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Description

In the early 1800s, young lovers Emily and Thomas Hawthorne embark on a daring journey across the American frontier, driven by dreams of adventure and discovery. Leaving behind their cozy Pennsylvania homestead, they face the harsh realities of frontier life, from treacherous storms to unexpected hardships. Along the way, they encounter a Native American tribe, leading to a profound cultural exchange that deepens their understanding of the land and each other.

As they navigate the wilderness, Emily's curiosity about the vast world beyond their farm clashes with Thomas's grounded practicality. Their relationship is tested through trials and triumphs, forcing them to confront their hopes and fears. With each obstacle they overcome, their bond strengthens, revealing the transformative power of love and resilience.

Through breathtaking landscapes and the struggles of survival, Emily and Thomas learn that true adventure lies not only in the journey itself but also in the growth and connection they forge along the way. Their story is one of exploration, self-discovery, and the enduring spirit of those who dare to dream beyond the horizon.
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Chapter 1: A Dream Takes Root
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Dawn seeped into the hollow behind the Hawthorne farmhouse, soaking the rough-plank garden rows with gold and blue. Emily pressed her knuckles into the black earth, rooting a fingerling potato with the same gentle authority she once used to turn pages in her father’s library. A chill, clean April, the ground cold enough to numb fingertips, but the promise of green was everywhere. Above the garden, a vapor of woodsmoke crawled sideways from the stone chimney, vanishing into air still new and damp from last night’s rain.

She exhaled and sat back on her heels, mud slicked to her nails and the hem of her apron already stained through with dew. “Early for you, darling,” she whispered, but there was no one to hear her. Only the sparrows, drunk on dawn and singing as if they owned every seedling she’d risked to the frost.

A glimmer of movement in the field. She stilled, shaded her eyes. Thomas—her Thomas—striding through furrows raw from the last plow, shoulders hunched beneath the weight of morning. He looked bigger at a distance, more statue than man, the angle of his jaw sharper than she remembered. Sun caught the copper in his dark hair. He had a plow handle balanced easy across both shoulders, and his boots left smudges of last year’s dust in the grass.

Emily knelt again, fingers working fast. She wanted to finish the bed before he reached her, as if the proof of her labor would inoculate her against his judgment. She’d married him for his steadiness, for the promise of “enough,” and still, every day, she found herself waiting for him to be surprised by her competence.

He stopped just short of the garden gate. “Didn’t hear you get up.”

She wiped her hands on her apron, smudging the mud but making no progress. “I couldn’t sleep. The snow peas have started coming up through the compost, and the field sparrows were at them before the sun.” She forced a smile, saw him catch it and stow it away for later.

“Should have woken me,” he said. 

He leaned the plow handle against the fence and swung open the gate. His boots squelched in the mud, and for a second, she thought he might track straight across the raised beds and into her lap, just to prove the point. Instead, he circled wide, hands deep in his pockets, examining her rows with the scrutiny of a man who trusted only his own handiwork.

She picked up the rhythm again: dig, drop, pat, repeat. “I like the silence,” she said. “Easier to think.”

“Easier to miss things,” he replied, gaze fixed on her seed row. “Like the fox den under the south hedge. Saw fresh prints on the creek side.”

“They won’t trouble us. I’ve already scattered cayenne. Learned that from Mrs. Elderton.” Emily paused, pinched a stem, and tucked it deeper. “Did you know she keeps a buffalo jawbone on her porch? Says it wards off blight.”

Thomas grunted. It could have meant approval, or it could have meant “nonsense,” or maybe he didn’t want to commit to either. “Old bones are nothing compared to wire and sweat,” he said.

She liked that about him—his faith in tangible things—but it also made her itchy.

He crouched beside her, his knees cracking in the hush. “You’ll ruin your dress,” he said. “Mother would faint if she saw you like this.”

“She’s not here to faint,” Emily said. She flicked a wet clod at his boot for punctuation. 

He watched her for a while, silent. Her hands, the dirt, the pattern of planting. Then: “I hear you humming when you work. Same tune as last year.”

Emily didn’t look up. “Old habit.”

“Not a bad one,” he allowed. Then, after a pause: “You miss it.”

She finished the row before answering. “No. I like it here.” It was true, sort of. She’d learned to like it.

“Doesn’t sound true.”

Emily stood, brushed off her skirt, and looked west. The hills rolled away, layer after blue layer, into the promise of more. “The traders came through again, last week,” she said. “They had a girl with them—French, maybe, or part Indian. She wore a coat made of animal hide, stitched with beads. She spoke three languages but none of them very well.”

Thomas shrugged, as if this were barely remarkable. “Most can’t be trusted. Never met a trader who didn’t exaggerate.”

“She wasn’t lying,” Emily said. “She told me—” She hesitated, not wanting to sound childish. “She told me about the plains. How the sky doesn’t end, and the wind is so loud it’s like being inside a bell. And her tribe—she called them the People of the Horse—they follow the buffalo all summer. She said there are herds so big they shake the earth.”

She said it all in a rush, as if the words themselves were animals she wanted to set loose. Thomas shifted his weight, searching her face for the punchline.

“They spoke of lands so vast you can’t see the end of them,” she finished.

He looked at her, hard. “People say a lot, when there’s nothing to hold them to account.”

Emily shook her head. “You don’t believe?”

“I believe what’s in front of me.” He straightened, cracking the knuckles of his right hand, the one with the scar she’d stitched herself after the hatchet slipped last winter. “I believe in earth that grows, and in fences that keep what’s ours in and what isn’t out. I believe in you.” He hesitated, eyes softening, “and in us.”

She smiled, but it was a closed, private thing. “But what if they’re right?” she pressed. “What if there’s more—beyond this?”

He inhaled sharply, as if the prospect itself could pull the cold spring air through his bones. “We’ve got enough to manage here. The field, the house, the orchard—if the late frost holds off, we might finally have a harvest worth bragging over.” He meant it as comfort, but it came out like a scold.

Emily didn’t respond, not right away. She knelt again, took up a trowel, and started another row. Her body moved as if wound by another person’s hand.

Thomas lingered at the fence, fingers gripping the weathered slat. “You never say what you want, Emily. Only what you’re curious about.”

She stopped; trowel stuck in the dirt. “Maybe they’re the same thing.”

He blinked. “Want and curiosity?”

She nodded, mouth tight. “I think so.”

He watched her, the morning sun laying a gold line across his face, and for the first time since he’d appeared, she saw him hesitate. “I’ll fetch the seed for you,” he said, suddenly practical, already pivoting toward the barn. “If you want help, just ask.” But his shoulders, when he walked away, seemed less certain, less invulnerable.

Emily sat alone in her patch of muddy earth, the chill biting through her apron, her palms caked and tingling. Somewhere to the west, past the haze of woodsmoke and the edge of the apple orchard, the hills beckoned. She let herself hum again—something low and mournful this time—and wondered if she could ever be content with just this much.

She doubted it.

By midmorning, the sunlight burned off the mist, and the farmhouse lawn glittered with glassy beads. The garden’s shadow shrank, and with it the chill. Emily, refusing the call of her duties indoors, dragged the tin watering can to the edge of her new row, set it down with a thump. Every motion was deliberate. She wanted Thomas to see it.

She glanced up—he was there, returned from the barn, arms full of a hodgepodge: sack of seed potatoes, a coil of rope, a battered ledger. She admired the economy of his hands, how nothing ever dropped. When he reached her, he set the supplies on the garden table and dusted his palms, never quite smiling but almost.

“Looks good,” he said, surveying the rows.

“I aim for perfection,” she replied, straightening her back, “but I’ll take adequate.”

He smirked, eyed the heavy can. “Here, let me.” He lifted it, arm steady, poured a slow, even trickle over the roots.

Emily grabbed the ledger. “What’s this?”

He shrugged. “Our records. Crop yields, debts, what’s owed to the miller.”

She flipped pages, tongue pressed to the corner of her lip. “It’s precise,” she said. “But a little bleak.”

“Better honest than empty.”

She tucked the book under her arm and led the way to the bench beneath the old pear tree. Its trunk split near the base—lightning had struck it years ago—but it flowered every spring regardless. Thomas followed, his boots crunching over last year’s leaves. He sat next to her, shoulders squared, and knees set wide, grounding himself as if bracing for a blow.

Emily splayed her fingers, inspecting the dirt crammed under her nails. “Do you remember when we first moved here?” she said. “I thought Pennsylvania was the end of the world. That nothing existed past these hills.”

Thomas grunted. “You changed your tune fast.”

She nodded, grinning. “I know.” The world had swelled as her fear of it diminished. “The traders told me that past the broad river, the prairies go on forever. Not a tree in sight for a hundred miles. You can see storms coming a full day before they hit.”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “They also said the grass catches fire if you blink wrong, and that the Indians will slit your throat for a button.”

“Not all of them,” Emily said. “The girl—she called herself Sarah Running Water—she said the tribes are different, some hostile, some not. She wore a silver cross, and she wasn’t afraid to show it.” Emily’s voice rose. “She could make a joke out of anything. Even the stories that scared me.”

Thomas looked sideways at her, the barest hint of a smirk. “You admired her.”

“She was brave.” Emily looked away, toward the furthest field, where two crows pecked at a dead vole. “And she’d seen more than I ever will, if I stay put.” The words landed hard. She waited to see if Thomas would argue.

He did not. “It’s dangerous,” he said, but softer than before. “Farther west, even the sky isn’t tamed.”

She pressed her advantage. “But what if we went together? Not as fools, but prepared. With a plan.”

Thomas’s laugh was small, a warm puff in the morning. “You think you’d last a week in the wild?”

“I know I would,” Emily said. “I’d have you to do the heavy lifting.”

He leaned back, appraising her. “We’d need to pack what we can, abandon what we can’t. It’s a month’s ride just to the Ohio border. From there, it’s nothing but wild country.”

Emily nodded, already there in her mind. “We could get a wagon, like the traders. Take the seeds, the tools, the blankets—”

He cut her off. “And enough dried meat and water to last the journey. Guns, and powder. Salt for preserving.” His voice took on the slow, reciting quality of a man building a case for his own skepticism.

She put her hand on his forearm. His skin was warm, the hair flattened by sweat and dust. “But we could do it, couldn’t we?”

He did not look at her, not right away. She let her hand linger, then slide down to his wrist. He didn’t move.

“If we planned for it,” he said at last. “Wait until the harvest is done, the debts are cleared. Save every coin.” He looked at her, blue eyes flickering with something she’d never seen permission.

Emily felt her chest tighten. “I could learn to shoot,” she said, almost shy. “And to drive the wagon, and—”

He shook his head, but not as a no. More as disbelief. “You’d probably outrun me, if you set your mind to it.”

They fell quiet. The birds kept on. Emily watched the wind ripple through the new leaves, the way the sun threw patches of light and dark over Thomas’s face.

At last, he said, “You want this, don’t you?”

She nodded. “I want something different. I want to know how far we can go.”

He set his hand over hers, squeezing until her knuckles whitened. “If you mean it, we’ll try. We’ll make it work.” His jaw flexed, like he was biting down on hope.

She looked at him full-on, unsmiling. “I mean it.”

He stood, pulling her up with him. “Come inside,” he said, “before you catch your death. We’ll talk more.” But his hand did not let go of hers until the door was open and she’d stepped inside ahead of him.

The possibility had gone from a whisper to a shout, alive and dangerous between them.

Emily sliced bread still warm from the morning's baking, her knife sawing through the crust with deliberate strokes. Thomas unwrapped a cloth-bound wedge of cheese, its edges hardened with age and broke off two uneven pieces. They ate in silence at the kitchen table. 

The air turned warm, almost humid, as noon dragged its shadow over the house and yard. Birds vanished from the garden, replaced by the rasp of cicadas in the brambles. Thomas had taken his hat, the broad old one he'd reshaped a dozen times, Walk with me, Thomas said. He led Emily in a slow circuit around the edge of their property. Neither spoke for the first five minutes. There was too much to see.

The house rose behind them—a two-story box, crooked at the gable, siding greyer than white after ten seasons of storms. The barn squatted to the left, doors thrown open, its empty loft a reminder of last summer’s near-miss with the hay crop. A low stone fence looped on the north side, built by hand from the old riverbed, and beyond that, a narrow creek shivered in the sun. They’d once thought the plot huge; now, it barely contained their restlessness.

Thomas led the way, pointing to the stand of apple trees just leafing out, the sheep pen, the stubby remains of what had been a pumpkin patch before the blight. He ticked off what they could sell: tools, livestock, even the stove if they could get good coin for it. “Wagon’s the big thing,” he said, walking fast as if a seller might appear if he just turned the next corner. “Nothing heavy. No China, no clocks. Maybe the hope chest if you can’t part with it.”

Emily grinned. “I’d pack you in a trunk if you’d fit.”

He snorted, but the laughter dissolved quick. “No point dragging anything that’ll break.”

They reached the far fence, where the grass grew taller, and Emily hooked her arm through his. “What about books?” she asked.

He considered. “Paper’s light. If you want them, we take them.”

She glanced sideways, hiding her smile. “I want them.”

They moved on, Thomas’s mood shifting from practical to grim as the fence line bent west. He squinted into the distance. “It’s a long way to the next town. Even longer past that.”

Emily looked too, though all she could see were the rising hills and beyond them, the suggestion of something vast and blue. 

Thomas stopped so abruptly she bumped into him. He stood very straight; hands curled into fists at his side. “My father spent thirty years trying to make a mark on this place,” he said, voice taut. “When he died, I thought, ‘Now it’s mine. I can do better. I’ll build something that lasts.’” He looked down at the grass, scuffed at it with his boot. “But maybe that’s not what matters.”

Emily waited, not sure if he meant the farm or the family name or something else. She squeezed his arm tighter.

“I could keep patching the roof and digging the same rows,” he went on, softer now. “Or we could take a risk. See if we’re really meant for more.”

She laughed surprised, delighted sound. “You, Thomas Hawthorne, are a secret romantic.”

He looked wounded, then resigned. “Don’t tell the neighbors.”

They walked again, this time slower. Emily let her mind leap ahead: rivers so wide the far bank vanished, grasslands teeming with beasts she’d only read about, nights spent under a sky so clean she might fall right through it.

She pointed at the creek. “We’ll have to learn to cross rivers. Maybe float them, like the French traders.”

Thomas made a face. “I can swim. You float.”

“I’ll learn,” she shot back. “Maybe we’ll even eat buffalo, like the stories said.”

He smiled for real this time. “If you can cook it, I’ll eat it.”

They looped back toward the house. The side caught the sun and looked almost new for a second. Emily felt a pang—homesickness for a place she hadn’t left, for a version of herself she might never be again.

She stopped at the edge of the stone fence, looking back at everything: the warped porch, the apple trees, the muddy patchwork of the garden. Thomas stood next to her, hat in hand, face unreadable.

“It won’t be easy,” he said.

Emily took his hand. The skin was rough, the grip firm. She squeezed until it hurt a little. “Nothing worth doing ever is.”

He didn’t answer, but she saw the change—the resolve settling into his bones. They stood together, two silhouettes at the end of a world they’d worked to death, staring out at a future as unplowed and dangerous as the sea.

For a long minute, the only sound was the wind in the grass. Then Thomas let out a breath and pulled her in, close enough for her heart to beat double. They stayed that way, framed by the house on one side, the line of trees on the other, and in between—just space. Possibility.

The last seed planted that day would not grow for many months, but it was the only one either of them would remember.
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Chapter 2: A Fateful Decision
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A full day’s ride east and the land sloped gentler, the woods breaking into farmland, then into a clutch of sun-bleached houses and muddy lanes. The Hawthorne’s’ wagon rattled into the township with a sound like bones shaken in a tin. Thomas drove, one eye on the rutty main street, the other on the jostle of wagons and children that threatened to overturn their plans before they’d even begun. Beside him, Emily gripped her basket with both hands, as if at any second the market might sprout hands and snatch it from her lap.

They passed the church—shuttered for repairs, its bell lashed silent—and then the little school, out for spring holiday. The square ahead boiled with wagons, mules, and a rank of vendors whose voices tangled in a web so thick it was a wonder birds could fly through it. The market itself hunkered on the edge of town, corralled by low fencing and watched over by the sheriff’s sunburnt deputy, who slouched in the only shade for a quarter mile. It smelled of yeast, sweat, and the distinct bite of animal dung.

Thomas found a spot between two wagons, set the brake, and hopped down before the wheels had even stopped spinning. He made a show of helping Emily down, but she could tell his mind was already on the list: flour, seed, lead, salt, and whatever else could fit in the wagon and still leave space for their few precious keepsakes.

The market was a chaos of color and noise. Lined up on either side of the main street, the stalls were mostly makeshift, just a plank across barrels or a quilt thrown over sawhorses. The vendors ranged from old Dutch farmers in onion-domed hats to young wives with infants slung across their backs and the air of desperation in their voices. There was no one here who sold anything for pleasure, only necessity.

Emily caught sight of the flour stall immediately. A burly woman with forearms like hogsheads, red-faced from sun or drink or both, was already surrounded by a ring of customers, each one jabbing with a finger or a coin. Emily hung back, but Thomas elbowed through, emerging a moment later with two sacks slung over his shoulder and a price ten cents less than posted.

“Never pay what they ask,” he said, grinning with all the satisfaction of a dog who’d snatched a roast from the table. “They set it high just to see who’ll blink.”

Emily blinked, but not at him. The next stall was salt fish, heads still on and staring, the vendor more interested in cleaning his nails with a belt knife than in making change. Past that, a leatherworker with a pile of worn boots, the smell of curing hides pungent and oily. A wagon full of apples next, though most were bruised and only good for cider.

Emily had never liked crowds, but she moved through the market with the determined gait of a terrier, nipping at every new detail. She fingered a bolt of calico, the print coarse and ugly but durable. She lingered over a table of penny sweets, watching a tow-headed boy buy a twist of licorice and then, instead of eating it, run off to show his purchase to a laughing gang by the smithy.

Thomas was at the far end now, caught up in a knot of men at the armaments stall. A white-bearded merchant in a felt cap was holding up a bag of lead shot, shaking it so the pellets chimed together. Thomas inspected the bag, then the scale, and then—suspicious, as always—tested a handful for weight and roundness. The two haggled, their words sharp and overlapping, until at last the vendor spat into his palm, sealed the deal, and threw in an extra scoop just to end the conversation.

Emily, left alone, drifted to the edge of the market. That’s where she saw the strange stall—a battered old table draped in pelts, sun-faded to the color of old parchment, and behind it a man with a face that could’ve been carved from a root burl.

He was older than most, hair gone completely to gray except for a stubborn black streak that cut above his right ear like a crow’s wing. His beard was a thicket, uneven and bristling, and his teeth—when he smiled, which was often—were a jumble of gold and gaps. His hands were bandaged with old linen, stained by something darker than dirt.

He watched her, but not like the other vendors did. His gaze was slow, unhurried, as if he were used to being overlooked and preferred it that way.

Emily almost turned away, but something about the stall snagged her attention. Among the furs and bones, there were things she’d never seen: a lidded copper kettle with foreign symbols scratched into the side; a loop of turquoise beads; a battered trunk bristling with arrowheads; bundles of dried herbs tied with horsehair; and, at the front, a collection of small, square bottles, each filled with a different colored powder.

She leaned in, nose wrinkling. “What’s in those?” she asked.

The old man’s grin widened, exposing a canine too long for his jaw. “Secrets,” he said, the word thick and gravelly, as if he chewed rocks for breakfast. “For cooking, for curing, and for trading.” He nudged a blue bottle forward with a finger. “This one, you sprinkle on coals, and it keeps bugs away all summer. Learned it from the Pawnee, before they took to shooting first and asking after.”

Emily nodded, unsure whether to believe him, but enchanted by the specificity.

He gestured at the other bottles, each with a story: “Red ones for fevers, or for spooking coyote off the chickens. The yellow? Little bit of that, and a man sleeps through a thunderstorm, even if the roof comes off.” He set the bottles back in their ragged tray. “Mix of old world and new. Like everything else out here.”

She liked the way he said it. Not as a boast, just as fact.

“Do you sell books?” she asked, half in jest.

He barked a laugh. “Traded my last one to a river captain, years ago. Paid me with a dented pocket watch and a promise never to come back through this town. But I can tell you stories if you’re buying.

Emily hesitated, then said, “How much?”

He squinted, as if weighing her worth. “A nickel if it’s short, a dime if it’s true.” He winked, then pulled a flask from under the table and took a slow sip, eyes never leaving her face.

She glanced over her shoulder. Thomas was still locked in negotiation, his posture gone rigid, the argument escalating from price to principle. She could see his jaw working from fifty yards.

The old trader followed her gaze. “That your fella?”

Emily nodded. “Husband.”

He’s got the look. Hands built for fighting, not for counting coins.”

She smiled despite herself. “He’s not a violent man.”

The trader shrugged, as if that could change at any moment. “You buying, or just talking?”

Emily fished a penny from her pocket, set it on the table. “Tell me one for this.”

He took the coin, rolled it across his knuckles, and then, eyes slitted, then began his story.

“Once, back before there were names for these places, a group of fools—like your man, and maybe you—decided the world wasn’t enough, so they followed the river west. But the river wasn’t honest, it doubled back on itself and led them straight into a tribe that didn’t like visitors. The men in the party—tough, all of them—decided to stand their ground. Only one survived. Not the strongest, or the meanest, but the one who listened. The one who learned the words for ‘peace’ in a tongue he didn’t speak.”

He flicked the coin in the air, caught it, and palmed it.

“World’s not won by muscle alone,” he finished. “Sometimes the trick is knowing when to shut up and listen.”

Emily chewed her lip. “Is that a warning?”

He shrugged again. “Only if you need one.”

She watched him, saw that the bottle of blue powder was missing now. He must have pocketed it mid-sentence.

From behind, Thomas’s voice: “Ready?” He stood, arms full of lead and a skeptical glare locked on the old trader. “We should go. Storm coming in tonight.”

Emily nodded, but the old man spoke first. “You headed west, then?”

Thomas’s brow furrowed. “How do you know?”

The old man tapped his nose. “You got that look. Like you can smell a better life, but you don’t trust the wind.”

Thomas grunted, unimpressed. “Just looking for a deal.”

“You’ll find deals out there,” the trader said. “But not all of them favor you.”

Thomas squared his shoulders. “We’ll take our chances.”

“Suit yourself.” The trader’s smile went wide again. “But if you need maps, or news from the trail, you know where to find me.” He reached under the table, produced a battered journal wrapped in oilcloth, and set it down. “Free for you,” he said to Emily, “since you listen so good.”

Emily took it, surprised by the weight of the thing. She tucked it into her basket before Thomas could object.

The old man leaned back, folded his arms, and watched them go. “Safe travels,” he called after them, and Emily felt the words chase her all the way down the muddy lane.

They loaded the wagon, Thomas checking and re-checking the lead shot until his hands were gray with dust. When they rolled out of town, the market noise faded behind them, replaced by the faraway rumble of thunder and the more immediate clatter of their wheels over stone.

For a while, neither spoke. The silence was companionable, but not comfortable. Each replayed the market in their mind, wondering if they missed something important—or if, just maybe, something important had missed them.

By the time they reached the edge of the Hawthorne property, the clouds had doubled in the sky, heavy and close. Thomas reined in, set the brake, and stared at the fields, measuring them against what he’d heard and what he feared.

Emily, basket still in hand, glanced down at the oilcloth-wrapped journal. It had no title, just a smear of ink across the front, and pages stiff with water damage. She traced the edge with her thumb, wondering what stories it held, and if any of them were true.

Behind them, the road wound back to the market, to the trader and his bottles of blue and red, and to the world that had suddenly grown much bigger than either of them was ready for.

The wind picked up. The first raindrops struck the wagon, loud and cold. Emily looked at Thomas, who looked straight ahead, and for the first time she saw that his confidence was an animal thing—proud, hungry, and scared of the dark.

They went inside, shut the door, and listened to the storm test every plank in the house. Somewhere in the basket, the journal waited, patient as a seed, ready to tell its story as soon as someone was desperate enough to read it.

The next time Emily saw Old Sam, he was exactly where she’d expected: at the edge of the market, coat turned up against a wind that smelled of gunpowder and wild onions. The stall was even barer than before. Most of the furs were gone, the bottles vanished. In their place was a single buffalo skull, the horns gleaming white as moonstone. Sam himself looked unchanged hat jammed low, eyes flickering with the half-mad light of a fox at dusk.

Emily approached with shy confidence, the journal hidden under her arm. She stopped short of the table, uncertain whether to admit she’d read every page before the sun was up.

“You look like you’re hunting ghosts,” Sam said, not bothering to stand.

She held out the journal. “I finished it.”

He took the book, thumbed through as if checking for missing pages. “And?”

“It’s not all true,” she said.

He grinned. “Better that way.” 

Sam handed the journal back to Emily. You’ll be needing it.

Thomas trailed up behind her, shotgun shells and skepticism weighing down his coat pockets. “You still running your mouth, Sam?”

“’Course.” Sam eyed Thomas with open amusement. “I see the wife’s still leading you by the nose.”

Emily flushed. Thomas said nothing, but set his feet wide, chin lifting as if bracing for a punch.

Sam leaned forward, elbows creasing the hide. “You want to hear the rest of the story, or you just here to accuse me of lying?”

Emily said, “What happened to the man who listened?”

Sam barked a short laugh, the sound popping off his teeth like a firecracker. “He made it, didn’t he? Crossed the plains, saw the Pacific, lived to tell the tale—though nobody east of the Mississippi believed a word of it.” Sam’s eyes crinkled. “People like their stories impossible, otherwise there’s nothing left to dream on.”

Thomas cut in, voice low. “Most don’t dream about dying on the prairie. The stories you tell get people killed.”

“Only the dumb ones.” Sam flicked the edge of the buffalo horn. “But the smart ones—they get out alive. Sometimes they even find something worth the risk.”

Emily asked, “Have you seen it? The buffalo herds?”

Sam’s face changed lines deepened, mouth pulled into a sadder smile. “Isn’t anything like it. Summer comes, and the earth goes dark with them. They roll over the land like thunder. Smell of dust, blood, and grass so sharp you taste it for days.” He stared off for a second, seeing it all at once. “Heard them coming at night, miles off. Sound rattles your chest. Makes you feel like God is still building the world, and you’re just lucky enough to watch.”

Emily forgot to breathe.

Thomas shook his head. “You forget the part where the tribes will gut you for sport.”

Sam spat, a neat glob hitting the dirt between them. “Some will. Some will invite you to supper.” His eyes flashed. “Depends on if you know how to talk.”

Emily’s voice was small, but the hunger in it was enormous: “How do you talk?”

Sam showed his teeth. “Every tribe’s got rules. Some, you never look the chief in the eye. Others, you better shake hands first, even if yours is cut up or bloody. Always take food when offered, even if it’s rotten. And never, never trade your best knife unless you mean to stay.”

Thomas was listening, though he tried to look like he wasn’t. “You make it sound easy.”

Sam’s laugh was pure contempt. “It’s not. Most don’t make it halfway. Weather gets them, or thirst, or a bullet from the fool next wagon over. That’s why I’m still selling stories and not sipping whiskey on a mountain somewhere.” He shrugged, as if the failure were of the world’s making, not his.

A dust devil spun through the market, catching the edge of Sam’s coat and sending dried grass skittering across the table. Emily watched it dissolve, thought of the buffalo, and felt her own life—small, ordinary—shrinking against the horizon.

“Why did you stop?” she asked. “If it’s so wonderful out there?”

Sam’s eyes went flat. “You ever bury a friend when the ground’s frozen hard as iron?” He looked at Thomas for this one, as if only men could understand. “Ever drink river water that makes your teeth fall out, or watch your own hand turn black because you got careless with a hatchet?” He rolled his sleeve, showing a knot of scar that wrapped his wrist like a cuff. “There’s a price for every story.”

Emily looked at her hands, wondering what scars she would collect if she ever went west.

Sam leaned in, voice dropping to a rumble. “But if you don’t go, you’ll never know what you could have been. That’s a different kind of pain.”

Thomas said, “You talk big for a man who came back.”

Sam shrugged. “Still breathing, aren’t I?”

Emily said nothing. Her mind was already gone—across the plains, under the stars, racing the buffalo.

People passed by the stall: a girl in a patched green dress, a drover with a face full of stubble, the same boy from yesterday, licorice gone and replaced by a stick of something chewed to splinters. None of them looked twice at Sam, or at the skull, or at the Hawthorne’s locked in this small, secret war over their own future.
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