps, then stopped and folded her arms across her chest. She gave a half smile and cleared her throat.

“I’m Harper, by the way. Miss Harper McCall.”

“Brooks Campbell.” He tipped his hat again, then bent down, fetching the tool he needed to get the shoe off. He made his way over to the horse, picking up its foot. “You’re in luck,” he said before he could think about the words first.

“Luck?”

Even though he was still bent over, holding the horse’s foot, he looked up at her. “The shoe isn’t bent. It just has a few broken nails.”

“I don’t know what that means.” She giggled, then cleared her throat again, brushing her finger under her nose as though she hadn’t wanted to laugh and was now trying to hide her amusement.

“It just means that I don’t have to make another one, and it will be even easier.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good.”

He wrenched the shoe, twisting it until it broke free from the two nails still holding it on. The tips of the nails broke off and fell to the ground next to the shoe, and he scooped everything up before putting the horse’s foot back down.

“I just need to clean up the foot before I put it back on.”

“All right.” She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head as though taking his word for it.

“Sorry if I am confusing you,” he said, unsure what else to say. He didn’t want to be rude or make her feel like a fool. “Sometimes I just speak without thinking the other person isn’t a blacksmith.”

“It’s all right. Truth be told, it is a little interesting. I’ve never thought about how one puts the shoes on the horse or takes them off. I suppose it’s one of those things that never crossed my mind. Although thinking about it now, I’m not sure why it hasn’t. I love to learn about new things, and it could even be something for the children to learn about one day.” She pointed toward the horse, and her brow furrowed as though she got lost in her thoughts for a moment.

A flicker of interest fluttered in his chest, along with a hint of fear. He hadn’t had much by the way of schooling as a boy. Pulled out by his father when he was six or seven so he could work and earn what little money a man would pay a child instead, he hadn’t learned to read, write, and do arithmetic like all his friends. “Oh, are you the teacher?”

If he hadn’t already been feeling a little intimidated by her already, he now wanted to hide. Smart and pretty? That was a combination that made his palms sweat.

“Sort of. I don’t have any certifications or schooling. But I want to be a teacher, so the parents asked me if I could help with their children.”

“Oh. Well, that’s nice. If you want to be a teacher, I mean.”

“Yeah. It is. I taught them about the rivers and streams today, and I hope they enjoyed it. I know I did.” She smiled, and a light seemed to spread through her. He could see the passion she had for teaching written across her face.

It was the same one he was sure he had when he spoke about blacksmithing.

“It sounds like a fun day.”

“It was.” She smiled again then her eyes widened as though a slight hint of panic washed through her. She covered her mouth for a second, then refolded her arms across her chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to just ramble like that. I’m sure you’re not interested in hearing about a day of teaching.” Her gaze dropped to the ground, and her eyes darted back and forth.

“You don’t have to apologize, given I did the same thing.”

“Well, still . . .” she let her voice trail off while she chewed on her bottom lip. “You wouldn’t want to show the children how to put on a horseshoe one day, would you?”

He shrugged. “I suppose I could. If they had an interest in that sort of thing.”

“I’m not sure if they do or they don’t, but I think it would be good for them. Don’t you think?”

“I think it’s a skill that’s good for everyone. But I might be biased.”

He chuckled under his breath and then went to work, trimming the horse’s hoof, shaping it just like his grandfather had shown him hundreds—if not thousands—of times. His grandfather always took pride in his work, instilling the drive for Brooks to do the best for the animal, even if it meant taking time when others wouldn’t take it.

“Would you want to walk around on feet that hurt?” his grandfather always asked him if he thought Brooks wasn’t taking his time.

He couldn’t deny that he hated that question when he was a young man. But as he got older, he understood why his grandfather asked it. It reminded Brooks why he wanted to become a blacksmith in the first place. Sure, it was a distraction from his life at home, but it was also the path God had chosen for him.

With the foot trimmed and shaped, he laid the shoe back on, checking the fit, and with the size a little off, not to mention a kink in part of the shoe, he moved around to the back of the wagon, grabbing his hammer and pounding on the end of the shoe a few times until he was happy with the shape. He put the shoe back on, driving the nails back into the foot to secure the shoe before untying the horse and handing her the rope.

“All done,” he said, straightening up.

“That’s it?”

“Yeah. It should stay on until he needs all four redone.”

“And when will that be?”

“Hard to say, but you’ll know. Their hooves grow like hair and fingernails. They get long, and they trip over them.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good to know.” She folded the rope in her hand, fidgeting with the fibers. “So, what do I owe you?”

“It’s on me.”

“Are you sure? I am fine with paying you for your work.”

“It wasn’t that much work. If he needed all four new . . . that’s another story. But for just putting the one back on . . .”

“Well, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

She turned to leave, but after a few steps, she cocked her head to the side, looking off into the distance.

“Miss McCall? Is everything all right?”

She spun back around. “Would you be willing to teach the children tomorrow about being a blacksmith?”

A flutter of excitement warmed through his chest, and he smiled. “Sure. I’d really like that.”

“Good. I’m sure the children would too.”
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The rhythmic clanging of metal hitting metal reached her ears, guiding her steps as she led the children closer to the blacksmith’s wagon. The children’s eyes seemed to light up, and as they rounded the wagon, Mr. Campbell stood near the fire, his muscular frame illuminated by the orange glow that caught Harper’s attention.

She sucked in a breath, slightly forgetting about the children with her as her eyes were drawn to the mesmerizing sight before her—the dance of flames and the fluid motion of Mr. Campbell's body as he skillfully pounded on a horseshoe. The sound echoed in the air, merging with the crackling of the fire, creating a symphony of metal and heat. She had seen Mr. Campbell at work before, but not like this. There was something so captivating about his raw energy and the expertise in his every movement. It was as if he were a conductor orchestrating the symphony of his craft.

He looked up at her in mid-swing, and his eyes widened. “Miss McCall?” He cocked his head to the side as she approached.

“Good morning, Mr. Campbell.”

“Good morning.” He stared at her for a moment, furrowing his brow just long enough before relaxing it, and he then looked at the children. “Good morning,” he said to them.

Harper shook her head, and her nerves fluttered like a covey of quail taking flight. “Sorry. Children, why don’t you all say good morning to Mr. Campbell?”

“Good morning, Mr. Campbell,” they all said in unison.

Mr. Campbell stepped toward them. A thin layer of sweat glistened along his skin, and Harper’s heart thumped. Heat rushed up the back of her neck.

“So, you are all here to learn about being a blacksmith, right?”

All the children nodded their heads except for Betsy and Bethany, who looked a little out of their element. Harper couldn’t blame them, and she laid her hand on Betsy’s shoulder. “It’s okay if you don’t want to learn this.”

The girl shrugged. “It’s fine. Perhaps it will be interesting after all.”

A smile seemed to tug at the sides of Mr. Campbell’s mouth as he looked around at all the eager boys bouncing on their toes as they looked from him to the horse Mr. Campbell was working on when they arrived and then to all the tools laid out before them.

“Great! It'll be my pleasure to give you all a taste of the forge.”

“The forge? Is that what blacksmithing is called?” William asked. He moved closer to Mr. Campbell, and a seriousness seemed to wash over him. He was more interested than the other boys, and he folded his arms across his chest.

“No. It’s just called blacksmithing. A forge is a hearth a blacksmith uses to heat and shape metals into objects and tools. I don’t have much of one on the trail, but a fire will do the trick if you can get it hot enough. It just takes a little longer.”

“How much longer?”

“It depends on the metal. You want it to be a bright orange color. That’s when it’s easier to shape. Typically, I would use a forge I've made to control the temperature. Iron and steel can’t be shaped unless it’s hot enough.” Mr. Campbell grabbed the tongs and picked up a horseshoe, laying it in the fire. “You want it as low to the kindling as possible. That’s where it’s the hottest.”

“What about inside the kindling or the ash in the middle of the fire.”

“That would work too.”

William’s brow furrowed, and he bent down, getting as close to the fire as he could. The younger boys tried too, but he held up his arm, telling them not to get too close.

“But you’re close to the fire,” Timothy, William’s younger brother, said with a hint of snark.

“Yeah, well, I’m older. I can do things you can’t.” William glared at Timothy for a moment before he glanced up at Betsy. The two smiled at each other like they had down by the river.

“You just want to show off,” Timothy said, jerking William’s attention back to him.

William rolled his eyes and stood, facing Mr. Campbell. “Can you tell me about the tools you use?”

“Sure.” Mr. Campbell grabbed the tongs, lifting them out of the fire for a moment. “These are tongs, and they are essential for handling the heated metal safely so I don’t burn myself. They help me grip the hot pieces so I can move them around the anvil as needed without risking burns.”

“Have you ever been burned?” William asked.

Mr. Campbell snorted. “Once. I was a young boy, and I was a fool. My grandpa always told me to be safe. Keep your tools near you. One day I just wasn’t paying attention.” He lifted his arm and rolled up his sleeve, exposing a considerable scar that covered nearly his entire forearm. While Betsy and Bethany gasped, the boys looked upon the scar in wonder as though it was an admirable wound from a battle fought hard and won. Harper clutched her neck, inhaling a deep breath as she gazed upon the shiny, distorted skin.

Mr. Campbell chuckled again, watching the boys’ reactions. “The doctor thought I was going to lose my arm, but . . . luckily, I didn’t.”

“Oh. That’s . . . wow.” William blinked several times.

Mr. Campbell’s gaze shifted from the students to Harper, and a warm smile graced his weathered face. Her stomach flipped again. She hadn’t thought much about his life or where he came from, and to see the scar made her wonder more about him.

Where had he come from? Were his parents still alive? Did he have likes and dislikes outside of creating shoes for horses? An endless number of questions seemed to flood her mind.

He glanced back to William, shrugging his shoulders. “Yeah. It wasn’t exactly wow at the time. I was just thirteen and scared out of my mind. But it’s not the worst thing that could happen to someone. Just remember that.” Mr. Campbell rolled his sleeve back down and returned to work, showing the children the rest of his tools by fetching a mallet resembling a hammer near the fire. The wooden handle looked worn and weathered as though used for more years than Harper could count. “This hammer is like an old, trusted friend. I’ve shaped more horseshoes than a hundred horses will see in their lifetimes. Perhaps even a thousand. My grandfather used to say that with each strike, we leave our mark, leaving behind a piece of ourselves in every creation.” He spun it around a few times, then handed it to William.

William stared at it with his mouth slightly agape, then pretended to swing it and hit something in front of him. “It’s heavy,” the young man said.

“You get used to it. It’s a great way to build up strength.” Mr. Campbell flexed his arms, and

Harper’s imagination soared as she pictured the strength and precision required to wield such tools.

She moved around the children, looking around at the fire and tools. “I can imagine the dedication and skill it must take,” she said. “How long did it take for you to learn how to do it?”

“Sometimes I feel like I’m still learning.”

They stared at one another, and a depth to his presence intrigued her, a quiet strength that seemed to emanate from his very core. Although Harper still had questions for him, she didn’t ask them, knowing that most weren’t for the children’s ears.

“Well, let’s get to trimming and shoeing this horse.”

Before she could say a word, Mr. Campbell grabbed the tongs from the fire and began showing the boys how to pound and shape the iron. She watched as he wielded his tools, deftly shaping and coaxing the iron with his experienced hands. Her gaze followed his every movement, captivated by the rhythmic dance between man and metal as the scent of the metallic tang of the make-shift forge created an atmosphere that felt both ancient and alive.

Amidst her fascination with the craft, her curiosity extended beyond the tangible work, and she found herself stealing glances at Mr. Campbell, studying the lines etched upon his face, the hands that bore the wear of a lifetime’s worth of labor, and the strong body of someone who hadn’t lived a life behind a desk. His weathered countenance seemed to hold stories untold, and she wondered about the journey that had led him to this moment.

With every strike of the hammer, Harper felt a deep admiration for the dedication and skill it took to be a blacksmith and to seamlessly transition from shaping the shoe to expertly trimming the horse's hoof, a task that surely required equal measures of precision and understanding. The trust between the blacksmith and the animal was evident as the horse stood calmly, seemingly knowing it was in capable hands as he carefully nailed the shoe onto the hoof, the rhythmic sound of each strike echoing through the air.

“Does anyone want to give it a try?” Mr. Campbell asked the children as he finished one of the hooves.

All the boys raised their hands, jumping up and down.

Their excitement drew Harper’s attention away from the blacksmith, and she shook her head. “I don’t think that is a great idea unless I talk to the fathers,” she said to Mr. Campbell.

He smiled and nodded. “You’re probably right.”

A collective stream of disappointment oozed from all the boys’ mouths, and their shoulders hunched.

“But I know of something we can do.” Harper moved around to the front of the group. “Why don’t you write down a question you want to ask Mr. Campbell on your slates? Then he can read and answer them.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Mr. Campbell’s voice betrayed a hint of unease. His tone caught her attention, and she paused, noticing how his smile faded. She hesitated for a moment, unsure of how to respond.

“You don’t want them to ask questions?”

“No, it’s not that; I just don’t think they should write them down.”

“It helps them to write them down, not only with their spelling but their handwriting.”

Mr. Campbell shifted away from her uncomfortably, and a hint of unease clouded his eyes. “But why wouldn’t they then read them?”

“I suppose they can. I just thought it would be fun for you to read them.” She could feel the tension in his body just as she could see it, and her brow furrowed.

His jaw clenched, and he turned away from her, dropping his gaze to the ground. “I don’t need to read them.”

“But—”

“I don’t need to read them.” A flicker of annoyance flashed across Mr. Campbell's face as though his pride was momentarily wounded.

Her stomach twisted with not only the look on his face but the thoughts and questions of what she’d done and how she had offended him so greatly. “All right. I won’t have them write them down. May they still ask them?”

“I suppose I can answer a few. But I should get this horse back to Mr. Mills before dark.” He turned to the children, pointing at a few who had overheard that he would answer questions and had raised their hands.
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The sun began to set, sinking beneath the horizon and casting long, ominous shadows across the wagon train camp. Harper sat next to the crackling fire with her eyes fixed on the dance of the flames. The warmth that radiated through her body provided a fleeting comfort, but deep within her, a storm of questions raged, fueled by a lingering sense of unease that seemed to grow with every passing moment.

She didn’t want to think about how Mr. Campbell had quickly changed this afternoon. He’d been so different when she had arrived with the children. His infectious excitement and genuine desire to help had stirred within the children, and even she had stood in awe as he patiently taught them the intricate process of shoeing a horse. His words resonated with them and inspired them—especially William.

And then it all changed.

As the flames crackled and flickered in front of her, her mind replayed the jarring scene that had shattered the afternoon. In a sudden twist, something had sparked an unforeseen fire—much like the one he’d used to heat the shoe—within him, one of annoyance and offense. The air around the lesson grew heavy with tension as he abruptly answered their questions and had them leave. His once-enthusiastic voice silenced, and she could still feel the weight of his piercing gaze, his eyes burning with indignation and betrayal.

She struggled to comprehend what had transpired. Had her well-intentioned suggestion of having the children write down questions somehow wounded his pride?

The confusion of the moment mingled with the crackling of the fire in front of her, amplifying her feelings of uncertainty and doubt, and in her heart, a storm brewed, a tempest of unanswered questions and shattered trust.

As the sun dipped lower, the shadows deepened, stretching out like ghostly fingers across the camp. Harper clutched her arms, seeking solace within the flickering warmth. But it offered little respite from the questions that swirled within her. She longed for resolution and understanding, or at least the chance to set things right.

Grace settled beside her, exhaling a deep breath. “I think my laundry has doubled out here, and I’m not sure how that’s even possible.”

“It’s probably all the dresses you bought at Fort Kearney and Fort Laramie.”

“Oh. You’re probably right. I guess I never thought of that.”

“I don’t know how.”

Grace shrugged. “I guess my head isn’t thinking clearly lately.”

“I can understand that.” Harper cocked her head to the side, and although she didn’t want to, she allowed herself to look off into the distance in the direction of Mr. Campbell’s wagon. She couldn’t see the wagon directly but still knew it was there. “Where is Winona?” she asked.

“She’s with Lark and Carter. Lark needed help, but I don’t know with what.” Grace glanced at Harper a few times. “Is something wrong? You’ve been quiet since returning from your lesson with the children.”

Harper sighed; her gaze fixed on the flickering flames. “It’s Mr. Campbell. He . . . changed during the lesson. I don't understand what happened. One moment, he was eager to teach, and the next, he was annoyed and wanted the children to leave.”

“Perhaps you should try talking to him, see if something is bothering him.”

“I know you’re right. I just don’t know if I can face him.”

“Then don’t. Does it matter if you do?”

“It does.”

“Well, then go talk to him. Sometimes, people carry burdens that they don't wish to share. It might not be about you specifically, but something else entirely. Perhaps if you ask him, he will tell you.”

“Or perhaps he will tell me to leave.”

“If he tells you to leave, then he tells you to leave, and then you will know not to ever speak to him again.”

“True.”

“I know you always like to be the voice of reason, but sometimes you need to let someone else handle things.” Grace leaned toward Harper, nudging her with her shoulder.

Harper snorted, shaking her head. “And how long have you been waiting to say something like that?”

Grace looked up at the sky, heaving a deep sigh. “Years.” Grace paused, then nudged Harper again. “Now go talk to him.”
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Harper took a deep breath as she made her way toward Mr. Campbell's wagon, her mind awash with a mix of apprehension yet determination for the answers she wanted. The events of the afternoon still played vividly in her thoughts, and she couldn't shake off the nagging feeling that she had somehow crossed a line.

The only problem was that she didn’t know what she had said.

She replayed their conversation over and over, trying to pinpoint where things had gone wrong, and as she approached the wagon, her steps grew slower, and her palms grew clammy.

“Hello?” she called out, rounding the wagon until the campfire came into view.

Mr. Campbell stood from kneeling beside it. His brow furrowed. “Miss McCall? What are you doing here?”

“I came to talk to you about this afternoon.”

He sucked in a breath and then nodded. “I guess deep down I figured you would. I’m sorry for how I behaved.”

“And I accept your apology. But I still have to ask, did I do something to upset you?”

“No. No, you didn’t.”

“Well, obviously, I did, and I would like to know what it is.” She studied his profile, searching for answers in the lines etched on his face.

“You didn’t, and I know you deserve a better answer than that, but I can’t give it to you.”

As Harper looked into Brooks’ eyes, she saw the shadow that lingered behind them and a heaviness he carried deep within.

“Why not? Perhaps I can help.”

He shook his head. “You can’t, and there’s nothing to help.” He paused, glancing down at the ground before meeting her gaze once more. “You should go back to your wagon before it gets dark. Please tell the children I enjoyed showing them how to put a shoe on a horse this afternoon. If they have any other questions, I’d be happy to answer them.”

A flicker of annoyance sparked inside her. “So, you’ll answer their questions but not mine?”

“Their questions will be about being a blacksmith, and I know yours won’t.”

She opened her mouth to argue again, but movement caught in the corner of her eye, jerking her attention. She looked over toward the trees, squinting in the growing darkness as William and Betsy trotted toward the brush, vanishing behind it.

“That’s William and Betsy,” she said. While she was speaking to herself, Mr. Campbell inched closer to her, looking into the trees, too, as though she had told him or asked him if he knew who it was. “What are they doing?” she asked herself, whispering.

Before Mr. Campbell could answer her, she started after them, and as Mr. Campbell began to follow her, she stopped and faced him. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going with you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

He shook his head. “I won’t let you go off into the woods alone. Not with that man who killed that woman out there. Mr. Mills doesn’t know if the man is still following the wagon train or not, but he made all the men promise not to let any women go off alone until we reach Oregon.”

A part of her longed to disagree again, but caution gripped her tightly. Surely, Mr. Wright wasn’t still following them now that Cora and Jasper were married and happy. Still, no one knew for sure, and with the criminal’s whereabouts unknown and the dangers lurking in the wilderness, venturing out alone was not an option she could risk.

It was a bitter pill to swallow, allowing him into the fold of her pursuit, and with a sigh, she glanced up at the sky. “Fine. You can come with me.”
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Harper’s heart pounded as she and Brooks picked their way through the bushes around the river, where she saw William and Betsy, hand in hand, vanish. The foliage closed in around her, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor, and she moved cautiously, trying not to make too much noise as she ventured deeper into the woods. The sounds of chirping birds and rustling leaves seemed to fade away, replaced by their footsteps crunching through the dirt, rocks, and fallen leaves.

Mr. Campbell tapped her on the shoulder, causing her to flinch. “Sorry,” he whispered.

“What do you want?”

“I’m just wondering why we are following them.”

“Because obviously, they are hiding something.”

“So?”

His statement caused her to pause, and she stopped in her tracks, straightening her shoulders. “What do you mean so?” she asked.

“Why not just get their parents?”

Huh. He had a point.

Why was she going after them? And what did she care about what they were doing? And why didn’t she think to just get their parents? Surely, it was the obvious choice. Still, something stopped her, and although she couldn’t put her finger on why, there was a nagging feeling in her gut that she didn’t want to cause the kids trouble. They weren’t that much younger than herself, and she could understand some of the reasons behind their rebellion even if the teacher in her said not to.

“Um . . .” She furrowed her brow, unsure how to answer him.

Laughter echoed from a distance in front of her and Brooks. The river's rushing water slightly drowned the sound, and although she had paused only moments ago, wondering what she was even doing, she took off again and headed toward the noise.

“Miss McCall?” he called after again.

She didn’t listen, pressing on through the brush until she rounded a tree, and the dense foliage thinned, revealing a small clearing bathed in dappled sunlight. The young couple was near the water’s edge, and while Betsy was bent down, running her hands in the cool water, William stood beside her, and he kept glancing over his shoulder at every sound the trees made around them.

“Have you spoken with your mother about us?” William asked.

Betsy shook her head. “I haven’t dared to.”

“Why?”

“You know why. Don’t make me say it again.”

“I only make you because I want you to see how ridiculous it sounds.”

“You don’t think I know how it sounds? They are so set on me marrying their friend’s son Howard when we get to Oregon that it was the only reason we left Tennessee. They uprooted their whole lives for this marriage.”

“Well, then telling them would be a good thing.”

“How so?”

“Because if you don’t marry Howard, then they can go back home.” William bent down and fetched a fallen branch, inspecting the lost limb as he spoke.

Betsy closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to even say to them. I never thought I would be in a forced marriage. But I am.”

Forced marriage?

Harper’s stomach churned with Betsy’s admission.

William threw the branch down. “You won’t be if I have anything to do with it.”

“So, have you told your parents, then?” A hint of hope inched through Betsy’s voice, and for the first time since she started talking, her voice didn’t crack with sadness.

“No. Not yet.”

“Then why are you pushing me to say something to mine?”

Although William opened his mouth to answer her, he didn’t.

“Perhaps this is a bad idea, then,” she said. “Us being together, I mean. Perhaps it was a bad idea for us to even think about each other.” Betsy stood and chewed on her lip. Her shoulders were hunched.

“Don’t say that. Why would you say that?”

“Well, if we can’t be honest with our parents . . .”

“We will find a way to tell them. I know we will.” William moved toward Betsy. His face flushed a shade of pink. “I’ll tell them tonight. I promise.”

“You will?”

“Of course.”

He moved even closer, wrapping his arms around her waist. Harper’s breath hitched as the young man turned the young woman around, pressing her against a tree. He leaned in, kissing her. She kissed him back, matching him passion for passion, and their embrace was filled with a fervor Harper had only seen in married couples. As heat rushed to Harper’s cheeks, she slapped her hand over her mouth. A blend of shock, longing, and a twinge of envy washed through her, and she spun on her heel, darting away from the couple.

The forest blurred around her as she raced back toward the camp, her mind whirling with questions as she inhaled and exhaled several deep breaths to steady her breathing. Should she confront them? Should she tell their parents? Should she keep their secret, knowing the potential consequences?

Before she could make up her mind, footsteps thumped behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to see Mr. Campbell emerging from the trees behind her, his brow furrowed with concern.

“Miss McCall?” He bent over as he caught up to her in order to catch his breath. “Wow. You can run fast.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

He looked at her, raising one eyebrow. “Did that offend you?”

She held her hand up, shaking her head as she started to pace. “It doesn’t even matter. Not after what I just saw.”

“Do you mean about the kids by the river?” A slight amusement hinted in his tone.

Harper stopped pacing and faced him, throwing her arms up in the air. “Yes, I mean the kids by the river. They were . . . they were kissing!” She smacked both hands on the top of her head and paced again.

A hint of mirth glimmered in his eyes, and he chuckled.

“It’s not funny, Mr. Campbell.” She clenched her teeth, hissing her words.

“I think it is. Isn’t that what folks in love tend to do?”

Harper’s cheeks flushed.

“Married folks, yes. But they are kids. They aren’t married, and they aren’t even courting.”

“Seems to me like they are courting.”

“But they don’t have their parents with them. You heard them. Their parents don’t know. What if they find out? Shouldn’t someone tell them?” She rubbed her forehead. “Am I going to have to tell them?” Harper’s conflicted emotions swirled inside her, torn between two warring thoughts. While she was their teacher, she was almost their peer at only two years older. She bit her lip, the weight of the decision heavy on her shoulders.

“I don’t think they were doing anything wrong. Who's to say they won’t get married after telling their parents, and then it won’t matter.”

Harper looked at him. He was a mystery, with his deep-set eyes holding a guardedness that spoke of pain and secrets locked away. Despite his rugged exterior, there was a tenderness in the way he handled the horses, a gentleness that spoke volumes about the man beneath the surface. She had always been attracted to the strong, silent types, but Mr. Campbell was different. There was something about him that drew her in, something that made her heart flutter with anticipation whenever she was near him.

“But I also don’t think it was any of my business, even if I did see them. People kiss when they are in love. Don’t you plan on kissing the man you fall in love with?”

The sudden awareness she was standing with nothing more than a stranger—and an attractive one—talking about William and Betsy kissing . . .

“We shouldn’t be talking about this,” she said.

“I’m sorry?” He cocked his head to the side.

“I don’t know . . . we shouldn’t be talking about this. I should go.”

Before he could say another word, she scurried away. Although she shouldn’t have, she couldn't help but steal a glance over her shoulder, catching sight of Mr. Campbell watching her. Another flush crept up her cheeks as she quickly averted her gaze, hoping he hadn't noticed her staring.

Unfortunately, he did.
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Several days had passed since Harper had witnessed the stolen kiss between the young couple, and in that time, she’d also avoided any interaction with Mr. Campbell, steering clear of not only him but any conversation with Winona about him, which was not an easy feat when the headmistress seemed far too interested in finding out what Harper thought of the rugged blacksmith after Grace let it slip that Harper had gone to speak with him.

“And what do you make of him?”

The headmistress had already asked this question several times, and each time she did, Harper gave the same answer. “I don’t know. I suppose he’s nice enough.”

The wagon train had spent little time doing anything else other than travel, and while Harper knew she would have to face the children, teaching them while she struggled to forget the bittersweet moment they shared, she couldn’t help but find solace in the wagon train's relentless pace, led by the determined Mr. Mills and his unyielding adherence to their schedule. If nothing else, it kept her mind occupied, pushing thoughts of the young couple and the complexities of her own heart into the background.

Instead, she enjoyed the time away from the thoughts, riding in the wagon as the creaking of the wheels and the rhythmic clip-clop of the horses' hooves became a symphony that carried her thoughts across the expansive landscape. She watched as the scenery shifted, the majestic peaks of the Wyoming mountains giving way to rolling hills and open plains as they journeyed into Idaho.

Or at least that was where Mr. Mills said they were.

She didn’t pay too much attention to that, instead losing herself in the expanse of the land before and letting it fill her with hopes, dreams, and unanswered questions that might not ever be answered. With each passing mile, she dwelled in her memories, letting them intertwine with the anticipation of what was to come, creating a tapestry of emotions she couldn't help but unravel.

She thought of her childhood, growing up in an orphanage, where there was nothing but brick, wood, and dust—a town where dreams seemed to be as stifled as she felt walking through the buildings. It wasn’t like the vast prairies that now stretched out in front of her as far as the eye could see, with the scent of wildflowers and the soft rustle of the wind in the tall grass as her constant companions. She couldn’t help but feel as though the imaginary chains had somehow been unlocked, and as the wagon train pressed forward, she reflected on the choices she had made and the risks she had taken. She had chosen to follow Winona and the other women on this journey, this leap into the unknown, to carve out a new life for herself and those around her. She’d often lose herself in the sprawling landscape, letting a sense of awe wash over her in the grandeur of nature, with its snow-capped peaks and lush valleys, which spoke of the vast possibilities that awaited them in this new land. It was a land of promise, of untamed wilderness and uncharted territories.

Although she tried not to think about the people she had come to know on this journey—for doing so only made her think of William and Betsy—she couldn’t help but let the faces of the men, women, and children fill her mind, each with their own stories etched in their eyes. The trials and tribulations they faced along the way tested their spirits and forged a bond among the travelers. Their resilience and determination bound them together with the shared goal of seeking a better life.

The wagon train had become their makeshift family, united by a common purpose. They had weathered storms and crossed treacherous terrain, relying on each other’s strengths and offering support in moments of weakness. Their laughter, tears, and shared meals had woven threads of kinship that grew stronger with each passing day, and however troubled with the thoughts of what she should do, she couldn't help but feel a sense of gratitude for the opportunity to be a part of this collective journey. The friendships she had formed, the bonds she had nurtured, were the foundation of a new community being born.

Or at least that is what she told herself.

And now I am to break it, she thought. I can’t. I simply cannot do it.

Harper looked up at the wagon’s bonnet as the first rays of sunlight filtered through the cracks, and the light and shadows played along the canvas. It was the dawn of another day, and while part of her wished to sleep, the noises from outside whispering through the seams under the wagon piqued her interest just enough to keep her from falling back asleep. She hadn’t had the best night's sleep, often finding herself tossing and turning, and what little she had managed had been filled with dreams that seemed to keep her on the edge of consciousness.

“Do you think we should wake her?” Harper heard Grace ask.

“She will wake on her own. Just keep cooking the bacon. Surely, the smell will help her stir soon. Besides, she’ll want to start her lesson with the children before long. I know how important it is for her.”

While the two continued to talk about the chores that needed to be done for the day, the conversation Harper had overheard with Betsy lingered in her thoughts. The poor girl was in love with a young man her parents wouldn’t approve of or let her marry, and although Harper knew little about love; it would take a fool not to see the pain.

Harper rose from her bedroll and slipped her feet into her boots, tying the laces before sliding out from the back of the wagon and into the morning.

“See?” Winona said to Grace, pointing at her. “I told you she would wake soon.” The headmistress chuckled and smiled. “Do you want some coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Harper made her way over to the campfire, kneeling beside Grace as she inhaled a deep breath, closing her eyes to the scent of bacon frying in the pan.

“How did you sleep?” Grace asked.

“All right, I suppose.”

“You could fool me with that answer.”

“Did I keep you awake?”

Grace shrugged. “Only a little. It’s all right. We all have nights like that.”

Harper stared at the flames licking the bottom of the pan. She couldn’t shake Betsy’s words or the idea of an arranged marriage. She understood all too well the importance of following one's own heart and making choices based on love rather than obligation, and the idea of being forced into a loveless marriage sent a shiver down her spine, and she couldn't fathom a life devoid of the warmth and companionship that true love could bring. With her own dreams and aspirations, she had always held a deep belief in the power of love, and she yearned for a partner who would ignite a fire within her soul, someone who would walk by her side through life's joys and sorrows. The thought of settling for anything less, simply because it was expected, felt suffocating.

“So, are you going to tell us what’s on your mind, or will we have to guess?”

Grace’s question jerked Harper’s attention, and she looked at the young woman, blinking while the words registered in her mind.

“I’ve just been thinking about arranged marriages.”

Grace froze with a fork hovering over a slice of bacon and gaped at Harper. “What on earth got you thinking about that?”

“Thinking about what?” Winona moved over to the women, settling down by the campfire.

“Harper is talking about arranged marriages.”

The headmistress raised one eyebrow. “And what caused that thought to cross your mind?”

Harper hesitated, a mix of conflicting emotions swirling within her. She wanted to confide in Winona as she had throughout her life, to share Betsy's plight and seek the headmistress's wisdom, but she couldn't betray her student’s trust. “I don’t know if I should say.”

“Well, the notion of forced marriages is a serious conversation with those who feel it’s unfair to have your life predetermined for you without considering love or personal choice. On the other hand, others believe it to be beneficial, especially when it comes to heirs of fortunes that families wish to keep to their own. It was a common practice in Europe for centuries.”

“But we aren’t in Europe, and this is 1855.”

“I know.” Winona paused, cocking her head to the side. “Are you sure you don’t wish to give details?”

Harper inhaled a deep breath. “I overheard someone expressing their apprehension about being forced into a marriage they don’t want, and it got me thinking. Shouldn’t love be the foundation of such a union? Can arranged marriages truly find love?”

Winona's eyes softened with understanding. “Ah. Well, love is a powerful force, and it should be cherished and pursued whenever possible. But sometimes, life takes unexpected turns, and we face choices that don't align with our desires. For example, arranged marriages may not always begin with love, but that doesn't mean love cannot blossom over time.”

Harper listened intently, her thoughts expanding under the weight of Winona's words. It was a perspective she hadn't considered fully—a notion that even in the absence of choice, love could still find a way to weave its magic.

“What about if one person loves someone else?” she asked. “And what if they aren’t happy with the one chosen for them?”

“That is the troubling part of it. Knowing you could, one day, maybe find love with the person doesn't mean one should resign themselves to a loveless or unhappy life. If one finds themselves in such a situation, fighting for love, nurturing the connection, and seeking happiness together is important.”

“I don’t know. I suppose for me . . . the mere notion of forced marriage stirs a whirlwind of emotions in my mind. The idea of surrendering one's agency, of being bound to a life chosen by others . . . I can’t think of it. I always envisioned love as a sacred bond, one that should be nurtured and cultivated through shared dreams and deep connections, and the thought of being tethered to a stranger, of embarking on a lifelong journey devoid of affection and mutual understanding, fills me with an overwhelming sense of sadness.”

“And that is the other side of the argument.” Winona inhaled a deep breath, giving Harper a concerned look before glancing at Grace. “What do you think about it?”

Grace furrowed her brow and straightened her shoulders. “I think it would be awful to live a life where societal expectations or familial obligations overshadowed her heart's desires.”

Harper thought about what Grace had said, and just as her friend had said, she, too, couldn’t fathom a life without the freedom to choose. She believed in the power of forging her own path, in the ability to follow her heart's compass and find a partner who would cherish her for who she truly was, not because they had to because of a business deal.

“It is sad when someone isn’t given a choice. However, to say that all arranged marriages are loveless isn’t entirely true, even when it feels like it is,” Winona asked.

“So, what would you say to someone facing such a life?” Harper glanced between the two women.

“I suppose I would tell them just to hope and pray that it all works out.” Winona cocked her head to the side. “Is that why you won’t talk about Mr. Campbell? Is he married or getting married?”

“No, that’s not who I’m talking about, and no, he’s not getting married.” Harper paused. “At least, I don’t think he is. I’m not sure, actually. We never spoke about that.”

“But would you want to?”

A groan vibrated through Harper’s chest, and she shook her head, praying that the headmistress wouldn’t broach the subject she knew Winona wanted to talk about the most—the same one she’d tried to bring up countless times before.

It wasn’t because Harper didn’t . . .

Well, no, she couldn’t say that. It was because she didn’t want to talk about Mr. Campbell. Pure and simple. Along with all the other thoughts that had invaded her mind throughout the last several days, she had thought of him more times than she wanted to admit, and she didn’t need any more reminders than the ones her own mind had already taunted her with. She wanted to forget about how the sight of him before the lesson and with the children had made her dizzy. So dizzy, in fact, that the conversation about people in love and kissing nearly knocked her off balance. But it had also made her feel so awkward that she never wanted to think about him again.

“Not really,” she said to Winona.

“I can see it in your eyes, so you need not waste your breath denying it.”

“Denying what?”

“That you like him.”

“I am not thinking about him in that manner. I’m focusing on the children and teaching them. It’s what I want to do.” Harper closed her eyes, exhaling a deep breath. “I didn’t start this conversation to talk about Mr. Campbell. I asked about forced marriages, not about how I do or don’t feel.”

“And you still can’t tell me who you are talking about or why you’re asking?”

“No, I can’t.”

Winona shrugged. “All right. Well, whatever the reason you ask about all of this, I still say the only thing you can do is tell them to pray and have faith that it will all work out.”

Harper thought of saying those words to Betsy and how they would make the young woman feel. Surely, she could be wrong in thinking the words wouldn’t make the girl feel better, but she couldn’t deny that she doubted they would.

In fact, she couldn’t help but feel as though they would make Betsy only feel worse.

Of course, Harper understood the weight of expectations and how they could be a delicate dance between tradition and personal happiness. Yet, she couldn't help but yearn for a world where love reigned supreme, and individuals were free to embark on their own journeys of self-discovery and companionship.

To her, love was not a commodity to be bartered or a transaction to secure societal harmony. It was a flame that burned brightly, igniting the hearts of two souls and illuminating the path of a shared future. The idea of being denied that fundamental right, of having love relegated to the sidelines was a concept she simply couldn't accept. She believed that every young man and young woman deserved the opportunity to seek and cultivate love on their own terms, to find a partner whose soul resonated with their own.

Perhaps if she helped Betsy tell Mr. and Mrs. Dunning, they would change their minds.

Perhaps she could help them see reason.

Perhaps she could change the outcome that Betsy feared the most.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she flinched.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Winona smiled. “But the children are coming.” The headmistress pointed over Harper’s shoulder, and as Harper turned, she saw the boys and girls flanked by the young couple that had started her whole morning in turmoil.

“I suppose it’s for their lesson.”

“Where are you taking them today? Are you taking them back to see Mr. Campbell?” Grace asked, winking.

“No. I’m taking them out to see the cattle.”

“And then to see Mr. Campbell?”

“Grace, don’t ask me again.”

Before Grace or Winona could say another word, Harper darted off, collecting the children—including the two she wasn’t sure she was ready to see.
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“What are we going to learn about today, Miss McCall?” Jacob Dunning held onto his sister Betsy’s hand as the two followed along with the rest of the children. His bright blue eyes blinked as he looked up at Harper.

“I thought I would teach you about the cattle.”

“But I already know about cattle.”

“Oh, you do? And what do you know?”

“I know they are good eatin’.” The boy rubbed his stomach and licked his lips while the other children laughed.

Harper giggled, too, and nodded. “Well, yes, that’s true. They are tasty. But there’s more to cattle than just eating them.”

“But why do we have to know?”

“Because it’s good to know about as many things as possible so we better understand the world around us.”

“But that seems like a lot to learn about and remember.” The boy rolled his eyes, heaving a deep sigh.

“It is a lot, but trust me, you won’t have a problem remembering the details which are important to you.”

“What if cattle aren’t important? Wouldn’t ranchers be more interested in that stuff? I don’t want to be a rancher. I want to log wood like my daddy.”

“Well, then that’s something for you to figure out.”

Harper led all the children to the herd that followed the wagon train, supplying them with the meat they needed for the trip. The two cowboys, Ernest and Willy, seemed all too amused to stand by, watching the lesson, and although Harper sensed they first thought it silly, she could see their interest piqued.

“So, I’m sure you all know that cattle provide us with a valuable source of food, but did you know that’s not all that cattle provide?”

“What else is there that’s more important than steak?” Timothy Stonemill asked. He nudged his older brother William in the gut and chuckled, and while William only smiled, Timothy pretended to cut something, stab it with a fork, and stick it in his mouth.

“Pay attention,” William said, slapping his younger brother on the back of the head.

“I agree, steak is quite delicious,” Harper said, trying to ignore how her own thoughts drifted to a perfectly cooked steak and how her mouth watered with her imagination. “And it’s hard to think about cattle and their purpose when they provide us with something we all love. But for the sake of today, try to get the steak out of your mind.”

“I don’t know if I can do that. You’re asking the impossible, Miss McCall.” Timothy shook his head, and William smacked the back of it again before looking at Betsy and winking. Betsy’s gaze dropped to the ground, and her cheeks flushed.

“So, what else do they do for us, Miss McCall?” Bethany Reed asked.

“Well, it’s not just the meat that the cattle provide, but their hides can be used in many different ways.”

“Hides?” The five-year-old girl blinked.

“Their hide is their thick skin.”

The girl made a face, scrunching her nose like she’d smelled something rotten. “Ew. What is their skin used for?”

“Hides can be carefully treated and made to leather. Leather is a durable material that can be fashioned into saddles and even the equipment we use to hitch the horses to our wagons with.” She knelt in front of Bethany. “The shoes we wear on our feet, the belts that hold our pants up, and the saddles that enable us to ride horses are all made possible by cattle hides. It's as if the cattle are traveling with us, providing us with what we need.”

The little girl looked down at her shoes, lifting one foot as she inspected the sides. “My shoes were a cow once?”

“Well, part of one.”

Harper straightened back up, looking at Timothy. “So, while the cattle are yummy, they are a little more important than just for steaks. Does anyone else know how cattle can provide for us?”

“Their bones,” William said, a slight question resonating in his voice. “Can we use their bones?”

“That’s a really good answer, William,” Betsy said. Her voice squeaked with an odd tone.

Harper closed her eyes for a moment, trying to ignore the girl. “I don’t know if I would say that we would, given that we now have tools made from iron, steel, and wood. But pioneers long ago did, and they knew the value of not wasting anything. They respected the animals and utilized all that they could provide. They also understood the importance of using every part of the cattle to sustain themselves and create a better future. Of course, that’s not to say that we don’t do the same today, but long ago, they used more since they didn’t have the modern inventions we have today. Anything else?”

“Milk!” Betsy said. “We drink their milk.”

“That’s a really good answer, Betsy,” William said. “I think it might be better than mine.”

Betsy shook her head. “I don’t think it’s better.”

The two stared at one another until Harper moved between them. Their loving gazes were grating on her last nerve. “Yes, that is a good answer,” she said. “And we use that milk to make cream, cheese, and butter.” She moved away from the couple in love and circled the other kids as she continued to speak. “So, as you can see, while we are on this journey to Oregon, these cattle are more than just animals we have brought along. They are our providers and a reminder of the strength and resilience that lie within us.”

The children nodded; their faces seemed to mirror the notions of understanding and gratitude, as though they had not only learned about cattle but had also grasped the profound connection between their own journey and the remarkable creatures that accompanied them.

“Do you believe all that, Willy?” Ernest asked. He glanced at the other cowboy and squinted as the sun hit his face.

Willy spat on the ground and looked at his partner, shaking his head. “Not sure that I do. But then again, I was never one for schooling. Dropped out just as soon as I could sit on a horse and never looked back.”

“I never even went.” Ernest laughed.

“Miss McCall, would you say the cattle are our friends and companions too?” Bethany asked. She looked up at Harper and scratched the side of her nose.

The cowboys laughed. “Cows and bulls as friends?” Willy asked. “I don’t know if I’d say that. Would you, Ernest?”

“Don’t know that I would say it either. Especially them wild cows in Texas.” Ernest made an odd, whistled noise and shook his head. “Those things will take your skin off your bones if you get too close to them.”

A few children gasped and took a few steps away from the herd.

“These won’t do that to you,” Harper reassured them.

“Well, the cows would if you get too close to their calves,” Willy said. He wiggled his finger at Harper. “But nah, these aren’t like them wild ones. Them bulls are the worst, too. They’ll kill a horse if they get the chance.”

“How would they do that? Horses are faster.” Timothy asked.

“I don’t know if I would say that’s true with all horses and bulls.” Willy cocked his head to the side. “I’ve seen bulls outrun lots of horses in my day. They charge at the horses, goring them in the stomachs with their long horns. I’ve seen horses laid completely open by a slicing horn. One time I saw the horn of a bull stab a horse’s belly so deep that the bull’s horn got stuck. We had to shoot both animals to get them apart.”

“All right. I think that is enough for today.” Harper clasped her hands and motioned the children to return to the campsite. “Let’s get you back to the wagons.” She glanced at the two cowboys before motioning the children to turn and head back to the campsite. She didn’t want to say anything that they would consider rude, but at the same time, she wondered if there would be anything she could say that they would see as disrespectful. “Good day, gentlemen,” she said instead.

They tipped their hats and cued their horses back to the stationed posts at either end of the herd.

“Miss McCall, can we learn about the other animals on the wagon train? Like the horses and mules?” Huck Williams asked. He bounced a little on his toes with his question.

“I suppose we can.” Although she didn’t want to, she allowed herself to return to the thoughts the other night while she watched Mr. Campbell put the shoe on the horse and thought what a valuable lesson it would make for the children. “Perhaps when we stop next.”

“Really?” Huck bounced on his toes again, and a few other young boys joined in, putting their heads together while they chatted about everything they already knew about horses and mules.

Harper’s gaze shifted to the ground as she thought of the shoe and the blacksmith. A gentle smile played on her lips as she allowed herself to be lost in her thoughts for a moment until she was jerked out of her distracted haze by two boys yelling at one another that a horse couldn’t carry as much weight as a mule.

“They can’t, which is why my pa didn’t want to get horses. He wanted to get mules, and my mules are better than your horses.” Jacob Dunning, Betsy’s brother, clenched his hands into fists and shoved them onto his hips. He squared his shoulders, puffing his chest as he moved toward Timothy Stonemill, William’s younger brother.

“Are not,” Timothy said. “And my pa said that horses were better, which is why they were more expensive. I guess your pa didn’t want to pay for the better animals. Or perhaps he couldn’t pay for them.”

“Are ya calling us poor?” Jacob asked.

“Well, I ain’t calling you rich.”

The two boys moved even closer until their faces were inches from each other.

“Boys! Boys! Stop that at once.”

Although Harper tried to get in between the two boys, they rooted themselves in their stances.

“Timothy, stop!” William moved Harper to the side, grabbing his brother by the shoulders. “What is the matter with you?”

“He’s trying to tell me that his mules are better than our horses.”

“What does it matter if they are? Who cares as long as the animals get us to Oregon?”

“You’re just saying that because you love that girl. The truth is they are poor nobodies who Pa says aren’t even worth the time of day. You’re nothing but a fool.” Before William could say anything, Timothy wiggled from his brother’s grasp and ran off. A few of the other boys took off after him.

Jacob’s eyes filled with tears, and he took off in the other direction and headed back to his parent’s wagon. Betsy called after him, but he ignored her, and as she turned toward William, tears streamed down her own face.

“I don’t think the same as my brother,” he said to her. He stepped toward her, but Harper moved to block him.

“William, can you take the rest of the children back to the wagons?”

“But, I—”

“Please? Just take the children back to their parents.”

“What should I say if they ask me where you are?”

“Tell them I’m sorry, I had to help someone, but it’s nothing they need to worry about, and I will talk to them all later.”

He opened his mouth to protest again, but she lifted her hand, wiggling her finger. “Just do as I said, please.”

“Fine.” He growled slightly as he motioned for the few children who had stayed behind. Their heads whipped from side to side as they took in all the arguing being said around them. Harper could only hope they wouldn’t tell their parents anything before she could talk to them.

Betsy began to walk away, following her brother, but Harper reached out, touching her arm. “Betsy, wait. May I talk to you for a moment?”

The young girl wiped her face and nodded, sniffing.

Harper inhaled a deep breath. “I don’t know how to say this . . . but I know what is going on between you and William.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw you two leave the campsite the other day, and I didn’t know what to make of it, so I followed you.”

“You followed us!” Betsy’s eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hand. A flicker of unease crossed her face as though she had hoped that the incident near the river would remain a secret, known only to the two of them. “Why did you follow us?”

“Because I didn’t know what you two were doing. Believe me; I wish I hadn’t.”

“You’re going to tell my parents, aren’t you?”

“To be honest, I haven’t decided on that yet. I guess I was hoping that you would tell them.”

“I can’t.” Betsy’s lips trembled, and her voice cracked. “Miss McCall, I beg you, please don’t tell them. They wouldn’t understand.”

Harper placed a comforting hand on Betsy's shoulder. “I understand that this is a difficult situation for you. But keeping secrets can sometimes lead to more heartache in the long run. Your parents love you and want what’s best for you. They deserve to know the truth.”

“That’s the problem, though. I’m promised to another young man in Oregon. My parents arranged the match, and they believe it will bring prosperity to our family. They don’t care that I don’t love him and telling them I love someone else will only make it worse.”

“I understand the weight of duty and family obligations. But you can’t think they won’t think your happiness matters, too.” Harper’s voice filled with conviction. “It’s not an easy decision to make, but being honest with your parents will give them the opportunity to understand and support you.”

Betsy shook her head. “I don’t think they will support me, and what if they forbid me from seeing William? What if they disapprove of my choices?”

“Don’t you think keeping it a secret will give them more reason to disapprove? Your parents might surprise you.”

Silence enveloped them as Betsy seemed to contemplate Harper’s words. It looked as though the weight of the decision pressed upon the young girl’s shoulders, and she remained silent until finally, she looked at Harper, shaking her head again. “Or they could react just as I know they will.”


EIGHT
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BROOKS



Brooks wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand, smudging a dark streak of soot across his forehead. Exhaustion weighed heavily on his shoulders, his body weary from hours spent in the sweltering heat of the forge. The rickety wooden stool beneath him creaked under his weight, and while it threatened to break from the strain, it held together just as it had for the last several years. He should build a new one. It’s not like he didn’t have enough time to spare traveling with the wagon train. What was another thing on his to-do list?

He'd never cared too much for chores, even if chores were the only thing in his life that he could not only control but that also offered the much-needed distractions away from the war that raged daily between his father and mother. They also kept his mind from wandering to memories of a past he wanted to forever forget.

Cooking, cleaning, washing—he could do without it all, even if he liked the idea of a clean shirt and food in his belly.

He adjusted his seat again, trying to ignore how the stool protested as he meticulously cleaned each blacksmith tool, the rhythmic clinking of metal seemed to echo around him, and amid the mundane task, his mind couldn't help but drift. He didn’t want to think about the chores he had to do anymore, nor did he ever want to drudge up the past. The only thing he could even consider was the one thing he wasn’t sure he wanted to allow himself. He’d spent the last several days consumed by thoughts of Miss McCall, and while he wanted to entertain the notion again, he also wasn’t sure he should.

She was more than a passing fancy; she had become something else and something that scared him more than anything—a longing in his life. He could see himself falling in love with her—if he hadn’t already, which scared him—and he could picture her as his wife.

She was a vision of grace and intelligence, a woman who effortlessly exuded elegance and sophistication. Her mere presence had a transformative power, making the world around her shine a little brighter, and Brooks found himself entranced not only by her hazel eyes that sparkled and pierced through the layers of his worn-out soul but her smile . . . oh, her smile . . . it possessed an enchanting ability to dissolve the deepest sorrows and mend the most shattered hearts.

Or at least that’s how he felt, as he always forgot his troubles when she was around him. Far too focused on her, he had little ability to even think about anything else.

There was just one problem, however.

No matter how the mere presence of her melted his burdens, he couldn't help but dwell on the vast chasm that lay between them.

She was a teacher, a beacon of knowledge and refinement who educated the children, giving them the knowledge that they would need to carry them through their lives, while he was nothing but a simple blacksmith, rough-hewn and unpolished by the standards of society. In his eyes, he was a mere laborer with his hands calloused and scarred from years of toil.

Brooks sighed with his thoughts. His heart was heavy with self-doubt, and he set down the tongs and hammer in his lap, their weight mirroring the burden he carried within. Staring into the distance, his gaze seemed to reach beyond the horizon, lost in a sea of insecurities. How could a woman like Miss McCall ever see anything worthwhile in a man like him? He felt broken, not just in body but in spirit, bearing the lingering scars of a painful past.

His childhood had been marred by the presence of a father who gave nothing but violence and bitterness to all those who knew and loved him, leaving Brooks to carry the wounds inflicted by that bitter heart, wounds that never quite healed. The memories of his mother, a victim of his father's rage, were a constant ache in his soul. She had been taken from him far too soon, leaving a void that seemed impossible to fill. He never wanted to think of that day and how his world had changed in a matter of mere minutes.

Surely, he’d known other children who had lost their parents. Accidents and diseases have always claimed the lives of folks. For hundreds of years, that was the way of it. But death by murder? That was different. That made him unlike any of his friends, and between the whispers and the nightmares, his grandfather took him away from everything and everyone.

Including his schooling.

School had never held significance for his grandfather except as a means to pass down the ancient knowledge of blacksmithing. While other children learned to read and write, Brooks had labored in the searing fires of the forge, mastering the craft that had become his refuge, which was something he hadn’t thought too much or cared about.

There were a few times in his life when the inability to read bothered him. Being a blacksmith, there wasn’t a lot of opportunity to have to put much effort into it. Trimming and shoeing horses and making tools needed experience, not reading, and up until his grandfather died, he had little reason to need the ability. His grandfather did it all for him.

“What’s the need while I’m around,” his grandfather always told him.

Not having to bother with the newspapers gave him more time to work, and memorizing supply lists, prices, and his favorite meals at restaurants not only kept his mind sharp but saved time too. Yes, to him, reading equaled a loss of time, and he could never figure out why people held it with such regard.

Or at least he didn’t until now.

He had never had such a glaring reminder of his inadequacy until Miss McCall suggested the children write down questions for him to read. Now his sudden illiteracy wasn’t something to wave off. Now it was a deficiency that gnawed at his self-worth, amplifying his insecurities. It was as though a weight pressed upon him like an unforgiving iron chain, and for the last few days, all he had was a constant reminder of his limitations. Each time he thought of all those children learning to do something that he, as an adult didn’t know how to do, it gave him a sense of shame and longing, as if his inability to decode the letters trapped him in a world of perpetual silence.

Footsteps whispered along the ground behind him, and movement caught his attention. He looked up, his heart thumping a little at the thought that it could be Miss McCall approaching his wagon again.

It wasn’t.

“Good afternoon,” the woman said, and with a gentle smile, she extended her hand. “My name is Miss Winona Callahan.”

“Brooks Campbell.” He tipped his hat.

“You are the blacksmith Mr. Mills hired on the wagon train, right?”

“I don’t know if I would say he hired me on. But I was heading to Oregon, and well, I agreed to do some work for him and the families if I joined.”

“That’s very nice of you.”

“Well, it’s nice of him too. Trades help everyone who is involved.”

“They sure do.”

Silence fell between them, and he stared at her for a moment before cocking his head to the side. “Is there something I can do for you today, Ma’am?”

“Oh, no. I just thought I would come over and introduce myself. I’m traveling with Miss McCall. I’m her headmistress.”

Miss McCall’s name lingered in the air, and Brooks felt his heart skip a beat. It was a name he had often whispered to himself in the quiet moments, a name that carried a weight of unspoken emotions. “Headmistress?”

Miss Callahan nodded. “Yes. I was the headmistress at the orphanage where Harper . . . er, Miss McCall grew up.”

“I didn’t know she grew up in an orphanage.” He felt a swirl of surprise and intrigue ripple through him. Harper's headmistress? It was an unexpected revelation, reshaping his perception of the woman who had captured his attention and adding depth and mystery to his understanding of her.

Or, he supposed misunderstanding of her.

He couldn't help but wonder what stories and knowledge she held within her. Had she lost her parents to an accident? Or had they abandoned her as a baby? Did she even know them or know anything about them? Her passion for becoming a teacher suddenly made a little more sense, and he couldn’t shake off his curiosity about how she had become an orphan, what hardships had she endured, and what had led to such a significant loss in her life. His mind filled with questions, imagining the untold chapters of her past.

Were they anything like his?

“All four of the women I was traveling with did. Lark is now married to Dr. Evans, and Cora recently married Mr. Scott, the miner.”

“Yeah. I attended their wedding.”

“That’s right, you did.” Winona chuckled softly, her laughter carrying a note of genuine amusement, and Brooks found himself drawn to her presence. There was a certain grace and confidence about her, an aura of experience and wisdom that reminded him of his grandfather without the gruff manner, dirt-stained clothes . . . and lack of anything resembling proper behavior.

Perhaps Brooks was wrong to compare the two.

“Anyway, I have heard a lot about you and wanted to make your acquaintance. I’m not bothering you or keeping you from your work, am I?”

“No, no. Of course not. And I hope that everything you heard was good.”

“Oh, it was. Harper was so appreciative of how you gave the children a lesson, teaching them about being a blacksmith. I heard the children had a lot of fun too, and they learned a lot. I think it says a lot about your character that you said yes when she asked you to help her.”

“It was my pleasure, and I had fun too. Perhaps more than the children did.”

“I’m sure she would be happy to know that. You told her, right?”

“Um, I think so. Now that you ask, though, I’m not sure.”

“Well, you’ll just have to tell her when you see her again. If you want to see her again, that is.” She cocked her head to the side, giving him a slight smile. His stomach flipped, and the reality of what the woman was doing smacked him in the face.

Of course. Why didn’t he see it coming?

She was there to get a sense of his feelings for the young, unmarried teacher.

The question, though, was why?

Did Miss McCall know she was here, asking questions? Had she asked her headmistress to speak to Brooks for her? Or was she as clueless as a doorknob was to the door it was nailed to? Stuck together but not knowing the purpose of the other.

“Of course, if Miss McCall needs help, she’s welcome to ask me. Should you need someone to trim and shoe your horses or fix a wheel or any of your tools, I’d be glad to help. Also, if the children have any more questions, they are more than welcome to ask.”

Miss Callahan’s eye narrowed for a second then she smiled. “That’s so kind of you. I will be sure to let her know.” The older woman stepped closer to him, lowering her voice. “I think we both know, however, why I’m here and why I’m asking. I want to know what you think of her.”

Brooks’ heart thumped. The moment he’d been dreading for the last few seconds presented itself, and while he’d figured it was coming, he hadn’t figured out what he would say.

He cleared his throat. “Um. Well, I think Miss McCall is a lovely woman.”

“That much I can deduce.” Miss Callahan raised one eyebrow. “I’m wondering if there’s anything more that you think of her.”

His heart thumped harder, and as he met Miss Callahan’s gaze, his mind raced, contemplating whether he should reveal the truth.

“I think . . . I think . . . I think she’s perfect.” He paused, wanting the earth to open up and swallow him whole. “She’s a light in the darkness and her kindness . . . there are just no words for it. I like her, and sometimes I think it might be more than that.”

Miss Callahan nodded as her eyes searched his face for more than just words. Sensing her unspoken question, he struggled to find the right words to say next. The weight of his self-doubt held him back, shackling him behind a wall of inadequacy. He’d never once regretted the choices made for him, but at this moment, he couldn’t help but dream of a future where he could stand beside her as an equal, not just as a mere admirer from afar. A future where he wouldn’t feel that this flaw would only drown those dreams, suffocating any glimmer of hope that dared to clench his chest.

“You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that. You need to tell her.”

“Does she even feel the same way?”

“I don’t know for certain, but I think so, and I think you need to tell her.”

“I can’t.”

Miss Callahan furrowed her brow. “Why?”

“Because . . . I’m not good enough for her,” he confessed, his voice laden with a heavy sigh.

“For Heaven’s sake, why would you even think that?”

“You don’t know anything about me, Miss Callahan. You don’t know about my past or that I . . .” He bit his tongue, stopping himself before saying the words.

“That you what? I don’t care about your past. Of course, I also say this hoping that it’s not one full of criminal activities. Then we might have a problem.”

“No, Ma’am, it’s not. I am nothing but a law-abiding man.”

“Well, then, I don’t see a problem. Harper has a past, too. She was left at the orphanage as a young girl. Her parents didn’t want her anymore. She never said much about it until she got older and learned why they had left her. She tried to act as though it didn’t bother her, but it did. I think that’s why she dove into her studies the way she did. It was something she could control and something that wouldn’t abandon her.”

“What is the point of all this?”

“The point is we all have a story, and no one is worse than another one. They are just different.”

Brooks sucked in a breath. “I never went to school, Miss Callahan. I can’t read. I can barely write other than to sign my own name. I don’t know math or anything about history or the world outside of things I’ve heard over the years. I’m not educated like her, and I know I will always fall short in her eyes.”

“Don’t you mean your eyes?”

“I don’t understand.”

Miss Callahan’s gaze softened as though she could see the pain etched in Brooks’ mind. “If you think that Harper will judge you and hold it against you that you didn’t go to school and you can’t read or . . . what else, barely can write or don’t know history or math . . . well, I guess you don’t know her very well.” Her voice carried a gentle warmth, urging him to look beyond his self-imposed limitations. “I know for a fact that Harper sees you for who you are, not just for what you can do or what you can’t because that’s not her. Please don't let fear hold you back from pursuing something beautiful with Harper.”

With a heavy sigh, Brooks returned his gaze to the tools in front of him, their gleaming surfaces reflecting a distorted image of his own reflection. He knew he would have to conquer the demons that resided within.

The problem was, he didn’t know if he could.
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WINONA

Winona had never considered herself a meddler. In fact, she took pride in minding her own business and letting people find their own paths and destinies. But there were moments when an unmistakable feeling gnawed at her, an intuition that refused to be ignored. It was as if the universe whispered to her, revealing secrets only she could perceive.

She had witnessed it before, the subtle dance between two souls, oblivious to the dormant connection that awaited them. While she hadn’t seen it in Cora—that woman was as obvious as how pies need sugar or potatoes need salt. But she had seen it in Lark. She knew Lark needed Carter before Lark could even fathom the thought of asking herself the question.

And she saw it now in Harper and Brooks.

They had gone about their lives unaware of the profound possibilities that lay just beyond the horizon.

And she knew it.

It is always a peculiar position to be in, that of an observer of untold love stories, watching the stolen glances, the fleeting touches, and how they tried so desperately to deny the magnetic pull between them. They failed more often than not, and their true emotions betrayed them.

Of course, through it all, they remained blind to it all. She never knew if they did so because they feared vulnerability or simply because they failed to recognize the depth of their own feelings.

For the most part, she resisted the urge to intervene, and instead, she held herself back, wary of crossing boundaries, hesitant to meddle in the intricate dance of their lives. Up until now, it had worked.

And then it didn’t.

She knew she couldn’t continue to watch from a distance, only cherishing the moments when their paths intersected and their laughter intertwined on the wind. Without a doubt, she had grappled with the paradox of respecting their choices while knowing she possessed a gift, an intuition for love, and it weighed upon her, this knowledge, this understanding that they belonged together, even when they didn't realize it themselves or refused to admit it.

As Winona made her way towards her wagon, her mind was still occupied with thoughts of Harper and Mr. Campbell. A sudden movement caught her attention, and as she jumped back slightly, brushing her hand across her chest, her gaze found Mr. Mills emerging from behind a couple of wagons. He cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. His rugged features bore a mixture of curiosity and concern as he approached her.

“So,” he said, pausing. “What did you need to speak to the blacksmith about?”

It wasn’t just his words that piqued her interest, but it was his tone. It was as though he already knew what she and Mr. Campbell had talked about, but for some reason, he wanted her to tell him. “Does it matter?”

“I think it does.”

“Why? Shouldn’t it be business between Mr. Campbell and me? I know I’m certainly not privy to your conversations with others, so why would you have the right to know about mine?”

“Because of the topic you were discussing with him.”

“And what topic is that?”

“Is it not bad enough that you have managed to pawn two women you’re traveling with off on two men on this wagon train? Are you trying to do it with all four?”

“Pawn them off? I highly doubt that Dr. Evans and Mr. Scott would say that I pawned Lark and Cora off on them.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. Those men love those women. I know that love isn’t a concept you care to know or consider, but not all men are like you, Mr. Mills. Most men love the idea of love, and they want to be married and have families. I know you don’t understand, though, so perhaps you should keep quiet about the things which you know nothing of.”

“I know enough about love and women to know when men are getting hoodwinked and suckered into believing they know what they want when they don’t want it. Why can't you just leave the single men well enough alone?" Mr. Mills’ voice carried a hint of exasperation, his brows furrowing slightly as he posed the question. The sun glinted off his weathered face, accentuating the lines etched by years of leading wagon trains through the untamed wilderness.

Winona paused, her gaze meeting his. She folded her arms across her chest, and a touch of defiance colored her voice. “Mr. Mills, I’m not trying to meddle. I simply have a knack for recognizing when two people might have a genuine connection. I believe in love, and if I can help kindle that flame, I will.”

The wagon master's expression hardened. “Love is a fickle thing, Miss Callahan. We're on a treacherous journey, and a wagon train is no place for frivolous entanglements.”

“Frivolous? Well, I’ll be sure to tell Dr. Evans that you believe his marriage is frivolous. I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear your thoughts.”

Mr. Mills inhaled deeply and stepped closer to her, lowering his voice. “Leave Mr. Campbell alone.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. If Harper and Mr. Campbell have found something between them, something worth fighting for, I will support them. I expect the same from you.”

A tense silence settled between them, and a groan vibrated through Mr. Mills’ chest.

“Lord, I wish I could go back to the day I said you could join my wagon train,” he whispered.

“Why? Would you tell me I wasn’t allowed?”

“You’re darned right I would. I would. I wouldn’t have taken your money if you would have thrown it at me.”

“Well, I suppose it’s good then that people can’t go back in time. Don’t for one second think I don’t regret asking to join your wagon train. I’d much rather have found myself someone else. But here we are. The only thing I can do is bear it until we reach Oregon.”

Before Mr. Mills could say another word, she shoved past him, nudging him in the arm as she walked away. While she’d known how utterly aggravating that man could be, he had just taken it to a whole other degree, and she couldn’t wait to get to Oregon, where she could finally be rid of the man.


NINE
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HARPER



Harper knelt in the sand along the riverbank. She’d never cared for laundry, and just like all the other times she’d groaned her way through it, today was no different. It was the least favorite task, the mundane part of the journey, and her most hated chore next to cleaning out the bacon fat from the pan.

Whoever loved cooking with fat needed to see a doctor.

She blew out a breath, trying to blow the strands of hair that had fallen in front of her face out of her way as she dunked her dress under the water. The suds washed away, and she watched the bubbles float downriver, some of them popping in the current while others seemed to cling to life.

Part of her didn’t blame them.

Wasn’t that what everything in this world was doing? Trying to cling to life.

She inhaled a deep breath, straightening her shoulders as she looked at the meadow on the other side of the river. It stretched out as far as her eyes could see and was adorned with a vibrant carpet of wildflowers in various shades of pink, purple, and yellow. Bees buzzed harmoniously from flower to flower, collecting nectar, while butterflies fluttered in wild patterns, zigging and zagging through the air as though dancing amidst the blossoms.

A vast mountain range towered in the distance, casting a shadow on parts of the meadow. Their peaks were adorned with patches of snow even in the late spring, while the rugged slopes were covered in lush green forests, a vibrant tapestry of pine trees, and deciduous foliage. She could almost feel the cold from the snow and smell the trees at the same time, and she couldn’t help but find that the mountains provided a breathtaking backdrop, and for a second, she wondered how it might be to live here instead of push on to Oregon.

She imagined a tiny town in her mind just miles from the river laden with wooden buildings with wide front porches lining the main street, their facades painted in warm hues of yellow and brown. Different businesses would pop up as more settlers came to her town, like a bakery that filled the air with the scent of freshly baked bread, mingling with the earthy aroma of pine and the sweet fragrance of blooming flowers. Perhaps someone would open a dress shop, supplying the women with dresses in the latest fashions of New York—something she hadn’t seen since they left Missouri. There might even be a few cafés and a fancy hotel where people would come from hundreds of miles to enjoy and, of course, what town would be complete without a schoolhouse standing amidst the town, unassuming yet a place where learning could thrive?

Built with sturdy bricks, she could almost smell the scent of fresh paint mixed with the faint aroma of chalk dust. She closed her eyes, imagining herself walking up the path leading to the schoolhouse. Children’s laughter echoed around her as they played in the shade of oak trees. The tall, thick trunks and leaf-filled branches provided a respite from the sun's rays as they cast a pattern of light and shadows on the schoolhouse.

The inside would be just as wonderful as the outside, with simple windows allowing ample light to flood the interior, illuminating the rows of neatly arranged desks and bookshelves lined with textbooks, while chalkboards adorning the walls waited to be filled with diagrams, equations, and lessons she would teach.

“Miss McCall?” a voice asked behind her.

Her attention jerked, and as she opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder, Mr. Campbell approached.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.

“It’s all right. I shouldn’t be daydreaming anyway when I have laundry that needs to be washed.”

“What were you daydreaming about?”

“A little town. Just over there beyond the meadow.” She pointed toward the mountain range, watching the horses and cattle from the wagon train graze peacefully in the sun-drenched field. “It looks like a nice place for people to settle, doesn’t it?”

He followed her finger, gazing at the mountains, trees, and meadow, and he sighed as he rested his hands on his hips. “It does. Perhaps one day people will.”

“Perhaps. It’s odd to think about that, though. Like, it’s odd to think that there could be a town there at some point, but I’ll never know if it happens or not, and if it does, I’ll never see it.”

“Maybe you will. You don’t know what the future holds; maybe you’ll travel again, only East, not West, and not by wagon train.”

“Definitely not by wagon train anymore. Once I get to Oregon, I never want to see another wagon as long as I live.”

“You will still need one to get around town.” He chuckled.

“Yes, but that is different. Trips across town are nothing like trips across the country.”

“That is true.” He knelt in the sand beside her, heaving another sigh. “So, what did this town look like?”

“I suppose just like every other town I’ve ever seen with shops and cafés. I mostly thought of a perfect little schoolhouse set off from the town and surrounded by trees. I swear, I could picture everything so perfectly in my mind that it almost felt real.”

“The way you say it makes me feel like you think that’s a bad thing.”

“What if I can’t find that in real life?” A gnawing fear took hold as she said the words she hadn’t wanted to say aloud. What if she never found a teaching post?

Her dream of becoming a teacher had always burned brightly within her. The desire to make a difference, to ignite the flame of knowledge in young minds, had been the guiding force propelling her forward. But as she gazed into the unknown, a shroud of worry wrapped around her, threatening to suffocate her aspirations while doubt gripped her heart, tightening its hold.

“You can’t think of it like that,” Mr. Campbell said. “You have to have faith that it will all work out.” His brow furrowed, and he dropped his gaze to the ground, snorting a laugh.

“What is so funny?”

“I just told you advice that I know I need to take for myself.”

“So why don’t you?”

“It’s hard. So, if you were to tell me that it’s hard for you to have faith, I completely understand.”

“It is hard. But I know you’re right. Winona is always telling us to have faith. I don’t know how you can know something deep to your core, and yet it’s still hard for you to do.”

“It’s funny you should say that.” He cleared his throat and took several deep breaths.

“Is something wrong?”

He stared at her for several minutes until she wondered if he would ever say anything again. Before she could open her mouth, however, he finally spoke. “What do you want from life outside your teacher's dreams?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, like, I know you want to be a teacher. But what else do you dream about?”

Her stomach flipped. She looked down two paths—one of truth and one of lies—and didn’t know which to choose. While her mind said not to say a word, her gut said to tell him everything, and as she opened her mouth, her gut won.

“I suppose I want what every woman wants—a husband, a home, and a family. I’m not sure it will happen, though.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I get.”

“But they are things you want?”

“Of course.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip for a moment. She couldn’t help but think about walking down the aisle, set to marry a man she loved. She also couldn’t help but see the man sitting next to her as the one who was waiting at the end of that aisle for her. She glanced over at him, expecting a smile on his face. Unfortunately, she was met with more of a frown than anything.

“Is something wrong?” she asked again.

“No. Well, maybe. I . . . I need to tell you something, and I don’t know how to do it.”

“What is it?” Curiosity danced in Harper’s mind, mingling with a flutter of anticipation as she wondered what he had to tell her. Questions fired off, one by one. Was it about the children? Was it about the lesson he taught? Had he regretted helping her and wanted to tell her never to involve him again?

And what if it didn’t involve the children at all?

A fleeting blush washed through her cheeks as the thought arose—could he be about to confess his feelings? The mere notion sent a thrill through her veins and yet a paralyzing fear, and she couldn’t help but long for Winona to be here, telling her what to do or say—which was stupid in its own right for wanting her headmistress around when the man she is starting to care for is about to profess his own feelings.

Who would want someone else around for that moment?

“It’s about the lesson the other day . . .” He paused, and a lump caught in her throat.

“I’m sorry if you didn’t want to do it,” she said. “And I understand if you don’t wish to help again.”

He blinked at her, then shook his head. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I had a nice time helping them. It was fun, and I enjoyed it. I just wanted to explain why I didn’t want to read the children’s questions.”

“Oh.” She tucked her chin down toward her chest. Her heartbeat kicked up a notch.

“I know you are probably wondering what happened.”

“Well, I did. But I figured you had your reasons, and it was none of my business.”

“I don’t want you thinking that.” His brow furrowed, and he took several breaths. “I mean, I did have my reasons, but don’t think anything isn’t your business.”

“But it’s not. We aren’t . . . anything to one another other than friends, Mr. Campbell—”

“Brooks,” he corrected. “You may call me Brooks.”

She inhaled a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “I don’t feel as though I’m owed any explanation. . . Brooks.”

“But I think you are.” He looked at her, and for the first time, she saw how blue his eyes were. They were like the sky after a storm, and the hue nearly stopped her heart. “I don’t know how to say this, but . . . the reason I didn’t want the children to write me questions is because I couldn’t read them.”

She sucked in a breath, brushing her fingertips along her collarbone. Out of all the words she expected him to say, those were the last thing she’d ever thought she’d hear.

“You couldn’t because you didn’t want to, or you couldn’t because you don’t know how to read?” she asked, slightly wishing she hadn’t had to ask such a thing. She didn’t want to offend him or, worse, hurt him, but she also didn’t know how else to phrase the question.

He closed his eyes for a moment, then looked at her. “Because I don’t know how to read.”

“Oh.” Her word was more of a breathless whisper than an actual syllable. She hunched her shoulders, slouching slightly to where her back leaned against the laundry basket. The force of her weight knocked over the basket, spilling the rest of the unwashed dressing out onto the sand.

She didn’t care.

“Did they not teach you in school?”

He shook his head. “I never went to school.”

“My father didn’t think I needed school, and it was his way or no way in the house. My mother tried to teach me what she could when he wasn’t home, but then . . .well, she died, and then he . . . wasn’t around, so I went to live with my grandfather. He didn’t think much of schooling either because he hadn’t had any, and he said he turned out fine. I went to work as his apprentice, and, well, that’s how I’ve made a life for myself.”

Harper blinked at him as she listened. Too stunned for words, she swallowed and licked her lips, trying to think of the right words. “Well . . . even without it, you’ve done well for yourself. At least, I think so.”

“Yeah. I do too.”

A pang of sympathy twisted in Harper’s gut, and she cleared her throat, not knowing what else to say. She had taken reading for granted her whole life, never once having to struggle with it nor knowing anyone outside of a young child who was just starting to learn, who didn’t know how to do a task that came so easy for so many.

“But that still doesn’t mean I have this hanging over my head. It still doesn’t mean that . . . well, you shouldn’t get involved in the likes of me.”

A hint of confusion washed through the shock, and she furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, Miss Callahan seems to have it in her head that we like each other. You know, as more than you’d like a friend, and I tried to tell her that it’s just not right for you to get caught up with a man who can’t offer you much other than just being a hardworking blacksmith. I’m not sure she heard me, though.”

“I don’t know if I would believe she did either. She can be quite hard-headed when she wants to be.”

“Funny, she said the same thing about you.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’m sure she could say the same for Lark and Cora too. Grace, on the other hand . . . I don’t think she’s capable of being stubborn.” A slight chuckle whispered through her words. It was a point she’d only made as a distraction.

Unfortunately, it didn’t work, at least not for her.

“I should let you get back to your washing.” He grunted as he dug his hands into the ground and moved to stand.

Without thinking, Harper reached out, grabbing his hand to stop him. “Wait,” she said.

“What?”

So many words came to her mind, and yet through all of them, she didn’t know what she wanted to say the most. She wanted to tell him that she didn’t care if he’d been to school or not, which was true; she didn’t. However, she also got the feeling that no matter if she told him, he wouldn’t change his opinion.

“Don’t leave. I . . . don’t know what to say or what to think, but I do know that I don’t want you to leave.”

“I don’t want to leave either. But that doesn’t change the fact that . . . “

“But I don’t care if you can or can’t read. I don’t care about any of that.”

“I do.”

“What if I taught you? No one would have to know.”

“I don’t want to burden you with this.”

“You aren’t.” She shook her head, and as he opened his mouth to argue, she grabbed his arm again. “I promise you that you aren’t. But, please, just let me help you. Please.”
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Brooks didn’t know what he didn’t like more—saying no to Harper or the thought of learning how to read at his age.

He rolled his eyes up at the sky. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” he said.

The warm glow of the setting sun bathed the land around the wagons in a golden hue, casting long shadows across trees and throughout the campsite. Brooks wanted to enjoy the colors and splendor, but he couldn’t help but feel that even with all the color, everything felt gray and desolate in his mind.

No matter how hard he had tried, he couldn't shake the memory of the shock that had flickered across Harper's face when he admitted he couldn't read. The words had tumbled out of his mouth before he had thought about whether he wanted to say them, and the admission left him feeling vulnerable and ashamed. It wasn't something he had ever shared with anyone before—well, except for Miss Callahan—and the weight of the secret had become unbearable.

As he replayed the conversation in his mind, he couldn't help but feel a strange mix of relief and regret. Relief because he had finally been honest with her, and regret because he knew that once he confessed, he could never take it back.

He sighed heavily, his calloused hands rubbing the stubble on his jaw. The truth had always been a steadfast principle in his life. He had learned it the hard way, through trials and tribulations that had shaped him into the man he was today. And he had always believed that honesty was the best path, even when it was difficult.

But this difficult?

This was a new territory for him that he hadn’t seen coming.

Brooks shifted his gaze from the distance to the wagon beside him as he heard the soft rustle of a skirt against the ground. He sucked in a breath and smiled as Harper approached, smiling in return with a brightness that warmed her whole face, especially her bright hazel eyes. She held out a small slate and a piece of chalk, motioning for him to take it.

“What’s this?”

“I got this from one of the children,” she said softly. “It will help you, and don’t worry; I didn’t tell Betsy why I needed it.” She winked.

Brooks’ face flushed with embarrassment. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not a child.”

“It doesn’t matter. How I teach a child to read is no different from how I would teach an adult. Furthermore, if you think you are the only grown man who doesn’t know how to read, you are sadly mistaken. Honestly, I’m not sure either Willy or Ernest know how either.”

“I don’t know if I find that comforting or not.”

She laughed. “Oh, come on. They aren’t that bad.”

Brooks cast her an odd look, raising one eyebrow.

“All right, fine. They are probably more wild animals than man. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t good men. They are helpful, and aside from saying inappropriate things in front of children, they have never made any woman on this wagon train uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, I guess I can give them that much too.”

“So, are you ready to begin?”

He inhaled a deep breath, shoving aside his embarrassment. “All right.”

The crackling campfire cast a warm glow on Harper’s face as she adjusted her seat next to him, resting the slate on her lap. Her nimble fingers gripped a piece of chalk, and she wrote something before turning the slate toward him.

“This is an easy one. We will start with cat. Can you sound out the letters?”

Brooks leaned closer, his gaze focused on the slate. “C-A-T,” he pronounced, each letter enunciated with determination.

"Perfect. So, you can see that the different letters make different sounds. Now, we will do another easy one. We will try ‘dog’.”

“D-O-G," he sounded out, repeating the word but slower so he could associate the letters with the sound.

“Good. Now we will try another one, but I’m not going to tell you what it is.” Harper wiped the slate clean with a cloth, a mischievous glimmer sparkled in her eyes as she showed in the slate. He could see the word etched on it, and although he couldn’t read most words, he did know what ‘sat’ meant.

“Beautiful,” he said.

Curiosity filled Harper's expression, and her brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. I didn’t write that.”

“Could you? I want to see what it looks like. I mean, I know what it looks like on you. But I want to see the word.”

“What it looks like on me?”

“Well, yeah, because I know you're beautiful.”

A nervous, fluttered breath snorted through her nose, and she reached behind her neck to scratch her skin. Her cheeks flushed with a shade of pink, and she wrote the word on the slate. “It looks like this.”

“No offense, but I don’t think the written version is as beautiful as you. You're a sight more beautiful than any word could capture.”

Her gaze dropped to the ground, and she snorted nervously again. “You’re just saying that because I’m teaching you to read.”

“No, I’m not. It’s how I feel.” Brooks chuckled, then silenced as he stared at the slate. He wanted to make her his own, but he knew he couldn’t. Not without telling her the truth. He owed her that much, and if she didn’t want to be with him afterward, he would just have to deal with it.

“Is everything all right?” Harper asked, her voice tender as she sat beside him in the grass and leaned against the wagon wheel behind them.

Brooks swallowed hard; his gaze fixed on the chalk in his hand. “I was thinking about how it's always better to tell the truth, even when it's hard.”

“Yes, it is.” Harper studied his face, and a flicker of understanding seemed to cross her features. It was as though she could sense that there was more to his words, that they held a story he wasn't quite ready to tell. “And sometimes, the hardest truths are the ones that set us free. I mean, just look, you told me you couldn’t read, and now I will teach you. We'll start little by little with one word at a time and go from there. Together.” She smiled. “And after I do, you won’t have to ever tell anyone you can’t read again.”

Brooks looked at her as he inhaled a deep breath. Of course, the weight of his secret had been lifted, but there was another one.

And it was one he felt was bigger than just being unable to read.

“It’s more than just me not being able to read.”

“I know. You mentioned math too. We can work on all of it.”

He shook his head. “It’s not just math too. In fact, it’s not just about education or lack thereof.”

Her brow furrowed, and she cocked her head to the side. “Then what is it about?”

“Do you remember when I mentioned my father left?”

“Yes.”

“He didn’t leave because he wanted to. He left because he had to.”

“Why did he have to?”

“Because he was arrested and hung for murder.”

Her eyes widened, and she cleared her throat. “Whom did he murder?” she asked; her voice was nothing more than a mere whisper.

“My mother. I was there. I saw the whole thing. And I had to tell the sheriff and judge what he’d done. All while he stood there, looking at me.”

Children never think about innocence. They never think about how their little minds know nothing of the world around them. They see or hear something new each day and take it in, never thinking about how, just the day before, they were ignorant of what they now knew.

They just live.

They just learn.

For the most part, the things they learn are nothing more than the life lessons everyone is supposed to learn. Simple things that most, upon learning, don’t really think about. They become engrained in your mind, like how to get dressed, tie a shoe, or what food tastes good and doesn’t. Then there are other things they learn in school or when they are with friends, like when boys teach each other how to throw a ball or fish in the river down by the house. A step up from the simple things, these are habits or even passions that can be formed or talents that can be molded and practiced.

They are things a child loves and will forever hold on to.

But what about the things a child doesn’t love or that aren’t simple? What about the evil things lurking in the darkened shadows of life?

If a child is fortunate, they won’t learn of those things, or perhaps they do, but only because something terrible happened to someone else and they heard the story second-hand. So, yes, those are the lucky ones.

And ones that Brooks had grown up envying.

Because Brooks wasn’t fortunate.

At least not as he grew a little older.

Some of his earliest memories painted a different story—one where he had always believed in inherent goodness, cherishing the simple joys surrounding him. The notion of evil seemed foreign to a child who saw the world through eyes untainted by malice. He had grown up believing that his parents were invincible, that they were the protectors who shielded him from the world’s shadows.

How wrong he’d been.

Instead of being right, he’d had nothing more than an abstract concept, something he had only encountered in fairy tales and make-believe. Then, in one night, the reality crashed into his tender heart, leaving behind jagged fragments of confusion and terror. The boundaries were blurred, the roles were reversed, and the people who were supposed to be his guiding lights became the harbingers of darkness while their voices transformed into weapons that tore at his fragile spirit.

The front door slammed on the first floor of his house, jerking Brooks’ attention as he dressed for the day. The laces on his shoes flopped on the ground as he scurried over to his bedroom door and cracked it open. His heart thumped. He’d heard that sound many times before and knew what it meant.

Only his mother shut the door at a normal volume.

His father, on the other hand, never did.

“Where is my dinner, woman?” he heard his father yell, and the way the man slurred through the words sent a chill down Brooks’ spine.

His father was drunk again.

Brooks darted to the corner of his room, huddling with a blanket from his bed. The sounds of his father’s heavy footsteps echoed through the house, an unsettling rhythm that filled the little boy’s body with dread. He felt the weight of his own vulnerability, and he longed for the days when he hadn’t lived through the chaos of their arguments. The days where the insidious nature of evil hadn’t yet blindsided him, leaving him gasping for breath amidst the turmoil that raged around him.

“I said, where is my dinner, woman?” his father repeated his question, raising his voice.

Brooks didn’t hear his mother at first, but as their back-and-forth argument continued, he heard her muffled tone through the wooden floorboards.

After years and years of the same treatment every day and night, she’d started to defend herself a little more. At first, it had made Brooks proud, but seeing the bruises on her face, arms, and legs had since caused him to think otherwise. He often told her not to say anything back but just give his father what he wanted.

She always told him she couldn’t do that.

Brooks’ small hands pressed tightly against his ears as his parent’s muffled words pierced through the walls, distorting into an incomprehensible jumble of anger and pain. He knew he had to wait it out, that this storm would eventually pass like the others before it.

The yelling. The screaming. He’d heard it all before.

It was always the same.

Until, in one moment, it wasn’t.

His mother’s voice turned from anger into terror, and he jumped to his feet, racing to his bedroom door. His heart pounded, and he darted down the hallway toward the stairs, taking two at a time. He nearly tripped over his little legs. No more than just six years old, his feet moved faster than they knew how. The frantic thuds of his footsteps echoed through the house, and with each passing second, his mother’s screams grew louder, more piercing. Their utter shrillness scared him to the point of almost peeing his pants.

As Brooks reached the bottom of the stairs, his breath caught in his throat. His eyes widened.

“Get back upstairs,” his father shouted as he stood over Brooks’ mother lying on the floor.

His face was contorted with rage, and he held a gleaming knife in his hand. Brook’s mother crawled along the floor. Blood stained her clothes, pooling around her body in a few places. She gasped as she looked at Brooks.

The world seemed to freeze for a moment.

“Run, Brooks! Run!” she cried out.

Tears streamed down Brooks’ face as he stood frozen, his mind grappling with the gravity of the situation. The instinct to flee warred with his love for his mother, a fierce battle that waged within his young soul.

“Run! I said run!”

Brooks turned on his heels and bolted for the front door without another thought, leaving behind the horror that had invaded his home. His tiny legs carried him as fast as they could, propelling him away from the darkness that threatened to swallow him whole.

Before he could reach the handle, his father’s hand wrapped around his tiny shoulder. His father’s grip squeezed him, and Brooks cried out as his father flung him backward, throwing his tiny body across the room. Brooks landed on the floor near his mother and in a puddle of her blood. It stained his clothes and little hands and smelled of copper—a stench he’d never smelled before.

“Brooks, go.” She crawled over to her son, reaching for him.

“I rid myself of you both!” His father lunged for them, and just before reaching them, his mother shoved him away, taking the full force of his father’s attack.

“Run!” she shouted one last time.

Brooks darted for the door again, and as he flung it open, he glanced over his shoulder, watching as her lifeless body fell to the ground . . .

Brooks heaved a sigh as he finished the last of his story. He wasn’t sure if he should continue, telling her about him running to find his grandfather, getting the sheriff, or about his father’s trial. Sure, they were more details to the story, providing insight into the horrors he had faced as a boy, but they were also somewhat detached. Or at least he had always felt they were. They were the normal things one would think about after learning about what his father had done. It was normal to go to the sheriff after witnessing a murder. It was normal for a criminal to face a trial. And it was normal for someone who had committed the horrific crime his father had to face the punishment of a hangman’s noose.

Brooks often equated them to the gritty details that no one really cared about because they were a given.

He looked up at Harper, his heart heavy with the weight of the memories he had just shared. Her eyes were filled with tears streaming down her cheeks as she sat beside him, enveloped in stunned silence.

“I'm so sorry, Brooks,” she finally said, her whispered voice trembled. Before he could speak, she wrapped her arms around him, drawing him into a comforting embrace. The warmth of her touch seeped into his wounds. “I don’t know what else to say.”

“There’s not much you can say.”

“Still. I can’t imagine.”

“What’s done is done. I can’t change it, and getting upset doesn’t help. It’s not like I can cry and bring her back or scream, and she will suddenly appear.”

“I know. But it’s still a loss you have lived through and something you can’t forget.”

“I’d like to. I mean, I don’t want to ever forget her, but I’d like to forget what happened to her. Which I suppose these lessons will help with that.” Although it made little sense to bring the reading lessons into the conversation, he needed a distraction, and he pointed toward the slate and chalk. “Can I see those?” he asked.

She blinked at him but then handed him the slate and chalk, scratching her chin after he took the items. A dusting of white chalk whispered across her skin, making a mark.

“You know,” she said, raising one eyebrow. “I don’t know if you will ever be able to forget it. But I believe you can find happiness despite it.”

He wanted to change the subject again, but something told him not to—this time. He shrugged. “For the most part, I have. There was just one thing that was always missing.”

“What’s that?”

“Love.” Brooks didn’t know where the boldness had come from, but now that it had shown itself, he wasn’t about to tell it to hush. He reached up, grazing his thumb along her chin to wipe off the streak of white chalk. She sucked in a breath. They stared at each other, and as her eyes softened, he glanced at her lips and leaned in . . .

“Mr. Campbell,” a voice called out.

Brooks and Harper jerked away from one another just as William rounded the wagon and saw the two of them sitting in the grass near the fire.

“Oh. Sorry,” the young man said. He held up his hands. “I’ll come back later.”

“William, wait.” Harper jumped up, brushing any dirt or grass from her skirt. “What did you need?”

“I just needed to ask Mr. Campbell something.” The young man looked between them. “But I can come back.”

“What did you want to ask me?” Brooks rose to his feet, making his way over to William.

“Well, I just wanted to see if you were interested in taking on an apprentice, Sir.”

“An apprentice?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you talking about you?”

“Yeah. I’d just really love to learn how to be a blacksmith, and I . . . I just think I’d do a good job at it.”

Brooks scratched the back of his neck. “Are you sure you want to get into this line of work?”

“I am, sir.”

“Have you spoken to your folks about it?”

“Not a great deal, but I have mentioned it. I kind of wanted to learn a little more about the trade before I tell them my plans. I think it would help them see that I’m serious about it.”

“I suppose I can accept that answer.”

“So, does this mean you’ll let me be your apprentice?”

Part of Brooks hesitated, uncertain if he was ready to share his craft and take on the responsibility of shaping another young person's future. Of course, deep down, he understood the passion and drive that burned within a young man’s soul. He remembered the yearning he had felt as a boy, the desire to pursue a trade not just for practicality or the much-needed distractions it brought but for the sheer love of it, too. The thought of denying someone that opportunity, of extinguishing that flickering flame . . . he didn’t know if he could do it.

Of course, he knew the joys and challenges that awaited an apprentice. The late nights spent perfecting the craft, the sweat and effort poured into each creation, the lessons learned through trial and error. It was a path that demanded dedication, patience and a love for the trade that surpassed any material gain.

Even though he was torn by his reservations, he couldn’t deny the excitement of the chance to pass on his knowledge just like his grandfather did with him.

“Sure. I’d be happy to teach you.”

William’s eyes lit up, and he jumped up and down a few times before spewing ‘thank you’ a hundred times and running off toward the other wagons.

“I think he’s happy about your answer,” Harper said, chuckling.

“I think so too.”

“Do you know what this means?”

“What?”

She cocked her head to the side, smiling. “Looks like I’m not the only teacher on the wagon train.”
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Brooks knelt in front of the roaring fire, sweat glistening on his brow as he surveyed the array of tools and materials before him. The heat of the fire warmed his face, casting a flickering light on not only his shirt and skin but on William, who had knelt next to him. He had spent years honing his craft, and now it was time to pass on his knowledge to a young apprentice.

William looked nervously at the fire as he ran his hands through the mop of unruly brown hair on his head and then fidgeted with the hem of his shirt. His eyes danced around the flames before he glanced at the tools and then at the anvil.

“So, what are we going to make today?” he asked Brooks.

“Well, I thought I’d start you off with something simple. We’re going to make a shovel.”

“A shovel? And that’s simple?”

“It’s what I started with.” Brooks pointed to the tool leaning against the anvil with its worn handle that looked as though it had seen better days. While he’d always kept the blade nice and sharp so it would cut through dirt easily, he hadn’t always taken care of the handle, and he knew it needed to be replaced.

“Is that the shovel you first made?” William asked with his mouth slightly agape.

“Sure is. Well, the metal part. I’ve already replaced the handle twice.”

William snorted. “Looks like you need to do it again.”

“I don’t disagree with you on that.” Brooks reached for a long iron bar, ignoring how its surface was covered in rust and grime. “But that has been a trusty tool for me since I was younger than you, so if you take care of the one I’m going to show you how to make, then you’ll have it for years to come. It might even be something you can pass down to your children, God willing.”

“I’d like that.” The young man’s eyes lit up, and he smiled. “I do want children, too—lots of them, like my parents. Betsy wants kids, too. That’s who I hope to marry. I just need to tell my parents.” William paused, exhaling a deep breath. He shook his head. “I just don’t know how I’m going to tell them. That’s my only problem.”

Unease settled in Brooks’ stomach. He had never been much for this kind of talk. “So, we’ll grab the iron with the tongs and put it close to the hottest part of the fire, which is usually near the kindling. You can put it under if you think it needs more, but this fire is nice and hot, so I don’t think there’s a problem.”

“How long do we leave it there?”

“We will watch it and see. All chunks of iron are different, and there’s no set time to any of them, which you’ll learn over time.”

“I hope I do. I really need this. I want to tell Mr. Dunning I plan to care for his daughter.” William bounced a little even though he was still kneeling by the fire. “Have you ever thought about getting married, Mr. Campbell?”

Brooks clenched his teeth. “I suppose I have a time or two.”

“So, why haven’t you got a wife?”

“I guess I’ve never found the right one.”

“What about Miss McCall?”

Brooks sucked in a breath, choking on the spit that went down the wrong pipe. He coughed and sputtered for several minutes before finally calming and wiping the tears from his eyes.

“Um . . . I don’t . . . I don’t . . .”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I thought you two . . .”

“No. We aren’t.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I think you guys look happy when you’re together. I’ve seen how she looks at you when you aren’t looking.”

Heat rushed through the back of Brooks’ neck, and his cheeks burned even more than they already were.

“But, if you say nothing between you,” William continued, “then I won’t say another word.” The young man took a deep breath. “I still don’t know what I will say to her father, though. Apparently, he has plans for her to marry someone else.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She doesn’t want to marry this other man.”

“Well, you could both start by telling her parents that. Perhaps they will listen to you and take your happiness into consideration.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for. I know it will be better if I have a plan to take care of her, though, so thank you for letting me be your apprentice.”

“You’re welcome.” He motioned toward the fire. “We should probably get back to the shovel since you want to learn so bad, though.”

“Oh. Yes. Let’s continue.”

Brooks took the tongs and poked at the chunks of wood in the middle of the fire, and the two men watched as sparks shot into the air and fluttered down to the dirt. “The first thing you need to understand is the power of the fire.” He gestured toward the glowing embers. “Of course, when you have a shop, you’ll have a forge, but a fire will do when needed. The forge is the heart of a blacksmith’s shop, and it’s where we heat the metal to make it malleable. You’ve got to know just how much heat is needed. Too little, and the metal won’t bend. Too much, and it’ll become brittle.”

Brooks held his hand to the fire and then poked at it again. Flames licked at the iron bar, transforming the dull surface into a searing and glowing orange.

“I think this is ready.” He grabbed the bar with the tongs, pulling it from the fire as he stood and made his way over to the anvil. William jumped to his feet and followed behind him.

“Now comes the fun part.”

“What’s that?”

Brooks glanced up at the young man and smiled. “Shaping it.” He motioned toward the wagon wheel behind them. “Grab the hammer near the wheel. I’ll show you how to start it; then I’ll have you take it over.”

William fetched the hammer as Brooks began striking the iron. The sound echoed off the wagon and the trees. William moved to cover his ears, but seeing Brooks glance at him, he thought better of it.

“You’re going to have to get used to the noise,” he said, chuckling.

After hitting the iron a few more times, he handed the end of the tongs to William and showed him how to beat the iron at the needed angle. “You’ve got to strike it just right, using the hammer to bend it to your will.”

William hit the iron several times, but the hammer shifted in his hand with each pound.

“Hold firm, but not too tight. You want it to be an extension of your arm. And remember, it’s all about the rhythm. Find your beat, and let it guide your strikes.”

William steadied his grip, and he looked up at Brooks, a mix of eagerness and uncertainty in his eyes. “I’ll try my best, Mr. Campbell. But what if I mess it up? What if I ruin the whole thing?”

Brooks smiled, and his weathered face creased with lines of understanding. “Every blacksmith makes mistakes, William. It's part of the craft. But the beauty of it is that even a mistake can be transformed into something new, something unexpected. It's all about adapting and learning from your errors.” He placed a reassuring hand on William’s shoulder. “Now, get to shaping that metal.”

With newfound determination, William squared his shoulders and positioned the hammer above the heated iron bar. He swung it down, striking the metal with a resounding clang. The sound echoed through the trees, reverberating with the promise of possibility.

Brooks watched as William continued to strike the metal, his movements growing more confident with each blow. The iron bar began to take on the form of a shovel, and the once-flat surface slowly curved to the shape of a blade. It was rough and imperfect, but it held the promise of potential.

As William worked, Brooks stepped back, letting the young man have his space and room to figure things out. He thought about his grandfather and how the old man used to teach. He always tried to be a gentle soul, sharing in moments of understanding. But he also had moments of rage, and Brooks remembered his grandfather throwing a hammer or tongs across the room a few times.

As the day wore on, the steady rhythm of hammer against metal continued, punctuated by William’s occasional grunts of effort. Through it all, Brooks stood by, guiding the young man, and encouraging him as best as he could. By the time the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows over the campsite, the shovel was complete. It stood proudly on the anvil, its edges smoothed, and its blade honed to perfection.

Brooks surveyed the shovel with a critical eye, nodding in satisfaction. “Well done, William. You’ve made yourself a fine tool today.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Here. Try it out.” He handed the shovel to the young man, watching as William stabbed the ground, scooping up a big chunk of dirt and grass.

The young man’s face lit up. “It works!”

“Of course, it works.”

“I can’t wait to show this to Betsy.”

[image: ]


Brooks sat by the crackling fire, its warm glow casting dancing shadows upon his weathered face. The familiar scent of burning wood mingled with memories as he stared into the flickering flames, lost in a reverie. In this moment of quiet solitude, his mind wandered back to the teachings of his grandfather, whose wisdom had guided him.

A seasoned man with a twinkle in his eye, he had always emphasized the importance of passion and excitement. “Never lose that fire within you, boy,” he used to say. “No matter how long you’ve been at something, always approach it with the same enthusiasm as if it were brand new.”

Growing up, Brooks had never fully realized what those words meant. Sure, he heard them, and sure, he thought about them. But as a young boy, he wasn’t thinking about a time when he would ever find any part of the job boring or mundane enough that he would lose his fire and passion.

As Brooks continued to ponder his grandfather's words, his thoughts drifted to the young and eager William, and he couldn't help but notice the spark of excitement in William’s eyes as he embraced his work, every task a thrilling adventure waiting to unfold.

He remembered the early days of his own career when every sunrise brought a sense of wonder and possibility. The challenges and hurdles were met with unwavering determination, and even the smallest victories were celebrated with infectious joy. But as time passed, familiarity crept in, gradually dimming the light that once burned so brightly. It’s a wonder to him how things had changed slightly. Was it a lack of passion or enthusiasm for the job because he didn’t want to do it anymore? Or was it just simply that the novelty had worn off? Had the routines, the daily grind become second nature, leaving him yearning for the thrill of the unknown?

He didn’t want to think that was it.

A soft sigh escaped his lips as he realized the truth in his grandfather's teachings that he had never understood growing up. Time could wear away at the fervor, blurring the edges of excitement and replacing it with a sense of routine, but deep down, he would always hold the key to rekindle that flame, to find new ways to infuse his work with renewed enthusiasm.

If he took control of it.

If he didn’t, then it could continue to fade into the sunset, vanishing forever along the horizon. A sense of determination welled up within Brooks, and as he stared into the flames, he realized that his grandfather’s teachings were not just about his profession but about life itself.

It was a reminder to live fully, to savor each day, and to never let the passing of time dampen the spirit in him.

He didn’t want to do that with blacksmithing.

And he didn’t want to do it with his feelings for Harper, either.

“Mr. Campbell?” a voice called out.

Brooks glanced over his shoulder as Mr. Mills, Dr. Evans, and Mr. Scott emerged from the darkness settling along the trees around the camp.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Brooks said, nodding.

“Good evening, Mr. Campbell.” Mr. Mills tipped his hat. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

“Sure. Have a seat.” Brooks motioned toward the fire, inviting all three men to join him.

They sat, adjusting their seats on the log he’d found earlier in the day.

“So, what can I do for you, gentlemen?” Brooks asked.

“We’ve received word that a Native American tribe will be coming to the camp in a few days.”

“What for?”

“They are looking to trade for supplies—skins, food, tools, weapons. They meet up with the wagon trains all the time. It’s nothing that I am worried about.”

“So, you know them?”

“Yeah. I’ve met this particular Chief three times. He’s a fair man, but he definitely prefers quality.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. I can work on some extra tools to have ready. I have an apprentice now, so I can put him to work too.”

“You have an apprentice?”

“The older Stonemill boy, William.”

“Ah. That’s good to hear. He’s a good lad.”

“Yeah. He is. I think he will do just fine if he keeps up with his schooling and learning blacksmithing.”

“All right, well, we just wanted to let you know. We're going around to all the wagons to let them know, and we just wanted to make sure we told you.”

“Thank you.” Brooks extended his hand towards Mr. Mills. “I appreciate you keeping me informed. I’ll be ready to provide the necessary supplies when they arrive.”

As the men left his camp, Brooks’ thoughts turned to the task ahead, he didn’t have much to trade, but he knew he could make a few pieces in the time they had. He just hoped he could make enough to trade the one thing he wanted the most—a buffalo hide for the cold winters in Oregon.


TWELVE
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HARPER



Harper knelt in front of a pot of water and scrubbed the morning’s breakfast pans vigorously. The sun’s rays warmed her skin, and a thin layer of sweat glistened along her forehead. Grace sat on a nearby log, her eyes filled with curiosity as she poured herself the last bit of coffee and took a sip.

“I wonder what they will be like,” Grace said, blowing on the liquid before taking a second sip.

“I don’t know. I’m curious too. I’ve read about the Native Americans living in this part of the country and have seen pictures, but I’ve never seen or met one in person.” Harper inhaled, remembering the news articles she’d read several times over the years. Each one had different headlines and images that she would spend hours looking at with awe and intrigue. She’d study their unique attire, their cascading feathers, and their seemingly powerful presence from the black and white printed page, and she couldn’t help but think about what it would be like to unravel the intricacies of their culture, to understand their connection to the land, and to learn the stories whispered by the wind through their ancestral heritage.

And now she was about to have the chance to meet some of them . . .

“Are you ladies about done with the washing?” Winona rounded the side of the wagon with several blankets in her arms. She dropped them in the grass, wiping her hands together as though content to be rid of the material.

“Just about. What are you doing with those?” Harper asked.

“Well, I was thinking about trading them.”

“Why?” Grace stood and made her way over to the heap, grabbing them as she looked through them. “Is there something wrong with them?”

“No. I just worry about them being thick enough for the Oregon winters.” The headmistress exhaled a breath. “I’m not sure they will trade, but I thought I would see.”

“Did Mr. Mills tell you anything else about the tribe coming to the camp?” Harper asked.

Winona shook her head. “He didn’t. Carter said he didn’t tell him much else other than what he told everyone about them being nice folks. He said he’s not sure what they want, but I guess we will all find out.”

“Did he say when they will get to the camp?” Grace asked.

Winona shook her head, and Harper furrowed her brow, squeezing the rag in her hand. “I wonder when they will get here?”

“Hard to say.” Winona sighed, resting her hands on her hips. “I just wish we had more to offer. But we don't have much to spare ourselves.”

“Then we won’t trade,” Grace said.

“Carter seems to think that because they are such skilled hunters, they might have deer meat with them. I wouldn’t mind some of that. But I would think that would be worth a great deal of value, so who knows if we can get some.” The headmistress shrugged.

“I wonder if any of them would want my necklace,” Grace asked. Her hand instinctively went to her collarbone, and she grabbed the locket, running it back and forth on the chain.

“Are you really thinking of trading your necklace?” Harper asked. “That was your mother’s.”

“I know. But it’s not like I ever knew the woman . . . or I suppose I should say, girl.” Grace rolled her eyes. “I was nothing but an inconvenience to my parents. She never fought to keep me. Why should I fight to keep the necklace? Besides, I could trade it for meat, furs, or pelts to keep us warm.”

Harper couldn't help but feel a heavy pang of sadness for her friend. She knew all too well the weight of loss and a life lived without parents. However, while her own had died, Grace’s mother had been nothing more than a young girl, caught up in a forbidden romance before she found herself in trouble. Her grandparents wanted nothing to do with ‘the problem’ as they called Grace and had dropped her off within an hour after she was born, vowing never to speak of it or her again.

“If you wish to do that, Grace, I will support it. But don’t feel like you have to.” Winona laid her hand on Grace’s shoulder. “I understand the significance of cherished possessions.”

“I don’t know if I would call it that, though.” Grace grabbed the locket once more and stared at the ground.

A hint of sorrow bubbled in Harper’s chest at the thought of how her friend was seemingly disinterested in keeping the locket, and she wondered, if perhaps as a way for Grace to protect herself from the pain.

“Just be sure it’s what you really want to do. Perhaps even pray about it. I know your feelings regarding your mother and grandparents, but the locket is still irreplaceable.”

“I know.”

Harper almost opened her mouth to prove her point further, but given the look on Grace’s face, she knew she shouldn’t press the issue. She’d already given Grace enough emotional weight to consider; her friend didn’t need anymore.

“Do you know if Mr. Campbell is making tools to trade?” Winona asked Harper. She looked between the young women as though she knew they both needed a change of subject.

While Harper got the feeling, too, she wasn’t prepared for Winona to utter Brooks’ name, and her heart skipped a beat.

Although Winona and Grace had both asked question after question about her time with Brooks and teaching him how to read, she had—by some miracle—evaded their third degree by telling them she had to either prepare her lesson for the kids or that someone needed her time and attention.

She hadn’t been ready to tell them what he had said, for she was still unsure about how she felt about it herself.

“Um, I’m not sure. Perhaps.” Harper shrugged. Her stomach twisted at the thought of all the questions stirring in Winona’s mind.

“You haven’t talked to him about it?” the headmistress asked.

“No. I haven’t seen him since I went to his wagon the other night to help him with his first lesson.”

“I still can’t believe he can’t read,” Grace said. “Did he tell you why?”

“Yes. His grandfather didn’t think that schooling was important enough.”

“What about his parents?”

Harper bit her lip, not knowing how much to divulge. She hated keeping things from the two women who meant the most to her in her life, but it wasn’t her story to tell. “They are gone.”

“Well, that’s a shame. But it’s something you know all too well.” Winona folded her arms across her chest. “No matter the reason, though, I’m sure he’s grateful for the help now.”

“Yeah.”

Harper glanced at Winona and Grace, contemplating whether to share her secret or keep it hidden a little longer. The truth of the matter was that even though her heart fluttered every time she even saw him, she wasn't sure she was ready to profess her love.

It wasn’t that simple.

At least not for her.

Sure, there was an undeniable connection between them, a magnetic pull that made her heart race, but the unknown gripped her tightly. She feared falling in love, even if she found herself thinking more and more about him every passing day. What was he thinking? What was he feeling? He had already told her a little, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t or wouldn’t have a change of heart.

And what if he did?

“Do you have any lessons with the children today?” Winona asked.

“Not today. Because the Native Americans are coming, I decided to leave the children with their parents. I think they are just as excited to meet the visitors as everyone else is.”

“Perhaps you should go to his wagon and talk to him.” Winona cocked her head to the side, and her smile made Harper’s stomach flip.

While part of her wanted to do just that, the other part of her stopped herself. Of course, seeing and talking to him sounded like the best thing in the world; she wasn’t sure she should before she could delve into the depths of her heart and mind. She knew she couldn't let fear dictate her choices, especially when it came to matters of the heart. Not to mention, she also knew that deep down, she needed to take a leap of faith and embrace the vulnerability that came with love.

It was still hard, though.

“Maybe. I need to finish these pans first.” She returned to scrubbing the pan in her hand, ignoring how the soapy water splashed from her haste, nearly making her dress skirt wet.

“I don’t think you’re going to have time to do that,” Grace said.

As Harper looked up at Grace, she spotted a rider cresting the hill in the distance. His long black hair waved in the breeze, and as he neared the camp, others joined him by the dozens.

“I guess the tribe is here,” Winona said.

Harper set the pan down in the dirt and rose to her feet before the three women made their way toward the edge of camp along with the rest of the travelers in the wagon train. The air crackled with anticipation, and her breath caught in her throat.

The men, with their bare chests bronzed by the sun, exuded an aura of strength and pride. Each muscle rippled as they guided their horses, and their faces spoke of their strength, pride, courage, and bravery. It was as though nothing bothered them, and they feared nothing. The horses moved in harmony with their riders as if they shared an unspoken language, and the rhythmic pounding of hooves echoed in Harper's ears, resonating with her pulse. Feathers adorned their long, raven hair, and the vibrant hues not only stood out but fluttered in the breeze. Women and children rode horses alongside the men and walked, clad in intricately adorned buckskins, and the women all had long braids draped over their shoulders, and a few had feathers tied in the strands, just like the men.

She hadn’t known what to expect from the sight of them, but what she saw in the tribe approaching the campsite far exceeded anything from her imagination. She couldn’t help but get swept up in the sight before her. It was like a window into a culture rich in heritage and steeped in traditions that spanned generations. It ignited a yearning within her to understand more, to peel back the layers of their customs and beliefs, and to bridge the divide between their world and hers.

I wonder if they would talk to the children, she thought.
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BROOKS

Brooks looked up from the array of tools he’d laid out in the grass. He hadn’t made this many tools in such a short time since Old Man O’Brien ordered a bunch for his new son-in-law. No one in town knew how the young man who knew nothing about farming managed to marry the farmer’s daughter, but somehow it had happened—much to Mr. O’Brien’s displeasure. Brooks snorted to himself as he remembered the plump, old man shuffling through the blacksmith shop, complaining about everything under the sun when it came to the man he had to welcome into his family.

Oh, how that old man hated his son-in-law.

Brooks threw down the last knife, watching as the blade glinted in the sunlight and he heaved a deep breath. Rumbled sounds vibrated the earth, and as Brooks looked up, dozens and dozens of horses came into the camp.

Brooks hadn’t had much experience with Native Americans. He’d heard from people when they found out he was heading West that he would either face those willing to work with the wagon trains or those who wanted nothing more than to the burn the wagons to the ground, killing everyone and possibly taking the women if they were so inclined. He couldn’t deny that it had been one of his biggest fears when leaving Missouri, and while he was glad for the opportunity to get to know this tribe, he didn’t know if he’d be able to sleep tonight without one eye open.

He watched as the Native American men made their way toward Mr. Mills and the wagon train men, who were also walking toward the tribe. While the two groups met, the women and children went to work unloading their odd-looking, makeshift wagons without wheels they pulled behind the horses. Brooks was surprised to see their efficiency. He had always been able to set up his camp quickly, but it was nothing like the women and children, and within mere moments the teepees were set up all along the rim of the campsite.

Brooks watched as all the men—from the wagon train and the tribe—circled one another, shaking hands as Mr. Mills introduced them. He wasn’t sure if he should join them; however, he felt more foolish sitting on the outskirts away from the conversation, and he finally made his way over, waving to whoever looked at him as he approached.

“Ah. Mr. Campbell. I’m glad you could join us,” Mr. Mills called out, lifting his hand, and flicking his wrist. “I’d like to introduce you to the chief.” He pointed toward the tallest Lakota man. “This is Wíyaka Makhíyuzi; it means Swift Thunder.”

Brooks stepped forward, reaching out to shake the chief’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” the chief said. His English was only slightly broken but otherwise better than some of the men Brooks had encountered.

“Mr. Campbell is our blacksmith.” Mr. Mills pretended he had a hammer in his hand and was pounding something near the ground. “He works with iron and steel for horseshoes and wagon wheels.”

Swift Thunder glanced between the two men and smiled when he looked at Brooks. “Do you have weapons?”

Brooks nodded. “I have some. But I can make more.”

“We would like that.” The chief motioned toward the men standing around him, whom all nodded.

“Would you care to show them what you have now, Mr. Campbell?” Mr. Mills asked.

“Sure. I laid everything out, and if they have a few designs in mind and don’t mind waiting a few hours, I can make more.” He looked at William who was standing behind his father. “I could use your help.”

William’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth. Before he could speak, however, his father talked over him. “Why do you need my son’s help?” Mr. Stonemill’s head jerked, and he cocked one eyebrow.

A rock dropped in Brooks’ stomach, rolling around as the dread inched through his veins. The sudden realization that perhaps William hadn’t told his father anything smacked him in the face, and while he thought the boy was foolish for not telling his father, he also didn’t want to get involved or cause any drama between father and son.

“Um,” William moved around to face his father. “I’m Mr. Campbell’s apprentice.”

Mr. Stonemill glanced between Brooks and his son. His brow furrowed even more, and he rested his hands on his hips. “When did that start?”

“Just a few days ago.”

“And why didn’t you tell me?”

William shrugged. “I was going to. I just haven’t had the chance.”

“You haven’t had the chance?” Mr. Stonemill folded his arms across his chest. “What on earth are you even thinking, boy? Asking to be a blacksmith apprentice without so much as even telling me. Tell me why you did this and why you even thought it would be a good idea.”

William’s shoulders slumped, and his gaze dropped to the ground. The tribe watched, looking at the father and son and then at Mr. Mills, who scowled at the fighting Stonemill men. The wagon master looked as though he felt that while this was a good conversation for the father and son to have, it wasn’t good to have it in front of the guests.

“Tell me why!” Mr. Stonemill shouted.

“Because I want to have a start in life with a good job. A steady job. One I can be proud of. I’ll be eighteen soon and on my own.” The more William spoke, the more it seemed that confidence was building inside of him, and by the time he finished his professed reasons, his shoulders had straightened. “I also want to be able to care for a wife and family.”

Swift Thunder looked at a few of his men and then the young lad, nodding as though he knew how William felt. A sense of pride hinted in the slight smile that curved through the chief’s lips.

Mr. Stonemill snorted. “What wife and family? We aren’t even to Oregon yet. You don’t have to be thinking of such things.”

“But I do . . . have to. Because . . .” The young man looked at his father and then at Mr. Dunning, Betsy’s father.

Knowing what the young man was about to do, Brooks’ heart thumped, and he wasn’t even telling the two fathers about what was happening behind their backs.

“Well, because I already have found the woman I want to marry, and I want to marry her before we get to Oregon.”

Mr. Stonemill blinked. “You have what? Who is this woman?”

William sucked in a breath. He closed his eyes for a moment as if trying to draw in the strength he needed. “Betsy Dunning.”


THIRTEEN
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As soon as the young William Stonemill uttered Betsy Dunning’s name, Weston wanted to punch him. He’d never wondered how dumb a man could be . . . well, at least he hadn’t in a long time, but right now, it was the only thought in his mind.

How dumb can this boy be?

Apparently, extremely.

Mr. Dunning lunged for the young man, forcing Mr. Stonemill to lunge for them both, and the two fathers collided, shoving each other with their full weight. Other men around them jumped to attention, grabbing the two and pulling them apart.

William stood in the middle, frozen in fear.

Weston moved around him, getting between the two men. He stretched his arms out to his sides. “Enough!” he shouted. “That’s enough out of both of you. We have guests here. You both need to stop.”

He glanced over at Swift Thunder, who just watched the scene with a slight smile as though he was more amused than anything.

“Swift Thunder, may I apologize for what you are having to witness this afternoon,” Weston said. He glanced down at the ground, heaving a sigh.

“It is all right, my friend. I know a thing or two about disagreements among men.” He looked at a few of the ones standing near him, and they gave him sheepish grins as though they were the guilty ones.

Weston looked back at Mr. Stonemill and Mr. Dunning. “You two need to return to your wagons and calm down.”

“Not until we talk about this,” Mr. Dunning said.

“Will you promise to talk, then? No fighting?”

Mr. Stonemill wiped his forehead, closing his eyes while he took several deep breaths. William still stood mere inches from them both with his mouth gaped open.

“Do you promise to just talk?” Weston asked the two fathers again.

They both nodded, although Weston got the feeling that neither wanted to say yes. Weston turned to William. “Well? You started this. I suggest you start talking.”

William blinked so fast his eyelashes were like a hummingbird’s wings, and he cleared his throat several times before looking at his father.

“I asked Mr. Campbell if I could become his apprentice so I could learn how to be a blacksmith.”

“That’s commendable, taking the initiative.”

“Thank you. I wanted to learn for a while before I told you so I could also tell you how much I’ve learned and how good I was getting. I wanted to be able to tell you that I have promise and that when we get to Oregon, I could make some money for myself.”

“I can’t say that I agree with you not telling me, but I understand why you did what you did.”

William sucked in a breath, clearing his throat a few more times as he turned to Mr. Dunning. “I also asked for the apprenticeship and waited to say anything because I wanted to be able to tell you that I had the means to care for your daughter. I love her, and I want to marry her.”

Mr. Dunning sniffed and looked out over the horizon, looking at the scenery around them while it looked like he thought of the right words to say. “I’m sorry, William,” he finally said. “I can’t say yes. She can’t marry you.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s already engaged.”

“But she’s not in her mind. She doesn’t even know this man, and she doesn’t love him.”

“That doesn’t matter. A deal has already been made, and it’s done.”

“Surely, you can’t mean to send her with some stranger when you know she’s unhappy. Don’t you want her to be happy?” He cleared his throat again, trying to assert his presence amidst the chaos.

“I’m sorry, but a deal is a deal.”

“You would do that to your daughter? You would just send her off to the first person who paid you the right price?”

Mr. Dunning’s eyes narrowed, and he stepped forward, pointing his finger in William’s face. “Don’t even think you can tell me what to do with my own daughter. She’s not yours. You don’t have a say.”

Mr. Stonemill moved toward Mr. Dunning. “I suggest you step away from my son.” He stared at Mr. Dunning until the girls’ father listened and stepped away from William. Mr. Stonemill turned his piercing gaze toward his son. His face was red with fury. “You think you can just waltz up to me and announce that you’re going to marry the Dunning girl, and I’m just going to say ‘all right’ without you having any consequences?”

William shook his head, his shoulders deflated slightly, and he looked somewhat less confident than he was moments ago. “No, sir. I didn’t.”

“Then what were you thinking?”

“I thought if you both knew the truth . . . I thought perhaps I could change your mind. I suppose I was wrong. But it doesn’t matter. We love each other, and we want to be together.”

“I can’t allow it,” Mr. Dunning said.

Betsy came running over to the group and skidded to a stop as she saw William and her father in a face-off stance. She looked between them. “Father, what are you doing?” she asked.

“Go back to the wagon.”

“No. Not until you tell me what you’re doing.”

“This young man seems to think you and him are going to get married, and I was just telling him he was wrong.”

She bit her bottom lip, and tears welled in her eyes. “But he’s not wrong.”

“Yes, he is. Now go back to the wagon.”

She moved over to her father, stepping in front of him to gain his full attention. “Please, Father, I beg you. I love William. He's a good man, and he's proven himself time and again.”

Mr. Dunning’s face softened at the sight of his daughter’s anguish, but his resolve remained unyielding, and he narrowed his eyes, furrowing his brow. “No. You will marry Howard as soon as we get to Oregon. I don’t care if you don’t want to.”

The young woman looked at William, and more tears welled in her eyes, streaming down her cheeks. She buried her face in her hands, running off as she sobbed. William moved to go after her, but Mr. Dunning stopped him.

“She’s not yours to go after.”

William stared at the girl’s father. His jaw clenched, and Weston saw his hands tighten into fists. Weston looked at Mr. Campbell, motioning for him and praying the blacksmith understood his silent plea to help.

Brooks nodded. “William?”

The young man spun, facing the blacksmith. “The chief would like to look at what we have to offer. Why don’t you come with me to show him?”

William stared at the blacksmith briefly, then looked at his father and Mr. Dunning before turning back to his boss. “I’d be happy to show the chief.”
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BROOKS

Brooks led the Lakota tribe and their chief, Swift Thunder, to his wagon. The men followed with quick, stealthy steps, making so little noise that Brooks almost forgot they were behind him. He glanced at William, noticing how the young man’s eyes had turned red. He looked like he could cry at any moment, but he fought it with everything he had.

“If the tribe wants more than what I have . . . I’ll have a lot of work for you for the next couple of days. Do you think you’re ready for that?” Brooks asked William. He wasn’t looking for an answer but was trying to distract the young man from what had just happened.

“Of course. I’ll work all night if you want me to.”

“I don’t think we’ll have to work all night.” Brooks chuckled. “But it’s good to know you’re committed to the job.”

Brooks and William continued to Brooks’ wagon, and as the Lakota gathered around them, Brooks grabbed one of the axes he’d made before he left Missouri.

Swift Thunder’s weathered face broke into a wide smile as he examined a gleaming axe. “Impressive,” he said in his deep, rumbling voice. “We will have much to trade if this is the quality you have to offer.”

“I’ve got lots.” Brooks bent down, fetching a few more pieces. “I have shovels and a few more axes.” He handed each item to Swift Thunder, pausing with each one while the chief examined it and then gave it to one of his men, who also studied it and continued to pass it along. Within several minutes most of the Lakota men had one of Brooks’ pieces in their hands, and they talked amongst themselves, showing each other little details they noticed.

Mr. Mills watched them rifle through the items until he finally moved over to the chief and leaned toward the man, lowering his voice. “They are nice, aren’t they?” He pointed toward a knife the chief held.

“Yes. Very nice.”

Mr. Mills cleared his throat. “I’m happy you are happy. I also wanted to apologize again for the argument earlier. It was uncalled for, and those men should have taken it private.”

Swift Thunder waved his hand dismissively. “Do not trouble yourself, Mr. Mills. Battles and disagreements are not foreign to me. I have had my own share of struggles, especially with my brother’s daughter.” The chief pointed his chin toward a young woman standing in the distance with Harper, Grace, and Winona near their wagon.

Although Brooks couldn’t hear what they were saying, he noticed them chatting and laughing about something, and he couldn’t help but watch Harper, smiling to himself as she clutched her chest, laughing.

Swift Thunder’s gaze remained fixed on the young woman as he continued, his voice tinged with a mixture of pride and melancholy. “Her name is Wiyaka. She possesses a spirit as wild and fierce as the wind, but her heart is gentle. She challenges me at every turn, yet I cannot help but be proud of her.”

Mr. Mills nodded as though he understood the complex emotions that come with family ties. “Even from a distance, I can see that she seems like a remarkable young woman.”

“Indeed, she is. She wants marriage but also wants to see lands the Lakota do not go. She wants an adventure that she will probably not ever take. And she knows it. Perhaps the struggles with family are not so different, after all.”

As they spoke, the Lakota men continued examining the tools and weapons Brooks had displayed. They pointed and gestured, their voices mingling in animated conversation. Some marveled at the intricately carved handles of the knives, while others tested the strength of the blades.

Swift Thunder stared at his niece for a moment longer, then turned to Brooks, holding up the knife in his hand. “These are nice. I like them. Can you make more?”

“How many do you want?” Brooks asked.

“A dozen?”

Brooks looked at William and then at Mr. Mills. He didn’t know if he should be honest or not. He didn’t want to promise something he couldn’t do, but he also didn’t want to offend a Lakota Chief. “I don’t know if I can get that many done by the morning when you leave.”

“That does not concern me. I can send riders after you to get them.”

“Oh. Well, all right, then. I can make you a dozen. It should take me about five days.”

“Then I will have a man come to you in five days’ time. What do you want for them?” The chief flipped over the last of the knives he grabbed and studied the blade and the handle. He waved the weapon around, testing it as though he was in a one-on-one fight with another man, and he wanted to know how well he could wield it.

“The only thing I would like is a buffalo skin.”

“I can do that, but I’m not comfortable just doing that. I want to give you more.”

Brooks furrowed his brow. There wasn’t much outside of the hide he wanted. He looked around the camp, and his gaze fell upon Harper, still standing with the chief’s niece. She smiled, laughing again as the Lakota woman reached out and touched the sleeve of her dress, and while he was sure the conversation was about the material, he couldn’t hear even a word of what the two women were saying.

He pointed toward her wagon. “Do you see that wagon with the women? The two young ones with black and blonde hair and the older one with gray hair? The women who are with your niece.”

Swift Thunder glanced over his shoulder and nodded. “Yes, I see them.”

“Anything those women need, give it to them even if they don’t have enough to make a trade. Let me know if there is a difference, and I’ll make you more than a dozen knives. Just give them what you would give me.”

Swift Thunder nodded. “I can do that.”

“Thank you.”
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“Your dresses are truly beautiful," Wiyaka said, pointing toward the sleeve of a dress hanging in the sunlight to dry. It was a dress Grace had washed before breakfast, along with several others she had wanted to clean before the tribe’s arrival. Her gaze danced around the different dresses. “I have never seen such fine fabrics and delicate patterns. What is this called?”

Harper glanced at Grace and Winona, smiling as she looked back at the young Lakota woman who had just approached their wagon. “It’s lace,” she said.

“Lace. I like lace.” Wiyaka continued to let her fingers trace along the pattern.

“Yes, most women do. It has different patterns.”

“Patterns?”

“Yes, you know, how it bends and circles like this?” Harper showed her the zigzag stitching. “There are other lace patterns that are different from this one, meaning the stitches go other ways.”

“How many patterns are there?”

“Lots. There might even be more than I can count or imagine. There are probably more than I can even guess.”

“That sounds like a lot. Is it like how there are many grass blades in the prairie?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“Do you have any other lace?” Wiyaka looked at all the women, and while Grace and Harper shook their heads, Winona nodded.

“I have a blouse. I haven’t worn it since we left Missouri. It’s packed away in my trunk. I haven’t wanted to get it out because I didn’t want it to get dirty. I could get it if you want to see it.”

“No, you don’t have to. I will just look at this one.” The young woman smiled again as she touched the lace once more. “Are you going to trade with my uncle?” she asked.

Harper looked at Winona, who nodded. “We were thinking about it,” Harper said. “But we aren’t sure what your uncle is looking for. Do you know what most trade for?”

Wiyaka shrugged. “It depends. He likes weapons mostly. But what Lakota warrior doesn’t? The cowboys like the buckskins and will trade tobacco or cattle for them. The buckskins help them from getting sores when they ride in the saddles all day, and some of the women will trade clothes and buffalo hides for jewelry.”

“What about meat?” Harper asked, cocking her head to the side. She knew they didn’t have any cattle that they owned or weapons.

“Some might take jewelry for meat instead, but it depends on if it’s silver or gold and if there are any precious stones in the setting.”

Grace and Harper exchanged glances, and Grace nodded as though Harper asked a silent question and she was answering it.

“What about this?” Grace stepped forward and dug around the collar of her dress, pulling out a chain with a pendant on the end. “I don’t know much about it, but I know it’s pure gold, and the stone is a ruby.”

Curiosity sparked in Wiyaka’s eyes as she inspected the pieces of jewelry. “Ah, it is lovely. And the ruby . . . it is so red.”

“The chain is gold too. Not just the setting.”

“Well, it is a lovely piece indeed. If you were to trade it, you could fetch a few buffalo hides, maybe even some meat.”

“Some meat? Like how much?”

“Perhaps five or maybe ten pounds.”

“Each?” Harper asked.

Wiyaka shook her head. “I don’t think so. Rubies are nice, but not that nice.”

“That could last us a while.” Grace looked at Winona. “Couldn’t it?”

Winona shrugged. “I suppose it would be better than nothing, but I’m still not sure you should part with it.”

“But we need some buffalo hides for the Oregon winters to keep us warm.”

“Surely they will have blankets and bedding in Oregon City.”

“But will we have the money to buy them when we get there?” Grace turned toward the headmistress. “I know we are running out—all of us. And when we get to Oregon City, we still have to find a place to live. If we can trade for needed supplies to get us to Oregon and supplies to help us after we arrive . . . I think we should take the chance.”

As Grace and Winona continued their conversation about the potential trade, Wiyaka started looking around camp, and she paused on one wagon in particular, cocking her head to the side. She reached out, tapping Harper on the shoulder.

“Who is that man?” she asked Harper.

“Who?” Harper glanced in the direction the Lakota woman pointed, inhaling a deep breath as she noticed Mr. Fairchild, the widower mulling around his wagon as though he was searching through his supplies for stuff to trade.

“That is Mr. Fairchild.”

“Mr. Fairchild? What an odd last name.”

“Not so odd.”

“I suppose for a white man, not odd. But for me, a Lakota woman, it is odd.”

Mr. Fairchild suddenly looked over toward the women as though he had either heard them talking about him or at least got the feeling they were watching him. Harper didn’t know which it was, but she guessed it was the latter that made him look up.

Wiyaka’s eyes met his.

“Is he married?” Wiyaka asked, keeping her gaze locked with his.

“No, not anymore.”

“Not anymore? What does that mean?”

“His wife died.”

“When?”

“Not long ago.”

“How? Did she get a disease?” Wiyaka's question lingered in the air, and Harper took a deep breath before responding, her voice filled with sadness and unease.

“No, it wasn’t a disease. Mrs. Fairchild was . . . she was murdered.”

“Murdered? Who killed her?”

Harper’s thoughts swirled with the painful memories. “There was a man named Sam . . . he killed her and . . . no one knows why. I think Cora does, but she’s never said anything.”

“Who is Cora? Is she with Mr. Fairchild now?”

“No. Cora was traveling with Grace, Winona, and me. She grew up at the orphanage too. But she married Mr. Scott not long ago.” Harper pointed across the camp, where she spied Cora and Jasper, tending to the campfire near their wagon. “That’s them.”

“So, what happened to this . . . Sam?” Wiyaka asked. She nodded as she glanced from Cora and Jasper back to Mr. Fairchild.

“No one knows where Sam is. Mr. Mills thinks he could still be following us, but others on the wagon train . . . they think he’s gone and that he went back East to hide so he wouldn’t have to pay for his crimes.”

“Perhaps your wagon master is right.”

“Perhaps. But we don’t know for sure. Sadly, we don’t know when or if justice will ever be served.”

“That is sad. Hopefully, he will get caught and pay for what he did.” She turned toward the direction facing Mr. Fairchild. Her eyes twinkled with a hint of mischievousness. “Well, he looks like a fine man. I think I will go and talk to him.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

She gently placed a hand on Wiyaka’s arm. “I understand your curiosity, but I'm not sure if it's a good idea to approach Mr. Fairchild right now. He's been through so much, and the wounds are still fresh. It might be better to just forget about him.”

Wiyaka cocked her head to one side and then the other. “I don’t want to.”

Harper bit her bottom lip for a moment, nodding. “I know you don’t, but . . .” She paused, thinking about how she would approach the topic with the woman. “Losing someone dear is an unimaginable pain, and grief takes its toll differently on each person. I’m not sure how he would feel if you approached him.”

Harper looked at Wiyaka, hoping her words resonated with the Lakota woman and she would reconsider her idea of speaking with him. “How is it for the Lakota?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“How do the Lakota treat widows and widowers in your tribe?”

“Oh. In my tribe, widows and widowers are in mourning and are given special attention. They are on a journey and need time.”

“Then it’s no different from us.”

“I guess not.”

“How long are they on the journey?”

Wiyaka shrugged. “However long they need, and not much is expected of them.”

“Do they marry again?”

Wiyaka nodded. “When they are ready.”

“So, it is not much different.” A slight chuckle whispered across Harper’s lips.

“Do you think he is ready?” Wiyaka asked, motioning toward Mr. Fairchild again.

“I don’t know.”

“There is only one way to find out, then. I shall go speak to him.”

Harper opened her mouth to, once again, tell the Lakota woman she wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but before she could say a word, Wiyaka walked off, headed toward Mr. Fairchild and his wagon.

“Where is she going?” Grace asked.

Harper shook her head. “She’s on a mission, and I don’t think anyone in the wagon train, or her own tribe, can stop her.”
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As the sun dipped lower on the horizon, its golden rays stretched across the sprawling landscape of the wagon train campsite. Harper, Grace, and Winona bustled around the campfire, chopping up what vegetables they needed for supper.

While Grace worked on the carrots, onions, and potatoes, Harper deftly kneaded a batch of dough, her hands working the soft mixture until she formed a tacky ball.

“Remember,” Winona warned. “Don’t spend too much time with those biscuits, or you’ll make them tough like last time.”

“They weren’t that tough.”

Grace looked at her mid-chop. “Not tough? I almost chipped a tooth on mine.”

“Oh, you hush.” Harper grabbed a tiny bit of dough and threw it at Grace, who ducked and laughed, watching the bit of uncooked biscuit fall to the ground and roll a few inches. It lay beside her, covered in dirt.

“Do you want it back?” She teased.

Harper cocked her head to the side. “Sure. Then I can put it in your biscuit.”

Grace stuck her tongue out at Harper and continued chopping the carrots while Harper went back to rolling out the dough into a flat circle. The dough yielded under her touch, transforming into a promise of something warm and hearty for supper. Something that would fill their stomachs until morning, satisfying them so they could—and would—enjoy a night's rest. The scent of flour mingled with the smoky air from the campfire, weaving its way through the campsite, and it beckoned a slight growl to Harper’s stomach.

After Grace finished the vegetables, she dumped them in the pot, stirring them into the water before turning her attention to Winona, who had cut a few chunks of beef into small cubes. “Everything is ready,” she said.

Winona nodded and made her way over with the meat, plopping it inside too. “Another night of beef stew,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t say that I’m not concerned about you trading your necklace for some deer meat, but I also can’t say I’m not getting tired of beef. It will be nice to have some deer for a few meals, even if it is only five or ten pounds. Between the three of us, we can make it last.”

“Which is why I’m all right with trading the necklace. I want it to go for something good.”

“Your mother left it with you, though. She wanted you to have it.”

“I know. But perhaps she wanted me to have it for the sole reason of it helping me one day. Well, that someday might be today.” Grace shrugged and grabbed the pendant, sliding it back and forth on the chain again. “What if that was why I was given the necklace this whole time? I just didn’t know it.”

Harper said nothing, just listening to the women’s conversation as she focused on a cast-iron pot suspended above the crackling fire. She grabbed the nearby spoon, stirring the rich, simmering stew within. The water had thickened with the cornmeal Winona added, and the thick broth bubbled, releasing different scents from the ingredients along with the herbs of sage, rosemary, thyme, and parsley Winona had added.

As Harper continued to stir the stew, her mind drifted. The rhythmic motion of the spoon in the pot seemed to echo the thoughts swirling in her mind. Her gaze drifted to the pendant dangling from Grace’s neck, catching the flickering firelight.

She thought about the journey they were undertaking, the challenges they had faced, and the uncertainties that lay ahead. In this harsh and untamed land, where survival was a daily struggle, possessions often held a weight far greater than their material value. Yet, they also could provide the means to continue what God had planned for you.

Was that their purpose all along? To help?

She couldn't help but reflect on the journeys that people all embark upon in life—both physical and metaphorical with the guiding hand of a higher power.

In this vast and unpredictable world, it often felt as though she was a mere traveler, navigating through uncharted territories, and while the journey could bring nothing but unexpected twists, treacherous terrain, and moments of profound joy, there was also solace in the belief that she was not alone amidst the uncertainty.

She thought about everyone on the wagon train and even the Lakota tribe. Each person brought their own unique story, their own burdens, and aspirations, and yet they were united in their pursuit of a better future. They followed what they believed God had laid out for them, just as the wagon train followed a predetermined path.

“He walks beside us, leading us through the wilderness of uncertainty, even when the destination seems elusive,” she had heard Pastor Levinson say several times. “Like the wagon master who steers the train, God orchestrates the circumstances, the encounters, and the challenges that shape us into whom we are meant to be.”

Of course, she’d always believed the words too, but hearing them before and thinking of them now . . .

They just held a whole other meaning that hit her square in the chest.

Sometimes the path may be smooth and easy, while at other times, it may be arduous and filled with obstacles. But in each step, she would find comfort in knowing that God's presence was steadfast and unwavering because if she ever needed help, it would be there—even in ways she might not fully see at the moment.

“Good evening, ladies,” a voice called out, jerking Harper’s attention.

She looked over her shoulder, catching sight of Mr. Mills as he approached their wagon with the Lakota chief by his side.

Winona and Grace turned their attention toward the two men, too, and they smiled and nodded, saying hello to the two men as Mr. Mills took off his hat.

“I wanted you three to meet Swift Thunder. He is the chief of the Lakota tribe.”

“Good evening.” Winona extended her hand, shaking Swift Thunder’s. “My name is Miss Winona Callahan, and this is Miss Grace Linwell and Miss Harper McCall.”

Swift Thunder inclined his head, and his eyes twinkled with the same warmth and wisdom they saw in his niece, Wiyaka. “Good evening. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all ours, I assure you,” Winona said. “We had the pleasure of spending time with your niece this afternoon. She is lovely, and she told us a great many wonderful things about you.”

Swift Thunder nodded and smiled. “My niece spoke good about you, too. She also introduced me to Mr. Fairchild.” He glanced over his shoulder and snorted as he mused at the sight of his niece still sitting by the fire with Mr. Fairchild. They seemed lost in a conversation and distracted by everything around them.

“Mr. Fairchild is a good man,” Winona said. It was as though she seemed to think she needed to reassure the chief for one reason or another. “It’s a shame that he lost his wife.”

He inhaled a breath and smiled. “I will take that into consideration.” He paused. “Now, let us get to the business. Is there anything you wish to trade?"

Grace exchanged a glance with Harper and Winona before lifting her hands behind her head. She unclasped the necklace and held it as she outstretched it in her hand. “Well, we were considering trading this necklace. Wiyaka mentioned it might be worth two or three buffalo hides and deer meat. Wiyaka said perhaps five or ten pounds of meat.”

Swift Thunder took the necklace and examined it, his eyes gleaming with interest. “Ah, it is a beautiful piece. I should like it very much.”

The three women glanced at each other again. “So,” Winona said. Her word was more hissed through her tone as though she was hesitant to ask. “Do you think it is worth three hides and ten pounds of meat?”

“The necklace is not; however, I will give you what you need. Do you need more than ten pounds? Whatever you ask for, it is yours.”

Harper frowned, her curiosity getting the best of her. “But why would you agree to give us so much meat if the necklace isn’t worth it?”

Swift Thunder chuckled, and he pointed across the camp. “The blacksmith paid for whatever you needed with the weapons he’s making.”

“But didn’t he want anything?” Winona asked. She raised one eyebrow and cocked her head to the side.

Swift Thunder shook his head.

Harper’s eyes widened, and she blinked at the headmistress and her friend. She didn’t know what to say, much less what to think. While she wasn’t surprised Brooks would be capable of such kindness, she also hadn’t expected it, and she couldn’t help but tear up a little at the thought of what he’d done.

“Thank you for letting us know,” she said to the chief.
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Harper sat by the campfire, a warm glow illuminating her face as the crickets chirped. The sun had already begun to set, casting an array of colors across the sky—pink, purple, and yellow hues blended together along with the white puffy clouds.

The wagon train campsite was alive with laughter, music, and the savory aroma of food. The Lakota tribe had chosen to stay and celebrate with the settlers, and their presence added a touch of enchantment to the night.

Harper watched from a distance, both wanting to soak it all in and yet hide away from it too. She wasn’t sure the reason why, though. Today had been an odd day that had exhausted her mind, and the sheer number of people around her only seemed to add to how tired she felt. The kindness that Brooks had shown her, Grace, and Winona made her heart flutter, yet it also scared her. How would she be able to repay it? Worse than that, how would she ever be able to fully express how thankful she was? She never wanted him to think of her as ungrateful or rude.

“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” Mr. Mills shouted over the crowd, and as he spun in circles, everyone quieted down until the only sound was the flames popping and cracking on the wood kindling in the campfires. “Thank you. Swift Thunder asked me if he could say a few words to you all. But first, I just wanted to say a few to him and his tribe. Thank you for joining us this evening. We are blessed and happy to invite you to be with us tonight. We know that we might not ever see each other again, but we hope that the friendship will forever be in your hearts as much as they are in ours.”

With the last of his words, the wagon master made his way over to where Swift Thunder was sitting. The Lakota chief stood, and the two men shook hands, nodding and smiling at one another while those on the wagon train clapped around them.

Swift Thunder nodded to those who applauded, and as they quieted down again, he smiled and spoke. His voice carried a warmth that Harper not only heard but could almost feel. “Thank you to all of you who welcomed me and my family into your camp. I know I speak for the whole tribe when I say that I stand before you with a heart filled with joy and gratitude. The Lakota are honored to be here, to share in your journey, and to call you our friends.”

More applause erupted but died down as Swift Thunder waved for his niece to come to his side, and a smile played on the chief's lips as he continued, “In this land of new beginnings, love knows no boundaries. I am overjoyed to announce that Wiyaka has found her heart’s desire in the presence of this wagon train, and she has decided to stay here with Mr. Fairchild.”

With the mention of his name, Mr. Fairchild stepped forward, taking Wiyaka’s hand in his. The announcement hung in the air, the wagon train members absorbing the weight of the moment. Surprise and astonishment flickered across their faces before a slow realization set in. Then, one by one, the camp erupted in applause, the sound growing in intensity.

Harper’s gaze darted between Wiyaka and Mr. Fairchild, and while Wiyaka beamed with happiness, Mr. Fairchild’s expression betrayed a hint of hesitation. She didn’t want to think about what was going through his mind, suddenly now seemingly engaged or perhaps even married by the Lakota’s societal rules—only a short time after losing his wife had to be a weight on his shoulders. At the same time, it was no secret around the wagon train that the man had been lonely.

As more and more of the wagon train members approached them, wishing them the best of luck and heartfelt congratulations, a smile eventually tugged at the widower’s lips, and he nodded in response to the sentiments that poured in.

“Were you as surprised by that news as I was?” Grace asked from behind her.

She looked over her shoulder as her friend approached the fire.

“Here.” Grace plopped down in the grass next to Harper and attempted to hand her a piece of what looked like leather. “Try this.”

Harper looked at what was in Grace’s hand. “What is it?”

“They told me it was dried meat.”

“Who told you?”

“I don’t know. One of the men in the tribe. He handed it to me.”

“Do you know what kind of meat?”

“I think deer.”

Harper’s mind was piqued with curiosity, and she took the chunk of leather-like meat, ripping off a bite. It was hard to chew at first, with a mild toughness that eased slightly while she chewed it.

“So, have you spoken with Mr. Campbell yet?” Grace cast a sideways glance, and a half smile spread across her lips.

Heat inched up the back of Harper’s neck, flushing her cheeks as she shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Are you planning on it?”

“Yes.” She whipped her head toward her friend. “I was planning on it. I just haven’t yet.”

“Well, what is stopping you?”

Harper furrowed her brow. Her gaze wandered across the campsite, and she spotted Brooks amidst the lively scene. His rugged silhouette seemed to glow in the flickering firelight, drawing her in like a moth to a flame.

She rose to her feet, brushing any dirt and grass from her skirt. “Nothing is stopping me. I’m going to go find him right now.”

“Good. Don't let me keep you from the company of your handsome suitor.” Grace pointed across the fire, and a slightly devious smile spread through her face. “He’s right over there, by the way, so you don’t have to look for him,” she said in a mocking tone.

“I know that.” A slight growl whispered through Harper’s snapped words. “I saw him too.”

Grace laughed. “I was just making sure.”

“You are getting to be as bad as Winona.”

Harper rolled her eyes as Grace laughed again, and before Grace could say anything, Harper took off and headed toward Brooks, who stood near his wagon, watching the festivities around him. Her heart fluttered in her chest, but as she approached him, a sense of warmth and familiarity washed over her, calming the itch that seemed to spread throughout her whole body.

Brooks looked up from his spot by the fire, his eyes lighting up as he caught sight of Harper. “Well, look who’s graced me with her presence. Fancy meeting you here. You’re not coming over here to make me read or anything, are you?” He raised one eyebrow, cocking his head to the side.

She couldn't help but smile at his playful remark. “Don’t tempt me. I am the teacher, after all, and it’s a teacher’s philosophy that everyone should get an education. No matter the age,” she teased, playfully nudging his arm.

Brooks chuckled a low and melodic sound that made her heart skip a beat. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. Besides, we haven’t had any lessons yet, so it would stand to reason that you would want to get started.”

“We don’t have to. Or we can when you want. There is no rush.” Her heart thumped. She didn’t know how much more of the casual chit-chat she could continue before she just blurted out the thing about the supplies.

“That is helpful to hear. Swift Thunder wants a huge number of knives and axes, and I’m afraid I will be quite busy for the next few days. I’m not sure I will have time for any lessons.”

“Oh, all right. That’s understandable.” She tapped her finger against her lips, willing herself to have a little more patience. “It’s good that you had something he needed that you could trade.” Her gaze danced around the camp, and she glanced up at the sky, biting her bottom lip. “Speaking of Swift Thunder, Mr. Mills brought him over to our wagon to introduce him.”

“Yeah, I think he did that with everyone.” Brooks shoved his hands in his pockets, letting his shoulder hunch slightly.

“Yes, I noticed. He asked if we had anything to trade, but the only thing we had was a necklace from Grace’s mother that she didn’t want anymore.”

“Did Swift Thunder take it?”

Harper nodded. “He did. He offered quite a lot to us for it, too—buffalo hides and deer meat. It was a lot more than I expected.”

Brooks looked down at the ground as he rocked back and forth from his toes to his heels. “I guess the necklace was worth more than you thought it was.”

“No, I don’t think it was. Well, I did, but then Swift Thunder told me you had told him to give us what we needed as part of the trade for the weapons he ordered from you.” She cocked her head to the side, softening her voice. “That was very nice of you. Why did you do it?”

A smile whispered on his lips, and his eyes met hers. “Because it was the right thing to do. You agreed to help me, and I didn’t need everything the man was offering to me. I thought you, Miss Callahan and Miss Linwell should have it.”

“Well, thank you. It was so kind of you, truly.”

Their eyes locked again, and Harper couldn't help but feel a warmth spread through her veins. There was something special about this man, something that made her heart skip a beat whenever he was near.

He leaned into her, and she closed her eyes, bracing herself for a stolen kiss. But as his breath whispered on her skin, he stopped and leaned away.

“Well, well, it seems like we have some adventurers on our hands,” he said.

Harper opened her eyes. “What?”

He motioned over her shoulder, and a glint of amusement flickered in his eyes. She turned, narrowing her eyes as she searched the growing darkness for what he was directing her attention to. She saw William and Betsy, followed by Pastor Levinson and his wife, sneaking away from the crowd. While confusion etched itself across her face, a mischievous grin crept onto Brooks’.

“Shall we follow them and see what they’re up to?” he asked.
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Determination fueled Harper as she followed the footpath that led them deeper into the trees. The sounds of nature enveloped them, and their footsteps were muffled by the carpet of fallen leaves. With each step, the anticipation grew, mingling with a sense of urgency. She didn’t know what the young couple was up to, and there was a part of her that wondered if she, one, wanted to know and, two, was going to like what it was she was about to find out.

“There they are.” Brooks pointed toward a large tree near the river where Pastor Levinson stood in front of the couple with his Bible open in his hands and his wife standing next to them. The flickering glow of the lantern light shone over them, and although the pastor was speaking, Harper couldn’t hear him over the sound of the water.

She stopped for a moment, watching the scene before the reality hit her. She slapped her hand over her mouth, and her eyes widened, disbelief mingling with the shock that resonated in her voice. “They’re getting married!”

Before Brooks could utter a word, she bolted toward the ceremony, rushing toward them. “Stop!” she shouted. “Pastor Levinson, you can’t do this. Stop!”

She reached the four of them and bent over to catch her breath.

“Miss McCall? What are you doing here?” the pastor asked.

“I should be asking you that.” She straightened up. “You can’t marry them.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said you can’t marry them?”

“Why not?”

She sucked in a breath, blinking at the pastor before she looked toward his wife. Even if he didn’t seem to share the common sense she needed from him, surely his wife would.

Mrs. Levinson said nothing.

“Because their parents aren’t here, for one. In fact, I’m pretty sure their parents would refuse to agree to this union.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

Harper's heart sank as Pastor Levinson stood firm, refusing to halt the wedding despite what she said. She couldn’t fathom why he would continue, disregarding the wishes of the parents and the potential consequences for the young couple.

“I don’t understand how you can say it doesn’t matter. Are we not supposed to honor our mothers and fathers?” She looked at the couple. “What about them? What about how they feel?”

The pastor’s gaze hardened, and his tone became unyielding. “Once there is a baby on the way, it becomes our responsibility to ensure that the child is born into a stable and loving family between a husband and a wife. Regardless of the parent’s consent, it is my duty to marry them and provide the child with a proper foundation.”

Harper sucked in another breath, and her heart sank to the pit of her stomach. “Baby?” She looked between the pastor and Betsy, willing for the pastor to be mistaken. She closed her eyes and then opened them, looking at Betsy again. “Please tell me the pastor is wrong.”

Betsy burst into tears, and William’s arm encircled her, offering solace and support. He had the look of happiness and anguish all at the same time.

Harper shook her head and looked at Brooks. “I don’t know what to do.”

Brooks shrugged, then placed his hand on her shoulder. “I don’t think there is anything to do but let them get married.”

Harper opened her mouth to argue but closed it without saying a word.


SIXTEEN
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BROOKS



Brooks gazed out over the vast expanse of the prairie, the sun casting a warm golden glow on the rolling hills in the distance. He took a deep breath, savoring the crisp air tinged with the scent of wildflowers and the faint hint of wood smoke from the campfires. It had been a couple of days since the tribe had left the wagon train, and the wagon train had traveled dozens more miles leaving the celebration behind them.

Even after the awkwardness of the secret wedding, the night with the tribe had been full of dancing and laughter and much celebration—for not only making new friends but for Swift Thunder’s niece and Mr. Fairchild, too. So many of the tribe weren’t surprised with her choice, and Brooks had even overheard Swift Thunder tell Mr. Mills it was what she had always wanted—adventure. Brooks wasn’t quite sure she’d find it with the likes of Mr. Fairchild, but if she was happy, he supposed it didn’t matter.

He knelt beside the wagon, surrounded by an assortment of metal scraps and tools. The order from Swift Thunder for a dozen knives had been a welcome distraction and a way for him to focus on something other than the questions that had settled upon him.

Questions about William.

Questions about Harper.

They hadn’t spoken much about their feelings for one another since that night she first came over with the intent of starting a lesson, and while he knew they pretty much said what they had wanted to that night, there was still an up-in-the-air feeling to what was happening between them.

He knew he wanted to take her as his wife.

The problem was that he wasn’t sure if she wanted that too, and he hadn’t exactly told her those words yet, either.

It’s kind of hard to marry someone if you don’t tell them how you feel, he thought to himself.

“Mr. Campbell?” a voice called out.

Startled from his self-name-calling thoughts, he jerked his head and looked over as Wiyaka approached his wagon. Her long, raven-black hair cascaded down her back, and her dark eyes sparkled with a mix of curiosity and happiness. He knew she’d wanted to stay with Mr. Fairchild, but he also got the impression that nothing ever phased her or brought her down.

Obviously, the newness of her choice hadn’t worn off yet.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning.” She smiled, motioning toward the log he sat on. “May I join you?”

“Of course.”

She walked closer and knelt next to him, folding her delicate hands and resting them on her lap as she, too, looked over the pieces of metal. “I heard you were working on my uncle’s order, and I wanted to see how it was going.”

Brooks glanced at the pile of metal scraps and smiled ruefully. “It’s going, but I must admit, it’s taking longer than I expected. I want to make sure each knife is perfect, just as Swift Thunder requested.” He glanced over at the Stonemill’s wagon, noticing William standing off from his parents and brothers while they ate breakfast. While they all chatted with one another, he said nothing to anyone and shoveled his meal in his mouth, barely chewing before he threw his plate in the bucket of water, waved goodbye as though he did so only as a courtesy and trotted toward Brooks’ wagon to start his day of work.

He didn’t say much to Brooks or Wiyaka as he arrived; he only nodded and went right to work, tending to the fire so it could grow and get hot enough to make another blade.

Wiyaka watched the young man for a moment before turning back to Brooks. “My uncle spoke highly of your craftsmanship. He said your knives are like no other. If that is true, I can see why he placed the order with you.”

A mixture of pride and gratitude swelled within Brooks’ chest. The words from Swift Thunder held weight, and Brooks sighed softly and said, “That means a lot coming from him. I hope I can live up to his expectations.”

“I’m sure you will.” Wiyaka paused. “He also told me that he thought you would be a man I could trust.”

“He wasn’t wrong.” Brooks cleared his throat. “I don’t know much about Mr. Fairchild, and I never knew his wife. But from what I’ve seen and heard of him, I figure him to be a kind man and one who will treat you well. Should that ever change, you can come to me.”

“Thank you.” She smiled, glancing at Brooks with a slightly snorted laugh. “Miss McCall is a lovely woman.”

Heat spread up through Brooks’ cheeks. “Yes, she is.”

“My uncle mentioned you traded the knives for only a few supplies for yourself and the rest for her and the two women she travels with.”

“Yes, I did. I didn’t need much, and I knew they would, so I thought I would share.”

“And is that the only reason?” As Wiyaka gave him a sideways glance, moving her eyes but not her head, Brooks looked out over the horizon again. His heart thumped at the way her questions were progressing.

“Well, I just think that since she is the teacher and does a lot for the children on the wagon train that if she needs any help and I’m able, I should help.”

“That is true.”

Silence settled between them as Brooks returned his attention to the work at hand. He carefully selected a few pieces of metal, tossing them to the side with a few others he thought would work the best. There were a few he knew wouldn’t work, and he hoped that the rest of what he had would be good enough.

After a while, with neither of them saying a word, Wiyaka broke the silence once more. “There was a saying my father used to say, and after he died, my uncle would tell me.”

“What is that?”

“There is the world of the flesh, and there is the world of the spirit. When the flesh is gone, the spirit will remain, and their voices speak to those who know how to listen. Wisdom is born in the heart and then spoken.”

As Brooks mulled over her words, repeating them a few times in his mind, the confusion set in. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”

“It’s all right. Most times, I didn’t either.” She chuckled. “But I think it means we are supposed to follow our hearts because the heart knows what is wanted and needed while the mind gets too caught up in questions that we don’t always get the answers to.” She glanced at him again. “Is that better?”

“Yes.” He chuckled and dropped his gaze to the ground, nodding. “Yes, that does.”

“Good. Think on that then for a little while and see how your thoughts about Miss McCall change.”

“Oh, I’m not sure they need to change.” He snorted.

“So, what is the problem?”

“Saying the words out loud.”

She made a pfft sound, blowing a breath as she waved her hand. “Words are not hard. You just say them. Do you think it was Mr. Fairchild who asked me to stay?” She paused but continued before Brooks could say a word. “No. He didn’t. I told him I was staying. He could have said no.”

“But did he know he could have?” Brooks chuckled again.

“Yes.” Wiyaka narrowed her gaze, shooting him a stern look for a second. “But I told him, and he said yes. It was that simple because words are that simple. It’s the minds of men who make them complicated.”

“Isn’t that the truth?”

“Just tell her and be done.” Wiyaka rose to her feet and rubbed her hands together. “I shall let you get back to work. Those weapons will not make themselves.” She motioned toward all the pieces of metal he’d set aside and opened her mouth. Before she could say anything, however, the clatter of falling tongs echoed through the air.

They both spun, and Brooks’ heart seized with fear as he watched William stumble a few steps and crash into the blazing fire.

Adrenaline surged through Brooks’ veins, and he lunged forward toward William. He grabbed the young man’s shoulder, yanking him away from the fiery inferno. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, mingling with William’s anguished screams.

Brooks laid William on the ground. The young man’s arm, hand, and leg were engulfed in flames and the fire-ravaged part of his neck. Panic threatened to consume Brooks, but he fought against it, knowing his swift actions were crucial.

“Stay still, William!” Brooks shouted. “I'm going to help you!” He grabbed a nearby bucket of water, but Wiyaka stopped him, shaking her head.

“No. Throw dirt on him,” she shouted.

“What?”

“Throw dirt on him now.”

Although he wanted to argue, there was no time to waste. Gritting his teeth, Brooks reached for a handful of dirt and threw it onto William’s burning leg, hoping to smother the flames. William’s agonized cries intensified, tearing through the stillness of the prairie.

Brooks’ heart wrenched with every scream that tore from William's throat, his mind racing for a solution. He needed help—fast. He grabbed several more handfuls of dirt, throwing it all onto the poor young man.

“I will fetch the doctor,” Wiyaka shouted.

Without another word, she sprang into action, disappearing into the distance, her figure rapidly fading until she vanished. As she moved past the wagons, several travelers came out to see the commotion, and Brooks saw them start running toward him out of the corner of his eye.

William continued screaming, and Brooks kept throwing more dirt on him. More and more people surrounded them, grabbing dirt like Brooks and throwing it on him too. William coughed and sputtered through his screams until, finally, the flames subsided.

William writhed in agony, and his face was contorted with pain. He wasn’t on fire anymore, but the damage had been done.

“Don’t touch him!” a voice shouted.

Brooks looked up to see Wiyaka and Dr. Evans running toward them. “Don’t touch him!” the doctor repeated. He dropped to his knees, reaching his hand under William’s neck and holding it up. He shoved a vial between his lips, tipping it until the liquid inside rushed into William’s mouth. William drank several gulps.

“What is that?” Brooks asked.

“Laudanum. It should knock him out, so he’s not in much pain. I just hope it doesn’t take too long.”

William continued screaming, and several other travelers took notice of the commotion and ran over. Their haste quickly caught the attention of Mr. and Mrs. Stonemill, and as William’s parents neared the wagon, Mrs. Stonemill started screaming for her son. She lunged forward, but her husband grabbed her holding her back.

“Let the doctor do what he needs to do, Rebecca,”

“But he’s my son! I’ve got to help my son!”

Her screams were like a beacon to everyone else in the camp, and as the rest of them hurried over, Betsy rushed past them all, even Harper, who dashed behind the young woman. Brooks rushed for the newly married Mrs. William Stonemill, grabbing her before she could reach her young husband.

“You don’t want to go over there,” he told her.

“What happened? Tell me what happened. Where’s William?”

“He fell into the fire. He’s burned. Badly.”

“Is he going to die?”

“I don’t know.”

Betsy collapsed in his arms, and he held her up, looking at Harper with an unspoken plea for help. Harper nodded as if she understood and grabbed Betsy, too, taking her from Brooks’ arms and into hers.

“Shhh,” Harper whispered in the young woman’s ear. “Everything is going to be all right.”

Betsy sobbed, and within moments of wrapping her arms around Harper for support, she shoved away from her teacher and bolted toward William again.

“William! William!”

Brooks grabbed the young woman again, holding her from reaching William.

“Let me go,” she screamed, pounding on Brooks’ shoulders. “Let me go.”

“You can’t go over there. Let Dr. Evans do what he needs to do.”

Everyone around the scene stood and watched as Dr. Evans assessed the extent of the injuries. Brooks didn’t want to notice how the doctor’s expression drew grim. Everyone traveling with this wagon train had already had so much strife and pain on this trip, or at least that is what he had been told, and he prayed they wouldn’t have to face anymore—especially Betsy, who had a growing child in her belly.

That child didn’t deserve to grow up without its father.

“I need you to stay with Miss McCall.” Brooks released Betsy, pulling away just enough so he could look her in the eye. “Please.”

“But—”

“Do you want to help him?” He paused as she nodded. “Then help him by staying with Miss McCall.”

She finally agreed and made her way over to Harper, who stood with the women she traveled with and Mrs. Scott, Mrs. Evans, and Betsy’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Dunning. The young girl's mother wrapped her arms around her daughter, drawing her into a tight embrace. Betsy began to sob even more.

More and more of the travelers came running, along with the Stonemill Family, Mr. Fairchild, Mr. Stanley, the cowboys, Willy and Ernest, and the pastor and his wife. Brooks held his hands up, stopping everyone from getting too close. Not only did William need the space, but so did Dr. Evans.

“May I see him?” the pastor asked.

“I think it’s best for you to just stay here with everyone else. Just for now.”

“Of course. I understand.”

With Betsy handed off to her mother and the crowd pushed back several feet, Brooks returned to Dr. Evans, kneeling beside him. Mr. Mills had arrived too, and he looked between the men. “What do you want to do?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“I don’t know what to do,” Dr. Evans said.

“Dr. Evans?” Mr. Stonemill interrupted, approaching the three men. “We need to get him back to our wagon. He’s our son, and we need to take care of him.”

“I know you want to help him, but I can’t advise moving him.”

“Why not?”

“We can’t move him because his skin will come off if we grab him.” Dr. Evans pointed at the young man. “I don’t want to leave him here, but we have no choice. I need to get the wounds cleaned. I gave him several gulps of Laudanum. It should be enough to at least help me clean him, but I will give more if he needs it. Once the burned skin is pulled away, I have a few salves that will help.” The doctor stood, and Brooks and Mr. Mills stood too.

“I know what can help him,” Wiyaka said. She stepped forward from the crowd. “I know what can help with the burns.”

“Have you treated burns before?” Dr. Evans asked.

She nodded, then cocked her head to the side, furrowing her brow in sorrow. “Yes, I have. I need some help finding what I need, though.” She looked around the crowd, and several families raised their hands as if to say they would help her. Harper, Miss Linwell, and Miss Callahan all agreed, and they followed her away from the wagon.

Mrs. Dunning tugged on Betsy’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the wagon.”

“No!” Betsy yanked her arm free.

Her mother frowned. “Betsy, come on. Let’s go back to the wagon.”

“I said no.”

Her father stepped around her mother. “Betsy, I know you like this boy, but you can’t do anything to help, so let the doctor do what he needs.”

“I’m not leaving him. I love him.”

“He’s just a young man you think you love because you’re on this wagon train. But you will see when you get to Oregon that he’s not the one for you.”

Betsy squared her shoulders and sniffed. Brooks saw the defiance in her red eyes. “He’s not just a young man I think I love. He’s my husband.”

Mrs. Dunning and Mrs. Stonemill gasped. They both clutched their chests and while Mr. Dunning stared at his daughter, Mr. Stonemill rushed over to them.

“What did you say?”

“He’s my husband. We were married a few days ago.”

“That’s impossible. The pastor would never marry you without our permission.” Mr. Dunning turned to the pastor. “Did you marry them?”

Pastor Levinson nodded. “Yes, I did.”

“How dare you marry my daughter without my permission. What gave you the right?” Mr. Dunning squared his shoulders just as Mr. Stonemill turned toward the pastor too. Mrs. Levinson cowered behind her husband while the pastor stood tall with conviction. He opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Betsy darted in between them.

“He did it because of the baby. As soon as I told him I was pregnant, he agreed to marry us without telling you. He said your opinion didn’t matter now that I’m carrying William’s child.”

Brooks closed his eyes, unsure if he wanted to see the Stonemill’s and the Dunning’s reactions. He had to give it to Betsy, though. She was brave.

Both fathers lunged for one another, but before they could reach each other and throw punches, a gunshot rang through the air. Everyone around the scene flinched, and the women screamed.

“That is enough!” Mr. Mills shouted. “I am done with the fighting. What’s done is done, and now I need everyone to leave so we can save this man’s life!”

Everyone around the wagon backed up several steps, and while the two fathers kept their eyes on each other, they backed away. Mrs. Dunning lunged for her daughter, but Betsy shook her head and fled to Harper’s side.

“Betsy?” Mrs. Dunning said.

“I’m not leaving him.” Tears streamed down Betsy’s cheeks, and she backed even farther away from her mother. “And there’s nothing you can say to change it.”


SEVENTEEN
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HARPER



Harper, Lark, Cora, Winona, and Grace followed Wiyaka into the trees. Although they had traveled away from the wagons and the campsite, she could still smell the burnt flesh that seemed to linger in the air. It was unlike anything she’d ever smelled, and it was an odor she never wanted to smell again.

Leaves rustled in the trees, and Harper glanced up as the sunlight flecked down upon them. Birds chirped as though excited for the day, and although she knew it would be foolish to think they cared for the likes of a man’s life, it felt awkward to be happy even listening to their songs.

Wiyaka continued leading them until she found a small clearing, and she turned, stopping in front of them. She scanned the area as though she was seeking out something in particular, and while Harper wanted to ask her, she didn’t. No one did.

No one said a word.

“There,” Wiyaka finally said, pointing toward a tall, proud cottonwood tree. “This is what we need. Find more of these trees.”

All the women studied the type of tree and then scattered throughout the forest and brush. While Winona and Grace found another one, Harper and Lark didn’t.

“It’s all right. Two trees should be plenty.”

“So, what exactly do we need from the tree?” Winona asked.

“The seeds. I use them to make an oil to soothe and heal the burns.” She pointed toward the two trees. “Find any seeds you can.”

“Where are the seeds?” Harper asked.

“You see the white cotton-like puffs. They are in the fruit that is in the cotton. Just grab as many pieces of fruit as you can. We will harvest the seeds when we get back to the wagon.”

All of the women went to work, gathering the fruit. They reminded Harper of a string of pearls, only the fruit was green, not white or cream. A few popped open, and Harper could see the tiny seeds inside.

She continued to gather as much as she could, using her skirt to create a temporary basket to hold as much as she could. The other women did the same, and when Wiyaka believed they had gathered enough to make plenty of oil, she motioned for them to head back to the camp.
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“Do you know that this works?” Dr. Evans pointed at the bunches of cotton and fruit that the women had—per Wiyaka’s instructions—dumped onto a blanket on the ground.

“Yes. It does. I’ve seen it, and I’ve made it.”

Dr. Evans furrowed his brow and folded his arms across his chest. Harper could tell he wanted to question the woman more, but he didn’t. Instead, he just nodded. “Well, all right, then. I’ll trust you.”

Wiyaka went to work, preparing the oil. She reached into the cotton puffs, pulling out the fruit and digging out as many seeds as possible. Her hands worked with speed, and although a few of the other women offered to help, she shook her head.

“It’s fine. I will do it,” she muttered several times.

Betsy moved over to Harper, watching the Lakota woman like everyone else. Her face was streaked with tears and puffy. “Will this really help, Miss McCall?” she asked Harper.

“I’m sure it will. I don’t think Wiyaka would go to all this trouble if she didn’t know what she was doing.”

Everyone continued to watch the Lakota woman as she crushed the cottonwood seeds to release their essence. She mixed them with a base oil, infusing them. The scent of the concoction filled the air. With the oil prepared, Wiyaka took the bowl of oil and made her way back to where William lay, his pain-filled cries echoing through the camp. Everyone followed the Lakota woman, and as she knelt by the young man, Betsy moved around to her husband’s other side and knelt, too. She reached for his unburned hand, grabbing it in hers. She sniffed.

“I can’t lose him,” she whispered.

Wiyaka nodded. “I know.”

Harper watched Betsy bury her face in her free hand for a moment as if to hide her sobs. Then she looked at William’s parents, who were only allowed to stay if they didn’t say anything to Betsy, her parents, the pastor, or anyone else.

A hush fell over the camp, and Betsy closed her eyes while she whispered a fervent prayer over and over again. Harper turned away, inhaling several deep breaths as she, too, whispered her own prayer.
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BROOKS

Brooks stood on the outskirts of the group with his hat pulled low over his brow to shield his eyes from the afternoon sun. The Wyoming landscape stretched out before him with an endless expanse of grassy plains, kissed by the warm hues of the descending sun. The landscape’s rugged beauty was a stark contrast to the heaviness that hung in the air.

A heaviness that was his fault.

His attention was drawn back to the cottonwood seed oil in Wiyaka’s hands. The amber liquid glimmered like a captured fragment of sunlight, and the scent of crushed cottonwood seeds mingled with the gentle breeze, carrying a faint hint of earthiness. Brooks inhaled deeply, closing his eyes as he listened not only to the birds chirping in the trees and the rustle of tall grasses whispered in the wind but the blending voices of concern and prayers everyone whispered around him.

While Betsy stayed at her husband’s side, Harper, Miss Linwell, Miss Callahan, Mrs. Scott, and Mrs. Evans, stayed near her side. Their figures silhouetted against the golden backdrop of the evening sky, and their worried expressions mirrored Brooks’ own fears, etched deep into their faces. Lines of tension creased their brows, and their eyes were filled with a mixture of desperation and hope.

Brooks shifted his weight from one foot to another, his unease manifesting in restless energy. He longed to offer solace and reassurance, but he felt powerless in the face of William’s suffering, and as his gaze remained fixed on the young man’s body lying in the grass, his heart was heavy with a mixture of guilt and a desire to help. As Wiyaka held up the jar of oil over William’s body, the light caught the liquid's surface again, and Brooks held his breath, his chest tightening in anticipation.

“This may hurt,” she said.

Wiyaka carefully applied the oil to William's burned skin. A gut-wrenching cry tore through the stillness of the prairie, and the sound pierced and echoed through the air, reaching the depths of Brooks’ soul. He winced, and his hands balled into fists.

Dr. Evans, a steady presence beside Wiyaka, whispered words of comfort and encouragement into William’s ears. He helped the woman where he could and where she needed it, gently moving blades of grass that had stuck to William’s burned skin while she’d been making the oil. The two worked in tandem, like a set of people who worked as though they were one.

Through tear-filled eyes, Brooks witnessed the agony etched onto William's contorted face. He yearned to alleviate the suffering, to take away the searing pain that tormented his young apprentice. But he was powerless and nothing more than a silent observer in the face of William’s struggle.

As the screams subsided, muffled sobs filled the air. Betsy clung to Harper, her body trembling with raw emotion while the weight of uncertainty settled like a heavy cloud, casting shadows over her hopes and dreams.

Brooks remained rooted to the spot, his gaze shifting from the tender care of Wiyaka to the faces of those gathered. His mind churned with a whirlwind of emotions, regret and self-blame engulfing him like a tempest. He blamed himself for William's suffering. Thoughts of Harper had consumed his mind, and he should have been there, vigilant and watchful.

I should have been there watching him, he thought. I should have been paying attention. He was my responsibility, and I failed him.

As the scene unfolded before him, his resolve to protect, to keep watch over those he cared for, was shattered. The guilt ate away at him, gnawing at his conscience with each passing moment. He withdrew into the depths of his own turmoil, the weight of responsibility pressing upon him like an unrelenting burden.

A hand touched his shoulder and jerked his attention. He glanced over, meeting Harper’s concerned gaze. Deep lines were etched into her forehead, and she cocked her head. “Are you all right?” she asked, keeping her voice to a whisper.

Brooks stepped back, avoiding her touch. He didn’t know if he could say the words he needed to say and didn’t know if he could face the truth sitting on the tip of his tongue. “It’s my fault,” he whispered hoarsely.

“What?”

“It’s my fault. I should have been there. I let my thoughts wander, and now . . .”

Harper’s gaze softened. “You can’t blame yourself for this. We all have moments of distraction. It doesn’t make you responsible for what happened. It was an accident.”

Brooks shook his head, and his voice tinged with bitterness. “Accident or not, I can’t shake the feeling that I failed him. I should have been watching over him.”

Harper opened her mouth to say something, but Dr. Evans and Mr. Mills stood before she could, distracting her attention. Brooks turned toward the men too.

“I’m not sure if William will make it through the night,” he said, his voice heavy with uncertainty. “But if he does, there’s a good chance he’ll recover.”

“So, you’re saying he could still die?” Betsy sucked in a breath and chewed on her bottom lip.

“I don’t want to lie to you. It is possible.”

She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “How did this happen?” Her voice was nothing more than a whisper, and while she asked the question, it didn’t seem like she had asked anyone in particular. It was more than just a general wonderment.

Mr. Stonemill snorted. “It happened because he wasn’t ready to be a blacksmith apprentice. He’s just a boy.” Mr. Stonemill turned to Brooks. “And you should have told him such when he asked you. You should have said no.”

A flicker of annoyance bubbled against all his guilt as Brooks took in the sight of Mr. Stonemill standing in front of him. “William is nearly eighteen, and he was just trying to get a start in life for his soon-to-be new family. It is what is expected of him and what you should be proud of.”

“Proud? You think I’m proud of what he’s done?” Mr. Stonemill pointed toward Betsy. “She should leave and return to her parent's wagon where she belongs.”

Mr. Mills moved toward the two men, furrowing his brow. “I told you that was enough, and if you spoke, I’d make you leave. Did you think I was joking?”

Mr. Stonemill clenched his jaw, relenting with silence.

Mr. Mills continued, pointing his finger at William’s father. “Whether you like it or not, she is his wife. It’s her choice and not anyone else’s. She has the right to be by his side.”

“And what if he dies?” Mr. Dunning asked.

Mr. Mills pointed at him too. “I told you the same thing—if you speak, I will make you leave.”

“Fine,” Mr. Dunning clenched his teeth, hissing. “But know this, if he dies, the baby will go to the first orphanage we see. I will not let her raise a child alone nor bare any shame.”

“You can’t possibly do that to a child.” Winona stepped forward with her brow furrowed as she faced Mr. Dunning. “I used to run an orphanage, and I’ve seen what the abandonment does to a child. I’ve also seen what a parent’s rule does to a mother who is forced to do something she doesn’t want to do. You shouldn’t put that on your daughter or your grandchild.” She looked at the four women she brought while they stared at her. “Please don’t do that to them.”

“That’s none of your business, Miss Callahan. She’s my daughter.”

“No, she’s not.” Pastor Levinson stepped forward, too. Having just prayed with Betsy over William, he moved toward the two fathers. “She is his wife.”

Mr. Stonemill glared at the man of the cloth. “You have no right to be here, and you have no say. Not after what you did, marrying them without our permission.”

“I would do it again,” the pastor replied, his tone resolute. “To do what is right for the three of them in the eyes of the Lord. I stand by their union.”

Brooks glanced over at Betsy, still kneeling and praying next to her husband. Not only had his lack of attention caused a man’s injuries—and possibly his death—but it also possibly had just made a widow and an orphan. Lost in a tempest of guilt, he tried to find forgiveness in himself. The weight of responsibility bore down on him, driving him further into even more culpability.

He didn’t know how much longer he could stay here with the wagon train.

He needed to leave.

Period.
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The next morning, Harper made her way through the campsite, breaking into a slight trot at times in her haste. She didn’t want to think about what she would find or about a world where William would be dead and Betsy would be a young widow with a baby on the way. What would she do then? What would happen to her? Would her father get his way and not only send the baby off to an orphanage but also send her off to marry the man he’d planned for her to marry, forcing her into life with a loveless marriage and wounded heart?

No, I can’t think of such things, she told herself.

She had to have faith that it would be all right and that God would keep him safe and them together. The young couple had already endured so much on this journey to Oregon, and now, with William's life hanging in the balance, Harper couldn't help but pray for a miracle.

“Lord,” she whispered. “Grant us strength in this trying time. We have faced countless obstacles on this journey, and I humbly ask for your guidance once more. William and Betsy have shown unwavering faith, dear Lord. Faith in You. Faith in each other. And faith in this life they see as a blessing from You. They have faced trials and will face more in the months to come. Please, grant them the strength to overcome this latest obstacle.” Harper paused as tears misted her eyes. She thought of the bright-eyed young man who asked the most questions of any of the children in the camp. “Please, Lord, bring healing to William’s wounds. Guide the hands of Dr. Evans as he tends to him, and let the oil crafted by Wiyaka work miracles upon his scars. Let him recover and flourish so that he will enjoy a life lived with his wife and child. I ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Harper finished the last of her prayer just before reaching Brooks’ camp, where William had stayed throughout the night. She rounded the corner just as Mr. Mills and Dr. Evans had gathered with Betsy, pulling her aside so they could speak to her. Harper sucked in a breath, and her heart sank, fearing the worst. She rushed over to Betsy, grabbing the young woman’s hand.

“He’s alive,” Betsy said to her teacher.

“He is?” Harper looked from Betsy to Dr. Evans, and the doctor nodded.

“Yes. He’s alive, and it’s a good sign. I believe he will make it through this.” Although Dr. Evans’ voice tinged with relief, there was still a hint of caution, too. “But the burns are severe, and it will be a long road to recovery. He will have a lot of pain and be scarred.”

“How bad?”

“Well, luckily, the fire only burned his arm, hand, part of his upper leg, and one side of his neck. But his skin will look different for the rest of his life.”

“How much pain will he be in?”

“A lot for a while. It will lessen over time, and Wiyaka’s oil seems to help him more than the laudanum, which is another good thing. I don’t like giving it much because of what it does to the mind. People aren’t themselves while on it and become strangers in their own families.”

“I did notice he was different, and I don’t want him to be like that. But I also don’t want to be selfish if it helps him.”

“It doesn’t make you selfish, and I’m not sure it helps him. I will only give him a little and hope that Wiyaka’s oil will keep helping more.”

Betsy’s eyes welled up with tears, and she smiled as she looked from the doctor to Harper. She squeezed Harper’s hand, letting it go before she rushed over to William’s side. Kneeling beside him, she gently brushed a lock of hair from his forehead. “William, did you hear that?” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion. “You’re going to be all right. You will have pain, but you’re going to be all right.” She sniffed a few times, and the tears in her eyes streamed down her cheeks. She had a slight giggle in her voice as relief seemed to flood through her.

Harper stood with Dr. Evans and Mr. Mills, watching the young wife gush over her young husband. Both the men inhaled deep breaths, blowing them out as relief seemed to wash through them too. Mr. Mills cleared his throat, adjusting the hat on his head by pushing it up and wiping the sweat from his brow. He pulled it back down on his forehead.

“So, Doctor, how long before he can ride in the back of a wagon?” the wagon master asked.

Dr. Evans gaped at him for a moment as though he was almost too stunned to answer the question. “He needs at least a week,” Dr. Evans said. “Perhaps two before we can even move him into a wagon. The skin needs time to heal.”

Mr. Mills shook his head. “We can’t wait that long. We need to keep moving if we want to reach Oregon before winter sets in.”

“If he’s moved too soon, he might lose a limb or, worse; he could still die.”

Mr. Mills removed his hat again; this time, he ran his hand through his graying hair. “Let's take a few days and see how it goes. Can we at least do that?”

“Of course, Mr. Mills.”

The weight of the decision hung heavy in the air between the men, and Harper’s heart ached as she listened to them. She didn’t want to think about what the next few days would hold. Would they have to leave some of the travelers behind again as they did with the measles outbreak? Of course, Dr. Evans would want to stay with William, meaning Lark and their unborn child would stay behind, too. What if something happened to her or the child? It would also mean she would have to leave Betsy and William, and she didn’t even want to think about what Cora, Jasper, Winona, and Grace would do.

And what about Brooks?

No, she thought, we can’t separate again.

Dread inched up the back of Harper’s throat as she listened to the two men. She knew where this conversation would go, and she knew she wouldn’t like it. She looked around the campsite for Brooks but didn’t see him anywhere. She also didn’t see his wagon horses, the anvil, or any of his supplies.

Her eyes narrowed as she searched around them for anything of his.

“Where is Brooks?” she asked, trying to distract herself.

Mr. Mills glanced at her, hesitating before answering. “He . . . he left.”

“Left? Like, did he go down to the river for water? Or did he leave to go hunting?”

“No.” Mr. Mills shook his head. “He left as in he’s heading back to Fort Laramie.”

“But what about his supplies?” She pointed toward the wagon. “What about his wagon?”

“That’s my wagon,” Mr. Mills said. “I moved it early this morning after Mr. Campbell left.”

Harper felt the world tilt beneath her feet. Her pulse quickened, and her breath shortened. “But . . . why . . . why did he leave? I don’t understand.”

Mr. Mills shrugged. “I don’t know why he left. He just told me that his plans had changed, and he didn’t say anything much other than that. I tried to talk him into staying, but he was set on going.”

“But what about the knives?”

“That’s between him and the Lakota. That’s none of my business.”

Tears welled in Harper's eyes, blurring her vision as they spilled over and streamed down her cheeks. Each droplet carried the weight of her shattered hopes, and her heart broke with the painful realization that Brooks had left without a word to her—not even a goodbye. It felt as if a fissure had formed deep within her, threatening to engulf her in a tidal wave of despair.

The man she had begun to fall for, the one who had captured her heart amidst the trials and tribulations of the wagon train, had abandoned her. The once bright flame of love flickered, its warmth replaced by a biting cold that seeped into every corner of her being. It was a betrayal she had never anticipated, a wound that cut deep and left her gasping for air.

Her thoughts swirled with unanswered questions, tormenting her as she tried to make sense of his sudden departure. Why had he left? What had driven him to make such a painful decision? Doubt gnawed at the edges of her consciousness, whispering cruel suspicions into her ears. Had she not been enough? Had she failed to be the person he needed?

She didn’t know what she couldn’t bear more—the thought of losing him or not knowing what had happened. Images of their stolen moments together, the gentle touch of his finger on her chin, and how his eyes sparkled with tenderness flooded her mind. She had believed, with every fiber of her being, that their connection was real, that they were building something beautiful amidst the harshness of the frontier.

And now that it seemed to all shatter in front of her, the weight of grief settled upon her chest, suffocating her with its intensity. She clutched her hands to her heart as if physically trying to hold the broken pieces of herself together. How could she go on, knowing that the one person she had come to love might be forever out of her reach?

The truth of the matter was she couldn’t.

She had to go after him.

She had to find him.

She had to tell him not only how she felt but that she wanted them to go to Oregon together.

“Mr. Mills, will you help me find him?” She looked at the wagon master, begging with a voice that trembled in her chest.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Mr. Campbell was pretty set on—”

“Please, Mr. Mills. I wouldn’t ask this of you if it wasn’t important. Please? You have to help me find him and bring him back.”

Mr. Mills hesitated, cocking his head to the side as he narrowed his eyes. “I don’t reckon I want to get into another man’s affairs like that. If he wants to go back to where he came from, that’s his business.”

More tears filled her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. Her bottom lip quivered as the sobs threatened to cause her to lose control.

“Please?”

Mr. Mills inhaled a deep breath, groaning as he blew out the breath. “All right, fine. But we aren’t taking any wagons. You have to ride a horse, and if you don’t know how, then I guess we’re not going.”

“I know how to ride,” Harper lied.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Well, I know enough. And if the cowboys can do it, why can’t I?”
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The early morning sun rose high in the sky, casting its golden rays upon the trail as Brooks gripped the reins of his horse-drawn wagon. The rhythmic sound of hooves against dirt was his only company, and although he had hoped it would be a much-needed distraction from his guilt, it wasn’t. Nothing was.

How he believed anything would take away the weight crushing his heart, he didn’t know. Perhaps it was because he really didn’t want to stop thinking about how he had left behind the safety and camaraderie of the wagon train, but he’d also left behind Harper.

Harper had been everything he’d ever wanted and everything he knew he needed. She had captured his heart amidst the ruggedness of the trail. She possessed a spirit as fierce as the untamed wilderness, with her eyes mirroring the untold dreams she held within.

And it was for this reason that he had left.

He couldn't bear the thought of binding her to a man like him, a man stained with the shadows of misfortune and missteps. His mother, William—people he cared about always seemed to end up worse off, and he didn’t want that for her. Of course, he yearned to stay by her side, to cherish her and protect her from the harsh realities of life, but his self-doubt held him captive. He believed she deserved a better man, one who had achieved more, accomplished great deeds, and could provide the security she deserved. He longed to see her smile radiantly, free from the worries that followed him like a shadow, cloaking everything with a darkness that nearly suffocated him.

Inhaling a deep breath, he pulled the horses to a halt and climbed down from the buckboard, his boots sinking into the dusty trail. Kneeling on the ground, he clasped his hands together, his eyes searching the endless blue above.

“Dear God,” he whispered, his voice a soft plea. “I know I’m not much of a man, but Harper . . . she’s special, and I know you know this. You made her, after all. She deserves the best this life can offer. I can't bear the thought of holding her back or bringing her harm. So, I pray you bless her, Lord. Bless her with a man who can give her the love and happiness she deserves. A man who can shield her from the darkness and guide her toward the light.”

His heartfelt prayer lingered in the air, carried by the wind that rustled through the nearby trees while he remained on his knees, his eyes closed as he surrendered his desires and hoped the Lord would give Harper the life he couldn't provide.

As Brooks rose to his feet, the wind shifted, and a hint of smoke wafted in the air. He didn’t know of any other wagon trains following so close behind them, nor had he heard anything about Swift Thunder’s men coming for the weapons.

“I wonder who it is,” he said to himself.

Without much thought of why, he tied the horses to a tree and set off into the forest. As Brooks followed the faint aroma, his senses were heightened with a mix of curiosity and concern. The scent grew stronger and stronger, and he quickened his pace, his footsteps were muffled by the thick carpet of fallen leaves beneath his boots.

He continued maneuvering through the trees, keeping a keen eye on the dense foliage for any movement he could find until, finally, he spotted smoke billowing from several campfires. The flames had burned out, leaving the smoldering chunks of wood behind as the only evidence that anyone was in the area.

His heart skipped a beat as he looked around the remnants of a campsite that wasn’t familiar, nor did it look as organized as a wagon train or Lakota tribe. Only lawless men who cared for nothing would leave their fires still smoking. His mind raced, connecting the dots swiftly, and his thoughts settled on the possibility of a gang of bandits.

“Bandits,” he whispered to himself. He glanced around, stopping as he turned to face the direction of the wagon train camp he’d just left. His stomach twisted. “And they are hot on our trail.”
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HARPER

Harper clung to the reins so tight her skin paled. A pang of regret coursed through her. She had lied about her ability to ride, and she struggled to balance herself in the saddle, bouncing and flopping down the trail like a pioneer doll.

Desperate to find Brooks, she had naively assumed that riding a horse would be easy and that she could effortlessly traverse the rugged terrain. But the truth was far from what she had imagined, and every jarring step and uncomfortable sway of the saddle reminded her of just how wrong she’d been. Her body ached, her muscles protested, and she knew she’d been nothing more than a fool.

As the horse trotted underneath her seat, her grip tightened, and amidst her regrets in thinking she could do this; however, a spark of determination flickered within her.

She had to find Brooks.

She just had to.

The two continued down the trail, searching around them in case he had veered off to set up camp or rest for lunch. Harper's heart pounded, and each beat echoed in her ears as her gaze scanned the surroundings with fervent determination, desperately searching for any sign of Brooks. She couldn't fathom the possibility of losing him, not without trying to make him understand how she felt and that she wanted them to fight for the love they had found in the midst of the Wyoming prairie.

“How far do you think he has gotten?” she asked Mr. Mills.

“He couldn’t have gotten too far.”

Just as Mr. Mills thought, as the sun peaked in the afternoon sky, her weary eyes finally fell upon the sight she had longed for. Brooks’ wagon sat nestled in a peaceful clearing, a temporary haven amidst the vastness of the frontier. Relief flooded through her veins, washing away the fear and uncertainty that had plagued her. She didn't know what words would flow from her lips, but it didn't matter. In that moment, all that mattered was talking to him, even if it meant stumbling through an awkward conversation or grappling with the fear of rejection.

As they neared the wagon, they realized that it was empty. Brooks was nowhere to be found.

“Where do you think he is?” Harper asked Mr. Mills.

“I’m not sure.” He spun a few circles, narrowing his gaze. “Do you smell that?”

“Smell what?”

“It smells like a campfire.”

Before she could ask another question, Mr. Mills darted off into a nearby grove of trees. She trotted after him, struggling through the brush as she followed. Her skirt ripped on a few branches, and she tugged on the material, both wanting to call out to Mr. Mills to wait up and not wanting to slow him down.

They continued weaving through the trees and brush until Mr. Mills skidded to a stop. His halt was so sudden that Harper nearly ran into the back of him. Brooks turned, just as shocked to see them as they were to find him.

“Mr. Mills? Harper? What are you both doing here?” Brooks asked.

Mr. Mills hooked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing toward Harper. “Ask her.”

Before Brooks could say anything else, she moved around the wagon master and darted toward Brooks, throwing her arms around him. He matched her embrace, hugging her tightly and then letting his lips brush against the top of her head.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her, pulling away.

She wanted to remain calm even though her insides were anything but. “Funny, I was going to ask you the same question.” Her brow furrowed. She wanted to smack him and kiss him all at the same time. “Why did you leave? And why did you leave without saying a word to me?”

“It was better that I did.”

“No, it wasn’t. You just think it was.”

His gaze dropped to the ground, and he inhaled a deep breath. “I know we need to talk, but we need to do it later.”

Harper cocked her head to the side. She didn’t understand why he said what he did. Shouldn’t they talk about it now? “Why later?”

“Look around you.”

Just as she did what Brooks had said, so did Mr. Mills, and his eyes widened. The sudden awareness of his surroundings seemed to hit him in the chest, and he darted off in one direction, staring at the ground while he circled the area, and then darted in the other direction, circling that area too.

“What is it?” Harper asked Brooks.

“I thought I smelled a fire while I was passing through. I didn’t think there were any other wagon trains behind us. At least not this close. But it’s not a wagon train. There are no wheel tracks.”

Confused, Harper continued to look around, and an eerie silence enveloped the surroundings. “I still don’t understand.”

Mr. Mills approached them with his hand instinctively resting on the gun holster attached to his hip. “Bandits,” he muttered, his eyes scanned around them again.

“They aren’t near,” Brooks said. “Or at least I don’t think they are. But the fires are fresh, as are the hoof tracks. They are following us.”

“How do you know they are bandits?” she asked him.

“Because there aren’t any wagons,” Mr. Mills answered, even though she’d asked Brooks. “No wagons out here mean they aren’t friendly.”

Harper’s mind raced as fear tightened its grip around her chest. They were alone, vulnerable, and miles away from the safety of the wagon train. Her fear bubbled, clinging to Mr. Mills’ words even though she didn’t want it to. “What should we do?”

Mr. Mills frowned, and his brow furrowed with concern. “We need to get back to the wagon train and warn the others. We can’t leave with William in his condition. We’ll have to stay and be prepared for an attack.”
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Bandits.

Good versus evil.

It is the classic storyline and has been for more years than Harper could recall.

Throughout history, bandits have graced story after story in some form or another—a constant presence in every book; the battles between the daring heroes and the cunning villains were what made the story . . . well, a story. Who would want to read a boring book where nothing happened?

Harper knew she wouldn’t.

Those tales were her escape, a magical realm where danger existed only within the pages of a book. No matter what happened in them, she would gobble up the stories, dwelling in the strife between the characters and getting lost through the pages of battles of good versus evil, of the hero versus the villain. There would be times when the good guy prevailed and times when the bad guy did—or at least the author made the reader think that way. In the end, the heroes always won.

It was a world Harper could live in, and as she rushed about the wagon, packing her belongings so they could be prepared for an attack, she couldn’t help but think how naive she had been in believing that the battles between villains and heroes were confined to the realm of fiction. In her innocent mind, the line between good and evil was clear-cut, easily discernible. The heroes always triumphed, and justice always prevailed. Reading these countless stories as a child, she had always yearned for adventure and to be the brave heroine who stood up to the villains and emerged victorious.

And in one second, that illusion had been shattered.

Life had suddenly forced her to confront the harsh reality that villains did exist beyond the stories. Bandits, thieves, and ruthless men who sought to exploit the vulnerable. They were the real-life bad guys, lurking in the shadows, waiting for an opportunity to strike.

And they could not only steal her life but steal those she loved.

Faced with this harshness of the world, she couldn't help but wonder if she was ill-equipped for whatever life would throw at her. Doubts crept in, questioning her courage and strength. Of course, she could clench her fist while hardening with resolve. She could try to protect her loved ones, no matter the cost. The stories she read as a child had taught her that heroes were not without their flaws and fears. It was the choices they made in the face of adversity that defined them.

But would it work for her in that way?

Would she be able to do what she needed to do?
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Harper wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand as she stood beside the wagon. Her hands trembled around the ends of a blanket she was helping Grace fold. The news of the impending bandit attack had spread like wildfire through the camp, igniting a frenzy of panic and fear, and everyone now rushed around to gather their belongings and pack them away just in case they needed to flee.

Not that it would do any good, Harper had thought. Men on horseback were far more capable of speeding through the Wyoming prairie than a team of horses pulling a heavy wagon. It was common knowledge.

Grace flipped the material over and walked toward Harper, handing her the corners so Harper could finish folding it.

“What are we going to do if they attack us?” Grace asked. Her pale face was streaked with tears, and her voice cracked.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think they might just take everything we have and leave us be?” A slight glint of hope sparkled in Grace’s eyes, and although Harper wanted to say yes to her friend, she knew it would be ignorant to do so.

“I don’t know.”

“I suppose that’s a stupid question to ask. They are bandits. They are nothing more than thieves and murderers.” A lump seemed to form in her throat, and her eyes misted with even more tears. “I don’t want to die.”

“I know.” Harper draped the blanket over one arm and tucked it into her chest. “I don’t either. But we can’t think like this. We have to have faith that everything will be all right.” She paused for a moment, collecting her own emotions. “And we also have to have the courage to fight back. We need to protect each other.”

As Harper laid her hand on Grace’s shoulder, Winona rounded the wagon and bent down to grab the pots and pans around the campfire.

“Once those blankets are folded, I need you two to help me with the cooking supplies. We need to get everything in the wagon quickly because Mr. Mills wants us to pull them closer together in a tighter circle with his.”

“Yes, Winona,” they both said.

The two continued folding, and with the blankets finished, Harper went to work helping the headmistress while Grace took the blankets to the back of the wagon.

“I wish I knew what was going to happen,” Harper said.

Winona looked at her. “I’m sure everyone is wishing that right now.”

“I just don’t understand why this is all happening. What did we all do to deserve this? Were we not supposed to leave Missouri?”

“We were.” Winona stacked two pots together and set them aside. She made her way over to Harper, laying her hands on Harper’s shoulders. “God doesn’t work that way. He doesn’t make bad things happen to us because of the choices we make. Life is just . . . life, and while I don’t know what will happen, I do know that we’re not going down without a fight. We'll defend ourselves, and we'll make it through this.”

“I wish I had your confidence.”

“I’ll try to pass it along. But only if you try to reach out and grab it when you see it.” The headmistress winked and then drew Harper into a tight hug. Harper had always loved Winona’s hugs. They always helped, no matter how old she was or what she was sad about, mad about, or feared. It was as though she knew just the right amount of tightness Harper needed at that moment, giving her the comfort she needed.

She only wished she could give it right back to the woman.

“Winona! Harper!” a voice called out.

The two women pulled away just as Lark and Cora approached the wagon. Their faces were etched with concern. “Jasper and Carter want you to pull your wagon between ours,” Lark said.

“Yes, so that you are between us. It will keep you two and Grace safer.” Cora cocked her head to the side and set her lips to a slight pout. It was something she always did when she wanted someone to do something, and she wasn’t sure they would agree to it.

Winona nodded, smiling as though she was grateful for the concern. “Thank you. I think that would be a good idea too.”

With the rest of their belongings finally packed in the wagon, Winona moved it just as Jasper and Carter had asked, between their wagons in the circle. She backed it up as close as she could, and Harper watched as the rest of the wagon train wedged their own together, creating a tight circle with only slivers of openings to the outside world. It was their very own fortress; only it lacked the stone and height of those she’d read about in fairytales.

It had to work, though, right, she wondered. It had to protect them. It just had to.

Harper looked around the camp, watching as everyone rushed about with nothing but worry etched on their faces. All the families readied their wagons; the husbands checked their guns and ammo while the mothers helped calm the children—or at least those far too young to understand what was happening. The single men and the cowboys prepared in equal, yet different ways, tending to their own supplies without worrying about protecting anyone other than themselves. Of course, they would probably help those around them, but no family bonds existed. While Jasper stuck to Cora, having her help him where she could, Carter darted back and forth between Lark and William, who had been carefully moved to the back of Mr. Mills’ wagon with Betsy at his side. While she tended to her husband, Carter and Brooks set up a few guns, placing them near the wagon just in case.

Harper watched the two men for a moment before heading toward Brooks, waving at him as she approached.

They hadn’t finished their conversation when she went after him.

“Are you all packed up?” he asked as she reached him. Before she could answer, he glanced over her shoulder, looking toward her wagon.

“Yes. Everything is ready.”

“Good.” He nodded, reached for a long rifle in the back of his wagon, loaded it, and set it back down; a sense of haste breathed through his word. “I’m ready too.”

“Does that mean we can talk now?”

“Of course. We can always talk.”

“Really? So, you not saying goodbye . . . is that always being able to talk?”

He inhaled a deep breath as he lowered his gaze to the ground, and guilt shadowed his features.

She wanted to wait for his answer, yet didn’t at the same time. “Why didn’t you come to me? Why didn’t you say anything? Why did you just leave?”

“I thought it was better that way.”

“Better? Better for who? Me? You?”

“For both of us. You don’t need to get tied up with the likes of a man like me.”

“What do you mean a man like you? Someone kind? Someone who cares about others? Someone who would take the time out of his day to give children a glimpse into a job he loves so much? Someone who would agree to help a young man looking to make a life for himself? I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Everyone who is around me ends up hurt. I’m not going to put you through that.”

“I don’t believe that. Yes, I know your mother went through a terrible injustice, but that was not your fault, nor was William’s accident.”

“I don’t know if I can see it that way.”

“Can you at least try? I thought we were in this together. I thought that while we hadn’t exactly spoken about the future, it was implied. At least I wanted it to be.”

“What exactly did you want to be implied between us?”

His question kicked up her heartbeat. While she had nothing to lose in telling him the truth and speaking her mind, she still feared he would disagree. Not to mention, imagining telling him what she wanted to and actually doing it were two different things. She could always be brave in her own mind; she couldn’t always be brave outside of her mind.

“That we would do this together. That we would be together.”

“Like married?”

A lump formed in her throat, and although she tried to swallow it, she couldn’t. She opened her mouth to answer, but the lump tried to stop her. “Ye . . . yes,” she stuttered. Her voice cracked. “Did . . . did you not feel . . . feel the same?”

“I did.”

“And do you still?”

He lowered his gaze to the ground once more, and the hesitation of the movement chilled through her blood. Her pulse deafened her ears as she waited for him to answer.

He didn’t.

“All right.” She squared her chest. “I will take the hint.”

She went to move past him, but he reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her. “Would you just give me a second?”

“A second? You shouldn’t need a second.”

He blinked at her. “You’re right. I shouldn’t.” He tightened his grip on her arm, but not in a hurtful way. “All right. Yes, I do. I feel the same. In fact, I love you, so let’s get married. I’ll marry you right now. We just need to find the pastor. What do you think?”

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Too stunned to speak, her voice failed her.

“Now, who is the quiet one?” he asked.

“I just needed a second.”

He raised one eyebrow. “I thought we shouldn’t need a second.”

A low growl rumbled in her chest, and he laughed. “I couldn’t resist.”

“It’s all right. I sort of walked into that one, didn’t I?”

“You kind of did.”

They both laughed, and he wrapped his arms around her, drawing her into his chest before kissing her on the cheek and then on the top of her head. “We’ll get through this. Together. And when it’s all over . . . then we’ll get married. Deal?”

With her face pressed against his chest, she nodded. “Deal.”

He kissed the top of her head again, but before he could kiss her cheek, loud shouting echoed across the tight circle. They both flinched and turned toward the noise as everyone else did, watching Mr. Mills as he stood before Mr. Schneider, the German husband. The two men were screaming at one another.

“What’s going on?” Harper asked Brooks.

He shrugged. “I have no idea.”
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WINONA

Although Winona wanted to watch Harper as she made her way over to Mr. Campbell’s wagon, she also didn’t want to pry. It was a bitter battle in her conscious that, luckily, Grace, who had called her over to help, had helped her win.

“I know Mr. Scott showed me how to use this, but I can’t remember what to do.” Grace pointed toward the pistol lying in the back of the wagon. With a crease formed on her forehead, she looked from the headmistress to the gun, then back to the headmistress.

“It’s all right, Grace. Just stay with me, and I’ll keep you safe.”

“I don’t even know what to do. Are we supposed to run? Are we supposed to hide? Do they know how many bandits there are?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have the answers for that. I would say just stay close to me. If—not when because we still don’t know if they will even attack us—but if there is a problem, I’m sure we will know what to do. It might be something we can’t plan or prepare for.”

“But I’m always prepared . . . for everything.” Grace blinked at Winona, and there was a slight shake in her voice.

“I know you are. Sometimes in life, however, we can only do so much before we just have to give it all over to God.”

“Yeah, I know we have to. It’s just hard.”

“It’s not supposed to be easy.” Winona laid her hand on Grace’s shoulder. She knew how scared the woman was, and she hated it. She hated it for all of them—Lark, Cora, Grace, and Harper. She had wanted nothing but the best for all of them. She hadn’t wanted them to deal with some of the things they had.

She almost felt as though their strife was all her fault.

“Nein. Ich gehe und du kannst mich nicht aufhalten!”

The shouted German words echoed in the air, jerking Winona’s attention. She glanced over, noticing Mr. Mills standing with Mr. Schneider. The German husband was ranting and waving his hands.

“What is going on over there?” Grace asked.

Curiosity piqued, and Winona shook her head. “I’m not sure. But let’s go see.”

They approached the German couple’s wagon, where Mr. Mills stood, confusion etched on his face while he gestured with his hands. “You cannot leave. No leave.” He pointed off into the distance, then to the ground around his feet. “Out there is danger. Safe, here. You cannot leave.”

Mr. Schneider shook his head. His thick German accent colored his words. “Nein. Nein stay. We go.”

Frustration glinted in Mr. Mills’ eyes as it looked as though he struggled to understand Mr. Schneider's broken English and the German language interlaced within their conversation. He frantically searched for a way to convince the couple to stay, to make them comprehend the dangers that lurked outside the safety of the camp.

“They will kill you if you are alone. Do you understand me? They will kill you.”

“Nein, stay. We go.”

Winona glanced at Mrs. Schneider, who sat on the buckboard of the wagon, clutching her infant son. The look of fear was etched across her face as she watched Mr. Mills and her husband argue.

Mr. Mills pointed at the woman and infant. “Do you want them to die? If you leave, they will die. Is that what you want?”

Mr. Schneider continued to shake his head and wave his arms at the wagon master. Winona didn’t know how much English the German man knew, but from the look of it, he didn’t understand anything that Mr. Mills was saying.

She rushed forward. “Mr. Mills, he doesn’t understand,” she shouted at the wagon master.

“I know he doesn’t, and I don’t know how to make him.”

“What upset him?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I guess seeing all the men loading their guns scared him into thinking that something was happening.”

Winona rushed toward Mr. Schneider, reaching out for his arm. “Please. Try to understand. You need to stay. They will die. Do you understand die? Death.”

Mr. Schneider continued to shake his head, shouting words in German as he backed away from Winona and Mr. Mills. He waved his arms and then climbed into the wagon, sitting next to his wife and son. With a few more shouted words, he slapped the horses on the backs with the reins, driving them to pull the wagon away from the circle and away from the wagon train.

Everyone watched them vanish down the trail.


TWENTY-ONE
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WESTON



Fifty-three.

That was the number of years Weston had worked on this planet. He started at just ten years old, working at the lumber mill in some podunk town in Tennessee. For just ten cents a month—which was what most of the other men earned in a day—he would help the men by running buckets of water to them while they worked. It wasn’t the best job, but to a ten-year-old boy with nothing else to do at home except for farm chores he didn’t like, it was all he ever thought he wanted.

And then he met a cowboy, and everything changed.

Introduced into the life of cattle and horses hadn’t been like his life with lumber. For the most part, he could be his own boss, only taking orders from the cattle bosses when he was on the ranch or in the stockyards. When he was out on the range, driving cattle across the grass plains, he had no one to report to. It had been the most free he’d ever felt, and he knew it was the only thing he’d ever wanted to do.

At least until the folks wanted to head out west and needed guides.

It was true that part of him still longed for the company of cattle over the company of humans. Of course, bovines were so much easier, and that was even true on the hard days when you have cows calving, a bull running loose and mowing down your horse, or an out-of-control stampede that didn’t seem to want to stop for anything. But there was still something fun about guiding people to the start of their new lives. It always gave him a sense that there was still some hope in the world, even if he lacked it himself.

Someone always has to have some, right?

Perhaps they could have enough for him, too.

That way, he didn’t have to have any.

He could continue living just how he wanted, doing what he wanted. It was nice not to have the responsibilities the other men had—and he didn’t at all envy any of them.

Not one bit.

He glanced around the camp, squinting in the darkness while everyone around him slept. He had agreed to take the first watch, and although he wasn’t a stranger to a quiet camp full of sleeping people, there was a difference in the air tonight. One that seemed heavy and clouded with tension. It almost made him restless, and he found his thoughts drifting inward until he lost himself in contemplating what he’d done with his life and what he still wanted to do.

His gaze fixed on the flickering embers of the dying fire as the ache of his tired bones and weariness settled deep within his soul. He had dedicated much of his life to this journey, guiding wagon trains through treacherous terrains and facing countless trials along the way. But as the years etched lines upon his weathered face, he couldn't help but question if time had finally caught up with him.

Should he live through this trip to Oregon, did he want to make another one? Or did he want to stay in Oregon, finding something for himself where he could live out the rest of his days living a different kind of life?

Am I cut out for this anymore, he wondered. Or am I nothing more than an old man clinging to the past that no longer fits?

A sigh escaped his lips, laced with a tinge of uncertainty. The weight of responsibility that rested on his shoulders felt heavier than ever. He had sworn to protect the travelers, to guide them through the perils of the frontier. But doubts crept into his mind, whispering tales of diminished strength and fading resilience.

The image of the bandits, ruthless and cunning, flashed before his weary eyes. Doubts morphed into fears, weaving a web of uncertainty within his thoughts. Would his aging body and weary mind be able to match the challenges they would soon face? Could he still be the guardian they needed, or was he simply a relic of a time long gone?

A sense of vulnerability washed over him, mingling with the flickering embers that cast dancing shadows across his features. In the solitude of the night, Weston grappled with his own mortality, aware that his limits were becoming more defined with each passing day.

It was something he never thought would happen.

But he supposed such was life.

We never grow up thinking about how it will feel when we age. We just grow up thinking about all the years we’ll be strong. We don’t think about our twilight years until we are in them.

Footsteps thumped against the ground, and he sat up. With his ears perked, his heartbeat kicked up, and he scanned the camp around him. Gut instinct sent his finger straight to the trigger of his rifle, and he lifted it slightly, readying himself to fire.

“It’s just me,” a voice said.

“Me who?”

Miss Callahan emerged from the darkness, holding her hand up. The soft orange glow of his fire illuminated her face, and she smiled slightly. “It’s Winona.”

“For Pete’s sake, woman, don’t you know never to sneak up on a man who is on watch?” He heaved a deep sigh, lowering his rifle. “That’s a great way to get shot.”

“Sorry.”

“What are you doing up at this hour of the night?” He glanced up at her, still breathing deep breaths to calm his heart rate.

“I couldn’t sleep, and I saw your fire. I thought perhaps I would keep you company.”

“I’m on watch. I don’t need the company.”

“Well . . .” She inhaled a deep breath and sat beside him in the grass. “I do.”

The two of them sat silently for several minutes, either staring off into the distance or watching the fire dance around the chunk of wood in the pit. Of course, Weston was no stranger to the fact that they had never been particularly close. In fact, more often than not, their interactions were filled with tension and guarded conversations. But as she sat beside him tonight, he couldn’t help but feel a slight change in the air.

“You should try to get some rest,” he told her.

“What’s the matter? Do you want me to leave?”

“No, I didn’t say that.” In truth, he didn’t want her to leave for once. “I only suggest it because you’re no good to those women if you’re tired.”

“I know I’m not. But knowing it doesn’t help me sleep. It actually makes it worse.” She fixed her gaze on the horizon, and the vastness of the wilderness seemed to mirror the uncertainty that pervaded their journey. “The constant fear of the unknown lurking in the darkness. It’s overwhelming.”

“I’m sure everything will be all right.”

She snorted, dropping her gaze to the ground. “That’s the same thing I always tell the young women. The funny part is that most of the time, I mean it because I feel it. I believe it. I’m not sure I can believe you.”

A flicker of determination ignited within his tired self. “Well, I may be an old man,” he said, straightening his shoulders. The doubts may have lingered in his mind not but moments ago, but he wouldn’t let them have their say. “But there’s a lot of fight left in me.”

Miss Callahan smiled. “Of course, there is. I shouldn’t have said what I did. It’s just the fear talking, nothing more.” She paused. “When I left Missouri, I had four women to protect and care for. Now I just have two—which I believe will turn into one here soon if my suspicions are correct about Harper and Mr. Campbell.” She chuckled, shaking her head. “I’ve made it so far . . . to have it all ripped away . . .”

She let her voice trail off, and while he didn’t know if she expected him to say anything, he didn’t. There wasn’t anything to say besides what he had already said. Surely, he could make her every promise under the sun, but that didn’t mean he’d keep it—even if he wanted to. Fate was too unpredictable for that.

“What do you plan to do about the bandits?” she asked.

“I’m not sure I have a plan. The truth is, we can never fully prepare for what they might do. All we can do is stay vigilant and be ready to defend ourselves.”

A sense of unease seemed to settle in the pit of Winona's stomach, as though the weight of responsibility pressed heavily upon her. Her face twisted, and her brow furrowed. “Then I suppose that is what I will do no matter the cost.”

Noticing her expression, a flicker of empathy warmed through his chest, and he watched the shadows dance upon her features. She wasn’t the woman he thought she was when they met. She was a lot more, and in the night's quietude, he couldn’t help but feel as though a brief moment of understanding passed between them, forged by the weight of a shared responsibility.

They may not have been close before, but they were both driven by the same determination to protect those around them.


TWENTY-TWO
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“Mr. Campbell, wake up!”

Something hard smacked against Brooks’ arm, causing him to jerk awake. He sat upright, and as the blanket fell from his chest, he glanced at Mr. Mills standing over him, looking poised to kick him again.

“What is it?” he asked. He pressed his palms into his eyes, rubbing the sleep from them.

“We have a situation. I need you to tack up a horse. We’ve got to go for a ride.”

Brooks didn’t know which he didn’t like more—the words Mr. Mills used or his tone. Having a situation is never good, and how he said it didn’t make it sound any better.

“What’s going on?”

“You’ll see when you get up.”

Brooks stumbled to his feet, running his hands through his hair while he stretched his arms. He hadn’t known when he’d fallen asleep, but he knew by how tired he was that it wasn’t that long ago.

“Get your horse tacked up. We leave in five minutes.”

He nodded. “All right.”

Turning toward the horses, movement caught his attention out of the corner of his eye, stopping him. His heart skipped a beat, and he sucked in a breath as a plume of thick black smoke rose into the clear morning air in the distance. The cloud stained the horizon with its ominous presence, and his brows furrowed, concern etching deep lines on his forehead.

What on earth is that, he wondered.

“Mr. Campbell,” Mr. Mills called out again. “We need to get going.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Brooks went to work, gathering one of the geldings. He worked fast, throwing on the blanket and saddle before cinching the girth and climbing on. After swinging his leg over, he cued his horse over to Harper, who had stirred awake in with the commotion around the camp.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. But I’m going to find out. Please stay close to Miss Callahan. Do you think you can do that for me?”

She bit her lip and nodded. “I will.”

“I hope to be back soon. If anything happens, my long rifle and a pistol are in the wagon. Don’t stay around to try to fight your way out. Just run if you can.” He didn’t know what was worse, telling her these things or imagining her having to do them. It was probably the latter.

Heaven help the man who harmed her for any reason, he thought.

“I will.” She glanced down at the ground and then back up at him. “I want you to stay safe too.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll make it back.”

“Let’s go, Mr. Campbell!”

Brooks gave Mr. Mills a nod and waved to Harper before cueing his horse into a gallop after the wagon master and several other men also going with them. He didn’t want to think about what could happen while they were gone. Yet he also didn’t want to think about what they were headed into. He wasn’t quite sure where the smoke was coming from. He had his suspicions.

He just prayed he wasn’t right.
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The riders galloped down the trail, and as they drew closer, the acrid scent of burning timber filled Brooks’ nostrils. The source of the fire loomed into view, and as they crested over a small hill, Brooks’ breath caught in his throat. The riders all halted, staring at the ball of flames that flickered at least a dozen feet in the air.

It was his worst fear.

It was what he had been dreading the most.

“Is that what I think it is?” Mr. Stonemill asked.

“Depends on what you think it is.” Mr. Mills cleared his throat, ducking his chin for a moment before looking at the scene again.

“I think it was Mr. and Mrs. Schneider.”

“Well, then, yes, it is what you think it is.”

It was the German couple’s wagon that was engulfed in flames while the billowing black smoke clawed at the heavens. The sight was devastating. Once a symbol of hope and dreams, their wagon was now reduced to a charred ruin.

“Do you see Mr. and Mrs. Schneider?” Mr. Stonemill asked.

“They are over there.” Mr. Mills pointed, and as Brooks followed the direction, the wagon master pointed, he saw the couple lying motionless nearby. Their bodies were face down in the grass, almost unrecognizable amongst the smoldering wreckage.

A mix of grief and rage surged through Brooks’ veins, and he clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white.

He jumped down from his horse, dropping the reins. The horse backed away from the flames a few steps but then started ripping at the tall grass, eating like he hadn’t eaten anything in days.

Brooks covered his mouth as he trotted over to the bodies. Their heads were beaten to bloody messes, and while their whole life’s belongings were on fire, they weren’t touched by the flames. A few other men, including Mr. Mills, followed behind him, and they all looked around the couple, searching for the little boy.

Brooks didn’t know whether or not he wanted to find the infant. It was bad enough that he had to see the boy’s parents lying dead in the grass. He didn’t want to see a dead child too. But he also wanted to find the baby more than anything, just to make sure the boy was all right.

“Does anyone see him?” he asked.

Everyone shook their heads, and they continued to look. He continued walking around, moving slightly away from the wagon. A whimper mumbled from the grass.

“Shh!” He called out. “I think I hear something.”

He inched farther away from the wagons and bent down so his head was closer to the grass. He heard another mumbled whimper. The pattern repeated as he crept along, finally finding the little boy lying in a tuft of tall grass, looking up at the sky. The baby kicked his feet, loosening the blanket around him, and as Brooks looked down at him, their eyes met.

“I found him!” Brooks called out. Without a second thought, Brooks scooped the child into his arms. The baby cried momentarily, scrunching his face and tucking his legs tight against his body.

“Shh, it’s all right. I’ve got you.”

“Is he alive?” Dr. Evans cued his horse and galloped over to Brooks, and he climbed out of the saddle, rushing toward them. Brooks handed him the infant, and the doctor laid him in the grass, checking his whole body. The boy wiggled and cried until the doctor wrapped him, picked him up, and gave him back to Brooks, glancing over at Mr. Mills.

“He seems to be all right. No scratches or bruises, and he doesn’t appear to have any injuries.”

Both Brooks and the doctor moved back over toward the other men.

“Why didn’t they hurt him?” Books asked, looking at Mr. Mills.

Mr. Mills shook his head. “No idea. But there’s nothing left for us to do here. We should get back to the wagons and pack up. We will ride out at dawn.”

“But won’t that make us vulnerable?”

“Thanks to Mr. and Mrs. Schneider, those bandits won’t need supplies for at least a week. They will still follow us, but they won’t attack. Not until they’ve run out of supplies.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because they ain’t got the means to haul everything they take. They don’t have wagons, and hiding the stuff around here is pointless. The Native Americans will just find it and take it. It’s best for them to travel as light as they can. That’s just how they are.” Mr. Mills paused, glancing over to take in the sight of the wagon once more before he turned his horse around. “Let’s get back to the wagons. There’s nothing for us here.”

Mr. Scott cued his horse over to Brooks. He smiled and nodded. “May I take the boy, Mr. Campbell?” he asked.

“Sure.” Brooks handed the infant to Mr. Scott, who tucked the baby against his chest and looked at Mr. Mills. “I’m pretty sure I know how my wife is going to feel about this, but . . . if no one wants him, we will take him. My wife . . . she’s been wanting to be a mother her whole life.”

“Well, you’re more than welcome to him as far as I’m concerned,” Mr. Mills said. “But I don’t know if I have the right to say that. He looked around at the rest of the men. “Does anyone object to Mr. and Mrs. Scott taking the infant?”

Everyone shook their heads, and after spitting on the ground, Mr. Mills looked back at Mr. Scott. “Congratulations. It’s a boy.”

The wagon master turned his horse and cued it into a lope. The rest of the men followed behind him while Brooks and Mr. Scott brought up the rear.

“Do you think Mrs. Scott is going to be okay with taking him?” Brooks asked him.

Mr. Scott laughed. “If I know Cora, she would hang me upside down from my toes if she found out I didn’t even ask to take him.”

Brooks laughed too. “Well, that’s good. You’ll make good parents.”

“I just hope we can honor the Schneiders.”

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”
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HARPER

Harper’s heart raced as she paced at the edge of the wagon train, her eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the returning group. The minutes stretched into an eternity as she anxiously awaited their arrival, her fingers twisting the buttons of her dress sleeve.

“If you keep playing with that, you’ll rip it off.” Winona stood with Grace, rooted near the wagons, watching Harper, Cora, and Lark pace. The headmistress’ arms were folded across her chest, and she kept glancing around at the four other women.

“If I do, then I will sew it back on.” Although Harper didn’t mean to snap, she did, and she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“It’s all right.”

“No, it’s not. We are all on edge, but that doesn’t give me the right to snap at you. I just wish they would return. What is taking so long?”

“I don’t know.”

“And what is it they found? What could make that much smoke?” Harper stopped pacing, and as she turned toward Winona, she pointed at the plume over her shoulder. “What is burning?”

“I don’t know.” Winona dropped her gaze and furrowed her brow.

“Are you sure?” Harper asked. “Because it feels like you do know.”

“No, I don’t. I have a suspicion, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

Harper rested her hands on her hips. “What is your suspicion?” Although Harper had had her own, she hadn’t wanted to say it out loud. She also wasn’t sure she wanted to know what Winona’s was or if it matched hers.

“Carter thinks he knows what it is,” Lark said.

“Jasper does, too,” Cora added.

The five women all looked around at one another, and Harper wondered who was going to say it out loud first.

Winona moved toward them, holding her hands up. “Why don’t we just wait until the men return?”

The three women all nodded and went back to pacing.

A thousand thoughts raced through her mind, each more dreadful than the last. She didn’t want to think that the smoke came from the German couple’s wagon, that they had been attacked and perhaps even killed, but she also couldn’t deny those very thoughts flickered in her mind. She desperately wanted the smoke to be from anything else that could explain its presence—like a tree caught on fire from a campfire that got a little out of control.

Yet, deep down, she knew nothing else made sense, and the truth lingered, casting a shadow over her fragile hopes.

“They’re coming! I see them!” Timothy Stonemill’s booming voice echoed through the camp.

Without a second thought, Harper rushed forward, weaving through the crowd of women emerging from their wagons at the Stonemill’s boy’s announcement. They all followed her, trotting along but at a little slower pace.

Brooks rode toward her with the rest of the men, and as she neared him—or he neared her—she saw him riding next to Jasper, who held a wrapped bundle in his arms. Her breath caught in her throat, and her eyes widened. The realization hit her like a wave, and her hand flew to her mouth to stifle a gasp. She looked at Cora, who took off running toward her husband. Harper followed behind her, and as they finally reached the men, Brooks and Jasper stopped their horses and climbed down.

“What happened?” Harper asked Brooks.

His gaze met hers, and his eyes brimmed with tears that mirrored her own fears. The weight of the moment seemed heavy on his shoulders.

“Are they . . . are they gone?” she asked, both wanting and not wanting the answer. “Are the Schneiders gone?”

Brooks nodded, his throat seemed to tighten, and it was as though he couldn’t find the words to speak, and he prayed his nod conveyed the devastating truth.

Harper’s heart sank, her mind filled with sorrow and determination. She mustered the strength to ask the next question, her voice trembling. “Is the baby . . . is he all right?”

Again, Brooks nodded, and as they looked at Jasper, he tightened his grip on the child before handing him over to Cora.

“He’s safe now,” Jasper whispered, his voice laced with sadness and hope. “But he’s also an orphan.”

Cora’s eyes filled with tears as she reached out and took the baby from her husband’s arms, her touch gentle yet fierce in its protectiveness. The infant nestled against her chest, his cries subsiding as if finding solace in her warmth.

“We’ll take care of him,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at her headmistress, who nodded. “You and me. He’ll be ours.”

Jasper kissed her forehead. “I knew that would be your answer.”

Mr. Mills cleared his throat, jerking everyone’s attention. “I hate to give you all bad news, but we must pack up and head out.”

“But we can’t move William,” Betsy said, her voice cracked with unease, and she looked at not only her parents but Mr. and Mrs. Stonemill. It was as though she was searching for their support in her argument. Her mother and Mrs. Stonemill nodded as though they gave it to her, while her father and Mr. Stonemill said nothing. Neither man even looked at her.

“I’m sorry, but we’ll have to move him. He can stay in my wagon, and Dr. Evans will be nearby if he needs anything. Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice. We’ve got bandits in the area, and we are easier targets the longer we stay here.”

“Won’t we be targets anywhere along the trail?” Mr. Fairchild asked. He glanced over at Wiyaka, who dropped her gaze to the ground. Her brow furrowed.

“Because they have the German’s supplies, it will buy us a few days, and if we hurry, we might make it to the safety of Fort Hall before they can get their hooks into us.”

As the families began to make their way back to their wagons to prepare to leave, Brooks and Harper made their way to Cora, and Harper reached up and rubbed the top of the baby’s head. “He's still so little,” she whispered.

“He’s resilient. I’ll give him that.” Jasper kissed his wife on the head again, then wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

“I feel bad for him,” Cora said. “No child should grow up not knowing who their parents are. I should know.”

“I know how you feel. But it’s not like he won’t be loved. I’d say even with the loss of his parents, he’s a pretty lucky little boy now that he has you.” Jasper let his arm slip off Cora’s shoulder and he grabbed her hand, leading her toward their wagon. “We need to get out of here.”

Harper watched as Cora, Jasper, Lark, Carter, Winona, and Grace headed back to their wagons, and as Brooks stepped forward to follow them, she reached out, stopping him.

Her heart overwhelmed her. At that moment, the realization struck her with unwavering clarity. She didn't want to wait any longer, to let the uncertainty of the future dictate their path. With every fiber of her being, she knew that Brooks was the one she longed for, the man she needed, and no other. The thought of a life without him was inconceivable. He was hers to love, her partner in this arduous journey and beyond, and the one God made for her. They were meant to be together, to face the challenges and joys of life side by side, and she couldn't imagine it any other way. It was time to seize the moment, to take that leap of faith, and to ask him to be her husband, for now, and for always.

“Do you think Pastor Levinson will marry us?” she asked.

“Now?”

“Why not now?”

“We’re supposed to head out.”

“I don’t care. I’ll walk alongside his wagon if I have to.”

Brooks snorted and kissed her forehead. “Then I guess that’s what we’ll do.”


TWENTY-THREE
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HARPER



The breeze blew through Harper’s raven curls as she sat beside Brooks on the wagon buckboard as the wagon train pressed on through the rugged terrain.

“I must say, I’ve never married a couple from horseback.” Pastor Levinson rode beside the wagon and laughed as he carried his Bible in one hand and held the reins with the other. “But they say there is a first time for everything, so today, I guess this will be my first time to perform a wedding from horseback.”

“Well, we’re glad we can help with that, Pastor.” Brooks laughed and tapped the reins on the horse’s backs to keep them moving forward. “And we’re ready when you are.”

Pastor Levinson moved his horse closer, nodding. “Our Father in Heaven, we . . . gather here today to witness the union of Harper and Brooks, two souls brought together by Your hands.”

Harper glanced at Brooks, and all their challenges seemed to melt away, at least for a moment. She didn’t want to think about the bandits or why they were on the run. She only wanted to dwell in their love.

“Brooks,” Pastor Levinson continued. “Do you take Harper to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health, forsaking all others, till death do you part?”

“I do.”

“Harper, do you take Brooks to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health, forsaking all others, till death do you part?”

“I do.”

Pastor Levinson smiled, his eyes reflecting the warmth of the setting sun. “By the power vested in me, I pronounce you husband and wife. Brooks, you may now kiss your bride.”

As the couple leaned in, their lips met in a tender, heartfelt kiss. Applause erupted from the wagons both in front of and behind them as the wagon train rolled down the trail.

Pulling away from the kiss, Brooks looked at Harper, his eyes shining with love and tenderness. “Are you happy, Mrs. Campbell?”

“As happy as I’ve ever been.”

Brooks shook his head, and although he smiled, there was a seriousness to his tone. “I am too. Now all we need to do is hope and pray we can get to Fort Hall safely.”

“We will. I have faith.”

“Good. Keep holding on to it.”
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WINONA

Winona drove the wagon behind Harper and Brooks as the sound of Pastor Levinson's voice carried through the wind, faintly reaching her ears. She strained to catch the words, her heart heavy with longing yet light with hope for the couple.

She knew they were embarking on a new chapter of their lives, bound together in love and commitment, and she couldn’t be happier for them. She had once feared that the vastness of the untamed land mirrored the emptiness in Harper’s heart, but now that she was happy and married—and, to Winona’s suspicion, about to be a new mother too—Winona didn’t have the fear anymore.

Harper had found the one she was meant for.

In more ways than one.

As the wagon train rumbled on, Winona whispered a silent prayer. She prayed for strength, guidance, and, most importantly, for their safety. She didn’t know what would happen, and the journey was far from over. But no matter what, she would face it with unwavering resolve, vowing to carry her dreams forward, seeking a new beginning amidst the rugged beauty of the Wild West.

Three down, one to go, she thought.


HER OREGON TRAIL RANCHER
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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 the affirmation that we could weather the storms and had the strength to endure and overcome. 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 is 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 his or her 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. That the act 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.
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“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 own 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.

“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, far too busy with their own chores, 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 turning his attention onto her.

She shook her head, 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 some carrots and potatoes that came on 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 fake 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 being that it was just her and Winona, she knew one or two would be fine. “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?”

“Grey. It’s a grey 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 his 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 say anything ever?

“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. I’ll buy it for you.”

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. “I can do that.”

“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.
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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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“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.
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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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To my sister

Michelle Renee Horning
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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.


[image: ]


London James is a pen name for Angela Christina Archer. She lives on a ranch with her husband, two daughters, and many farm animals. She was born and raised in Nevada and grew up riding and showing horses. While she doesn't show anymore, she still loves to trail ride.

From a young age, she always wanted to write a novel. However, every time the desire flickered, she shoved the thought from my mind until one morning in 2009, she awoke with the determination to follow her dream.

www.authorlondonjames.com

Join my mailing list for news on releases, discounted sales, and exclusive member-only benefits!

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: Pinterest icon]


Copyright © 2023

Cover Design by Long Valley Designs

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Any resemblance to actual events, business establishments, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law.

Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.

Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Published in the United States of America by:

Long Valley Press

Newcastle, Oklahoma

www.longvalleypress.com

ISBN 978-1-960443-17-5

Scriptures taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

OEBPS/image_rsrc31T.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31M.jpg
" BLACKSHMITH

LONDON JAMES

OREGON TRAIL BRIDES





OEBPS/image_rsrc31S.jpg
RANCHER

ONDON JAMEg






OEBPS/image_rsrc31V.jpg







OEBPS/image_rsrc31U.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc31X.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31Y.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31N.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31W.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc320.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31R.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31P.jpg
Q\/Q%Yﬂ

sssss





OEBPS/image_rsrc321.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc31Z.jpg





