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CHAPTER ONE
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The train hissed like a living thing as it slowed, iron wheels shrieking against the rails. Dust rose in a low cloud as the cars lurched to a stop, and with it came the smell of sunbaked earth, cattle, and woodsmoke.

Waco, Texas.

Nathaniel Harper stepped down onto the platform, his boots touching Texas soil for the first time. He stood still for a moment, hat in hand, Bible tucked under his arm, and breathed in the heat. It was heavier here than Pennsylvania—thicker, weighted with something wild and restless.

He had passed through dozens of towns since leaving home in the spring of 1880. Each place had asked him to stay. Some had pleaded. A few had even offered to raise a church with their own hands if he would only settle among them.

But each time, the answer had been the same.

Not yet.

God had called him west, and until that call ended, Nathaniel would keep walking.

Yet now, standing on the platform as the train groaned behind him and pulled away, something was different. The restless urging that had pushed him forward for months had gone quiet. Not vanished—but stilled. Like a hand laid gently on his shoulder.

He looked toward the town beyond the depot. Wooden storefronts lined a wide dirt street. Wagons creaked past. A bell rang somewhere, slow and steady. And beyond it all, rising modestly above the rooftops, stood a small white church with a simple wooden cross catching the afternoon light.

Nathaniel’s chest tightened.

“Well,” he murmured, almost embarrassed by the sound of his own voice, “is this it, Lord?”

He had no answer—no thunder, no voice from heaven. Only a deep, settling calm that reached places inside him he hadn’t known were restless.

He adjusted his coat and started down the street.

The people of Waco noticed him at once.

A preacher was a rare thing now, and a young one rarer still. Men paused in their work to watch him pass. Women whispered behind gloved hands. Children stared openly.

By the time Nathaniel reached the church steps, three men were waiting.

“You the preacher?” one asked, hat pushed back, eyes hopeful.

“I am,” Nathaniel replied gently. “My name is Nathaniel Harper.”

Another man stepped forward, older, his voice roughened by years of dust and disappointment. “Our preacher passed last winter. Fever. Town’s been without since.”

Nathaniel nodded slowly. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

The men exchanged looks.

“You stayin’?” the first one asked, barely daring to hope.

Nathaniel looked up at the church doors, their paint weathered, their hinges worn smooth by years of faithful hands. He felt it again—that quiet certainty, steady as a heartbeat.

“Yes,” he said at last. “I believe I am.”

Relief washed over them like rain on dry ground.

They did not see the woman standing across the street.

Aleatha Flanery had seen him the moment he stepped off the train.

She stood rigid on the boardwalk, basket forgotten at her feet, green eyes narrowed beneath the shade of her bonnet. The sight of him—young, clean, earnest—sent a sharp flare through her chest that had nothing to do with admiration.

A preacher.

Another one.

Her father’s church.

Her father’s pulpit.

She watched as the men gathered around him, heard the excitement in their voices, and felt something hot and unwelcome rise in her throat.
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