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Prologue – The Leaving
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The church bell tolled slow and solemn, though there was no funeral that morning and no wedding either, only a farewell.

Sunlight poured through the tall, plain windows of the little clapboard church, turning dust motes to gold. The March wind scratched faintly at the boards, and now and then, the roof creaked like an old man shifting in his sleep. Hannah Mercer sat on the front pew with her hands folded tight around a worn leather Bible, the same one her mother had wrapped in a ribbon and given to her on her fifteenth birthday.

It felt heavier today, as if the pages had soaked up all the words of goodbye that no one quite knew how to say.

Pastor Lewis’s voice rolled over the congregation, gentle yet firm. “The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade on your right hand. The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night. The Lord shall preserve your going out and your coming in from this time forth, and even forevermore.”

Hannah mouthed the words with him. She had memorized the psalm years ago, but the word that clung to her this morning was going.

They were going. West. Away from everything she had ever known.

Her mother’s hand rested on her shoulder, thumb moving in small circles the way it had when Hannah was a child with a fever. “Lift your chin, Hannah,” she whispered. “The Lord goes before you. Don’t forget that.”

Hannah nodded, though her throat burned. She slid her thumb against the frayed edge of the Bible’s pages and thought of the cabin she would not see again, of the garden where she and her sister had weeded in bare feet, of her father’s laugh rolling out over the fields. She thought of Sarah, sitting beside their mother, trying to hold herself together and failing, tears already forming in the corners of her eyes.

And she thought of Daniel, sitting straight-backed beside her.

His hands were broad and calloused, his Sunday shirt straining slightly at the shoulders. The dark hair that never quite lay flat had been tamed with water and a comb, but a stubborn curl still fell toward his brow. He stared ahead as if the far wall concealed the entire West—the rivers, the plains, the promise of land he could finally call his own. The jaw she loved, the one that softened when he smiled, was set in a line of hard determination.

He looked like a man already bracing against a storm only he could see.

“Daniel and Hannah Mercer, will you stand?” Pastor Lewis’s words cut through her thoughts.

They rose together. The whole congregation, packed into the narrow pews, rose with them. The creak of boards and shuffle of feet sounded like a single breath drawn in and held.

“We send you with our blessing,” the pastor said, stepping down from the pulpit. “You go to lands we perhaps shall never see. You will face trials we cannot imagine. But the Lord who has kept you here will keep you there. Do you go trusting His hand to lead you?”

Daniel’s fingers brushed against hers, searching, and she slipped her hand into his. His grip was too tight, his palms a little damp.

“Yes, sir,” he said. His voice was steady, but she felt the tremor in his hand. “We go trusting the Lord.”

Hannah felt every eye in the church on them. The weight of it pressed between her shoulder blades. She swallowed and found her own voice. “We do,” she added, and felt, for a moment, as though she had stepped off the edge of a cliff and expected God Himself to catch her.

Pastor Lewis laid his hands on their shoulders, his touch warm and surprisingly strong for a man with so much gray in his hair. “Then let us pray.”

Voices rose around them, some trembling, some strong. A woman in the second row began to hum a familiar hymn under her breath, and the tune threaded through the murmured words: “Be Thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart...”

Hannah closed her eyes and saw nothing but light—light on the river her father had described when he spoke of the West, light on a horizon she had never seen, light on a rough-hewn doorway where she might one day stand with a child on her hip and another tugging at her skirt. The images came so vividly she almost reached out to touch them.

“Lord,” the pastor prayed, his voice low and earnest, “grant them courage when fear rises, hope when the way is dark, and faith when all they can see is what they might lose. Remind them that You are not bound by place but present in every wilderness. Go before them; come behind them; hem them in on every side.”

A quiet amen trembled through the room.

When the benediction ended and they turned to face the people, Hannah saw what she had tried not to see. Mrs. Proctor, who had slipped Hannah peppermint drops every Sunday she could remember, dabbed at her eyes. Old Mr. Wilkes stood with his arm around his stooped wife, nodding as if in personal approval of their courage. Her father’s lips were pressed in a straight line, his jaw working to keep from shaking. Her mother’s eyes shone with tears, but her back was straight, her hands folded carefully on her lap.

Sarah just cried, openly now, clutching a handkerchief until her knuckles whitened.

Hannah’s chest ached. This was the cost of going.

Outside, the wind was sharper, the sky a clean, piercing blue. The wagon waited near the hitching post, its canvas cover gleaming white, almost painfully so against the sky. The words she and Daniel had painted on the back board the evening before with shaky hands seemed suddenly too bold: “MERCER – HE LEADS US WEST.”

Her father had added a verse beneath, in smaller, careful letters: “For we walk by faith, not by sight.”

Daniel helped her up to the high wooden seat, his hands sure and warm at her waist. For a brief, suspended moment, their eyes met.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Ask me tomorrow,” she tried to joke, but the words wobbled. She steadied them with a breath. “I will be. The Lord is our keeper, remember?”

He nodded once. “I remember.”

But even as he climbed up beside her and took the reins, she could see the shadow flicker in his eyes—fear, or doubt, or the weight of being a husband with all the world suddenly on his shoulders. He popped his knuckles once on the worn leather, a habit she knew meant he was thinking too hard.

Her father stepped up to the side of the wagon. “Daniel,” he said.

“Yes, sir?” Daniel looked down, posture straightening unconsciously.

Her father laid a hand on his boot, as if giving him a soldier’s sending. “Land is a good thing,” he said. “A worthy thing. But don’t try to hold dirt tighter than you hold your God and your wife. The land can be taken. Those two must not.”

Color rose along Daniel’s neck. “No, sir,” he said. “I won’t forget.”

Her father’s gaze softened. “I was your age once. Thought my hands could keep the sky from falling. They can’t. His can.” He lifted his chin toward the vast blue above them. “Let that ease the burden, son, not add to it.”

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said again, and this time the words came out rougher, like they had snagged on something inside.

Her father turned to Hannah. For a breath, he said nothing, only looked at her as if memorizing her face. Then he reached up and cupped her cheek with rough, weathered fingers.

“You write your mother often,” he said quietly. “She’ll pretend not to worry if you keep the ink fresh on the page.”

A laugh bubbled out of Hannah, half sob, half humor. “I will. I promise.”

He leaned closer, his voice barely above a whisper. “When the storms come—and they will, out there—you remember what we told you when you were little. You hold on to the Lord first, Daniel second, and the wagon third.”

She smiled through the blur. “In that order?”

“In that order,” he said firmly. “Wagons can be built again. Husbands can be straightened out. The Lord...” He paused, emotion thickening his words. “The Lord holds you when no one else can reach.”

He patted her hand, then stepped back, clearing his throat gruffly. Her mother came forward, a small bundle in her hands.

“I know you don’t have much room,” her mother said, pressing the bundle into Hannah’s lap, “but this doesn’t take much space.” When Hannah unwrapped the cloth, she found her mother’s old patchwork quilt folded inside, the one that had covered her on cold nights since she was a baby. The colors were faded, but each square told a story she knew by heart.

“Oh, Mama,” Hannah breathed.

“There’s pieces of your grandmother’s dress in there,” her mother said, fingers brushing the fabric. “And bits of your father’s old shirt, and that calico you ruined trying to learn to cook.” A smile tugged at her lips. “When you’re cold or lonely, you wrap up in this and remember you’re stitched into more than just the land you stand on.”

Hannah nodded, unable to speak.

Her mother drew her into a careful hug over the wagon rail. “And when you can’t pray,” she whispered against Hannah’s hair, “you say His name. Sometimes that’s all a prayer is.”

They pulled apart slowly, like cloth tearing.

Sarah was next, her braid already coming loose, eyes swollen. “You’d better come back and visit,” she hiccuped. “You can’t just go off and have all your adventures without me.”

Hannah laughed, shaky. “You’ll have your own, you goose. And when you do, you write and tell me every detail. Don’t you dare leave out the good bits.”

Sarah sniffed, then thrust a small, lumpy object into Hannah’s hand. “Here,” she said. “It’s for your shelf. In your new house. When you get one.”

Hannah looked down. It was a tiny wooden bird, whittled clumsily but lovingly, wings outstretched. One eye was a little higher than the other.

“You made this?” Hannah asked, surprised.

Sarah shrugged. “Mr. Wilkes showed me how with his penknife. It’s not very good, but it’s—”

“It’s perfect,” Hannah said, and meant it. “It’ll remind me how you always wanted to fly away first and somehow I’m the one doing it.”

“Not if you sit here all day,” Sarah muttered, and then threw her arms around Hannah’s waist in a fierce hug. “I love you,” she mumbled into her sister’s bodice.

“I love you too,” Hannah managed.

At last, there were no more hands to hold, no more gifts to press into hers, no more words to be said that would not only repeat what had already been spoken a dozen times over in the weeks leading up to this day.

Pastor Lewis lifted his hand. “Go now,” he called, “with our blessing and His presence.”

The reins felt unfamiliar in Daniel’s hands, though he had driven wagons before. This one carried everything they owned now that couldn’t be left behind—their tools, their food, their bedding, a small wooden box with Hannah’s dishes, their clothes, their hopes. The horses flicked their ears, sensing unease.

Daniel clicked his tongue, giving them a gentle snap of the reins. “Hyah.”

The wagon lurched forward.

As the wheels creaked and turned, Hannah watched her parents, her sister, her church, her whole world begin to move away from her—or rather, she realized with a jolt, she was moving away from it. The distance grew in slow inches: the gap between the wagon and the hitching post, the road widening, the figures shrinking.

People walked a little way behind and beside the wagon, waving, calling out last-minute reminders and blessings.

“Mind you boil that water good, now!”

“Keep to the trail!”

“Write us when you can!”

“Look after our girl, Daniel!”

“I will!” Daniel called back over his shoulder, his voice carrying strong. “I promise!”

Hannah twisted on the seat, waving until her arm ached. Her mother’s handkerchief fluttered white as a bird’s wing. Her father’s arm remained raised in that same steady salute. Sarah jumped up and down, as if sheer motion could keep them from disappearing.

The wagon hit a rut, jolting Hannah forward. When she blinked, the town had slipped behind a small rise in the land, and only the top of the church steeple was visible, the cross at its peak still catching the morning light.

She watched that cross until it, too, sank out of sight.

The road ahead stretched like a question.

Wind tugged at the loose tendrils of her hair. She brushed them back, more for something to do than because they bothered her. Beside her, Daniel sat tall, but she could see the tightness in his shoulders now that there were no eyes on them but hers and God’s.

“You know,” she said quietly, “if you stare any harder, you might set the prairie on fire before we even reach it.”

He huffed something that might have been a laugh. “If I could, we’d be there faster.”

She angled herself slightly toward him on the seat. “You’re that eager? To leave it all behind?”

He hesitated, and she felt the small pause like a stone dropped into still water.

“Not all,” he said at last. “But I’ve been leaving since I was twelve.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

He kept his eyes on the rutted road. “When my father lost the lower field, that was the first piece. Then another creditor came. Every year, something else went: tools, livestock, rights to the stream. Always something. Felt like living in a house where the walls kept moving in.” He shrugged with one shoulder. “I swore I’d find a place where nobody could walk in and say, ‘This is mine now.’”

His jaw worked once, a muscle ticking.

Hannah listened, the rhythm of the wheels underneath them, the leather creak, the faint rattle of pots tied at the back. It had been easier, in the glow of engagement, to think of the West as an adventure, an exciting page turned. Hearing it now, she heard instead a man fleeing from a house tightening around him.

“You think the West will give you that?” she asked softly. “A place nobody can take?”

He glanced at her. The wind picked up, carrying the faint smell of tilled earth from fields they were leaving behind. “I think land is land,” he said. “But if we work hard enough, make the right choices, maybe—just maybe—we can keep what’s ours. Give our children something better.”

Our children. The words settled warm and frightening and sweet all at once beneath her ribs.

“And if things don’t go the way you plan?” she asked. She wasn’t trying to test him, not really. She needed to hear his answer as much as he needed to say it.

He pulled one shoulder up, then let it fall. “Then we work harder,” he said. “What else is there?”

She turned the Bible over in her lap, thumb running along its spine. “Prayer,” she said. “There’s prayer.”

He smiled, but it did not quite reach his eyes. “You pray enough for both of us, Han.”

“That’s not how it works and you know it.” She bumped her shoulder lightly against his. “The Lord wants to hear from you too.”

“Maybe He does,” Daniel said, his voice low. “But right now He’s heard from me all He needs to. I asked for land. He’s giving us a road. I suppose I have to walk it.”

The honesty in his words settled heavy between them. Hannah opened the Bible, letting the wind riffle the pages until they fell open where a strip of ribbon marked her reading. The ink from last night’s underlining was still fresh.

“The Lord shall preserve your going out and your coming in,” she read aloud, “from this time forth, and even forevermore.”

“Is that a promise or a command?” Daniel asked.

Hannah traced the words, feeling the impression of the letters under her fingertips. “A promise,” she said. “But I think it asks something of us too.”

“Like what?”

“To go,” she said simply. “Even when we’re scared. To trust that He’ll preserve what really matters.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded once, curtly, like a man agreeing to a bargain. “Well, we’re going,” he said. “So I hope He’s keeping His side.”

Hannah did not rebuke him. She only closed her eyes for a heartbeat and whispered, too soft for him to hear, “Lord, teach him that Your side is bigger than his plans.”

When she opened them, the wagon had reached the last fence line she recognized. Beyond it lay fields that were not her father’s, then, farther still, land neither of them had ever seen.

A flock of birds rose suddenly from a copse of trees, wheeling in a dark, graceful swirl before scattering to the sky. Hannah watched them, their effortless arcs, no visible road beneath them, only an unseen instinct that told them when to turn, when to climb, when to fall into perfect formation.

“Do you think they ever get lost?” she wondered aloud.

“Birds?” Daniel snorted lightly. “Course not. God put something in them that knows the way.”

She smiled, half to herself. “He put something in us too.”

“We’ll see,” he muttered, but the words held less edge than before.

She slid her hand toward his again. This time, when their fingers brushed, he laced his through hers and held on.

Behind them lay home. Before them, an untamed horizon. Between the two, along this narrow, uncertain road, they would learn what it meant to walk by faith and not by sight.

And somewhere, far beyond her imagining, their children’s children would tell stories of this day—not the neat lines in a church ledger or the brief notice tacked in the general store, but the sound of the bell, the sting of goodbye, and the moment when two young souls chose to trust that God’s hand could guide them west.

Chapter 1 – The Road Begins

The road out of Cedar Grove narrowed as it left the last familiar field, shouldering its way between bare-limbed trees and winter-yellow grass. Ruts from wagons that had passed in earlier weeks scarred the ground, hardened now by cold and the trampling of hooves. The March air carried the faint promise of thaw, but the wind still bit at ears and fingers, making Hannah grateful for the shawl her mother had insisted she wear.

The town lay behind them, hidden now by a gentle rise in the earth. The church steeple was gone from view, the hitching posts, the hand-painted sign over the general store—all swallowed by distance in a matter of minutes. It felt wrong that a place could vanish so quickly when her heart still clung to it with such fierce attachment.

Beside her on the wagon seat, Daniel kept his gaze fixed ahead, both hands steady on the reins. The horses’ ears flicked forward, then back, testing the mood of the man who guided them. Daniel’s shoulders were square, his back straight, his jaw set. To anyone watching, he might have looked like pure certainty and purpose.

Hannah knew better. She could see the small tendons working in his neck, the way his fingers tightened just a little too long before relaxing around the leather.

For a while, they rode in silence.

The wagon creaked and complained over each rut, the iron-rimmed wheels clattering against stone. Pots tied at the back clinked softly in a strange, wandering music. Now and then a bird called from a thicket, surprised or indignant at this slow-moving intrusion.

Hannah let her eyes roam. These fields, too, she knew. She had helped her father bring in hay from that low meadow. She had picked wildflowers along that fence, remembering how Sarah had woven them into a crooked crown and declared herself “Queen of the Creek.” The narrow stream that ran alongside the lane glimmered in places where the ice had already thinned, showing dark water moving beneath.

It was as if the land itself had come to see them off.

“Feels different from the wagon seat,” she murmured.

Daniel’s brow creased. “What does?”

“Leaving.” She tucked a flyaway strand of hair back into her bonnet. “I thought I understood it back at the church. In my mind, I mean. But it...sits different here.” She pressed her palm lightly against her chest, just above her heart. “Like something inside knows this is the last time we’ll see those fences as ‘ours.’”

He shifted, the leather of the reins creaking. “They were never ours,” he said. “Not in the way that counts. Your father rents half these fields. The bank holds paper on the rest.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But knowing it and feeling it aren’t the same thing.”

He let out a breath that showed in the cold air. “No. I suppose not.”

They passed the Miller place, then the small footpath that led back to a cluster of oak trees where she and Sarah had once built a “house” of branches and leaves. Hannah watched until even that path was just another break in the grass and the trees became part of the long line of forest ahead. She wondered if some girl would find their old hideaway years from now and claim it as her own, never knowing the Mercers had once crouched there, whispering secrets and laughing over stolen biscuits.

She hugged the Bible in her lap a little closer, its solid weight a comfort.

After a time, when the ache in her throat had settled into something she could breathe around, she looked sideways at Daniel. “Are you angry with me?” she asked, more curious than accusing.

His head snapped slightly toward her. “What? No. Why would I be?”

“Because I cried,” she said simply. “Back there, in the church. I saw you, you know, looking straight ahead. Like a soldier.” She offered a small smile. “I thought maybe you wished I’d been more like you.”

He shook his head, a quick, almost startled motion. “Hannah, no. I—” He paused, searching for words. “If I’d let myself look at your mother any longer, I’d have climbed down and told everyone to go home and lock the doors so no one could leave.”

She blinked. “You would not.”

“I might,” he said. “So, I did the only thing I knew to do. I looked ahead. I wasn’t angry at you. I envied you.”

“Envied me?” she repeated. “For crying?”

“For being able to show it,” he said quietly.

The wind whistled faintly through the wagon’s spokes. Hannah studied his profile—the strong nose a little too large for his face, the faint shadow already forming along his jaw despite his careful shave that morning. He had always been like this, in the years she had known him: steady, calm, the one who lifted the heavier end of any load. She knew he laughed, and she knew he could be tender, but he did not often let anyone see anything that might be mistaken for weakness.

She wondered what it cost him, to hold so much inside.

“You know,” she said gently, “men are allowed to cry.”

He gave a short snort. “Not when they’re holding reins that lead their whole life west.”

“Oh? Is that in the Bible?” she teased. “I must have missed the verse that says, ‘Thou shalt not let water leak from thine eyes while steering a wagon.’”

He huffed out a reluctant laugh. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m your wife,” she countered. “That’s nearly the same thing.”

His smile lingered this time, softening the hard set of his mouth. “You’re also the reason I’m not turning this team around right now,” he admitted.

Her heart stuttered. “You thought of it?”

“Of course I thought of it,” he said. “I’m not a statue.” He paused. “But then I remembered how you looked when we talked about the West last winter. At your parents’ table. Your eyes...” He glanced at her, then away again. “They were bright. Like someone had opened a door inside you and light poured in. I figured the Lord doesn’t give a woman eyes like that for nothing.”

Heat rose in her cheeks, different from the wind’s bite. “Daniel Mercer,” she said softly, “if you say things like that, I’ll cry again for an entirely different reason.”

His hand shifted on the reins until his little finger brushed hers, a small, deliberate contact. “Then maybe I’ll say more later,” he murmured.

The conversation faded into a comfortable quiet.

By midmorning, the world ahead began to change. The trees thinned, the fields widened. The road, which had been a familiar brown ribbon, joined another track—wider, rougher, grooved deep by heavier wheels. Faint in the distance, where the land dipped, Hannah saw movement: pale shapes against the earth, rising and falling like slow, white waves.

She straightened. “Is that...?”

“Wagons,” Daniel said. There was something like relief and tension mingled in his tone. “Must be the train. We’re near on time, then.”

The closer they came, the clearer the scene grew. A loose circle of canvas-topped wagons stood in an open space near a shallow creek. Smoke rose from several cookfires, the smell of wood and something savory drifting toward them. Men moved around the edges, checking wheels, tightening ropes, leading horses to water. Women bent over kettles or shook out blankets. Children ran barefoot despite the chilly air, their laughter sharp and bright.

Hannah’s pulse quickened. Until this moment, the journey had been mostly an idea—lines on a map, stories told by travelers. Here it was flesh and movement and noise: the company of strangers who would, for a stretch of land and time, become closer than neighbors.

She swallowed. “There are so many.”

Daniel clicked his tongue and eased their horses into a slower walk as they approached. “More eyes to watch for rattlers and broken axles,” he said. “And more mouths to eat if game runs low.”

“Daniel,” she chided lightly.

He gave a slight grin, but she could tell he was taking stock: counting wagons, noting how well their wheels turned, which teams looked strong, which men stood like leaders and which slouched like trouble.

A man in a sweat-stained hat and a vest that strained over his middle stepped away from the nearest wagon, shading his eyes with one hand. He watched them pull up, his gaze moving over horse, wagon, then the two of them.

“You the Mercers?” he called.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel answered. “Daniel Mercer, and my wife, Hannah.”

The man came closer. His boots were scuffed, his beard shot with gray, his eyes a sharp blue under bushy brows. He offered a hand, and Daniel took it, the handshake firm.

“Name’s Jonas Pike,” the man said. “I’m wagon captain for this stretch.”

He turned his attention to the wagon, walking around it with the casual familiarity of a man who could judge a rig the way another judged a horse. He thumped a wheel with the side of his fist, peered at the axles, glanced at the load under the canvas.

“Decent build,” he muttered. “Not overloaded. That’s a mercy.” He looked up at Daniel again. “You two alone?”

“Yes, sir,” Daniel said. “No other family with us.”

“No children?” Pike’s gaze flicked to Hannah’s face, then to her flat midsection, as if assessing possibilities.

“Not yet,” Hannah replied, keeping her voice even, though the question pricked something tender inside her.

“Good,” Pike said briskly. “Easier at the start. Hard enough keeping grown folk upright. Babies add a whole new layer of trouble.”

Hannah smoothed her skirt, saying nothing. She wondered if he realized how his words landed.

Pike lifted the canvas edge with two fingers. “Tools, food, blankets, a few pieces of foolishness your woman insisted on?”

“Just a few,” Daniel said dryly.

Pike snorted. “They all do. Cry if you make ’em leave Mama’s quilt behind, though they’ll curse that same quilt on wash day when it takes half the creek to get the road dust out.”

Hannah’s hand instinctively went to the bundle where the quilt lay folded. She bit back a smile. Perhaps the Lord had given wagon captains a bit of prophecy, too.

He didn’t wait for a response. “You can hitch at the rear of the train today,” he said, jerking his chin toward the far end of the circle. “We move at dawn. I’ll go over rules after supper.”

“Rules?” Daniel asked.

Pike leveled him with a look. “Out here, rules keep folk alive. You’ll want to hear them. You don’t wander off. You don’t decide you’re faster than the train and go charging ahead. We share watch, we share news, we share some of the risk. A broken axle for one wagon can mean a broken day for all.”

“I understand,” Daniel said.

Pike studied him for a heartbeat longer, as if testing that claim against some inner measure. Whatever he saw appeared to satisfy him. “Good. See to your team. Water’s yonder.” He jerked his thumb toward the creek. “Supper’s on your own tonight. Tomorrow we’ll see about pooling some things.”

As he strode away, barking instructions to a boy who had gotten too close to a skittish mule, Hannah let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

“He seems...” She searched for the right word.

“Like a man who’s buried someone on the trail,” Daniel said quietly.

She looked at him, startled.

He shrugged, eyes still on Pike. “You hear it in the way they talk about rules. Men who’ve only seen a trail in their minds think rules are nuisances. Men who’ve watched someone die for lack of a simple precaution treat rules like rails on a bridge.” He flicked the reins lightly. “Come on. Let’s get the team watered before all that caution turns into a scolding.”

They guided the horses toward the creek. Hannah climbed down carefully, her boots sinking slightly into the soft earth near the water’s edge. Children’s laughter rang nearby; a little girl in a faded red dress skipped stones against the current, while a boy tried—and failed—to catch a frog.

Hannah held the reins while Daniel loosened the horses’ bits, letting them drink. Their heads bobbed, lips breaking the surface with soft, rhythmic sounds.

She looked around, letting the scene imprint itself on her. A young couple about their age sat on a fallen log, eating bread from a shared cloth and talking in low voices. An older woman shook crumbs from a piece of cloth, then smoothed it again with a practiced hand. A man with a fiddle tucked under his arm tested a few notes, adjusting a peg until the tone rang true.

These people had faces, names she did not yet know, habits she would soon recognize from days and weeks spent living near them. Some would be easy company; others might prove difficult. All of them, she realized, had made the same terrible, beautiful choice she and Daniel had: to leave what was known for what was promised.

“Feels like the first day at a new school,” she murmured.

“What’s that?” Daniel asked.

“Never mind. Just my stomach remembering how to behave when it’s full of butterflies.”

He gave her a sidelong look, amusement touching his eyes. “You’ll do fine. Half these women are probably more scared than you.”

“Is that supposed to help?” she asked.

He smiled. “Only that you’re not alone.”

They led the horses back to the wagon and set about the small, necessary tasks of making camp: loosening harnesses, checking hooves, tying the team where they could graze. Daniel checked the wheel hubs again, running his fingers along the iron rims as if reassuring himself that nothing had shifted in the few miles they’d traveled.

Hannah climbed into the wagon’s back and took quick stock of their supplies by feel and habit. Flour, beans, cornmeal, salt pork, dried apples. A small sack of sugar, tucked into the corner like a secret treasure. Coffee in another bag. The wrapped bundle of dishes clinked faintly as the wagon settled. Her mother’s quilt lay near the head of their straw mattress, ready for night. A little wooden bird Sarah had given her peeked from the small shelf Daniel had built along one inner slat.

She touched the bird’s rough wing, comforted by the way it did not crumble under her fingers.

Outside, she heard a woman’s voice call, “Ezra! Mind that boy doesn’t fall in!” followed by a man’s chuckle and a child’s indignant protest. She smiled despite herself.

When she climbed down again, brushing dust from her skirt, Daniel was talking with a man whose beard was more salt than pepper. The stranger’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and the hand he extended when he saw Hannah approach was firm but gentle.

“Ma’am,” he said. “I’m Ezra Cole. This is my wife, Miriam.” He nodded toward a woman stirring something over a nearby fire. Miriam looked up and lifted a spoon in greeting.

“Hannah Mercer,” she replied. “And this is my husband, Daniel.”

“We heard you’re new-joined to the train,” Ezra said. “Figured we’d say hello before Pike’s rules scare you off.”

“Haven’t heard them yet,” Daniel said. “But I imagine they’re sensible.”

Ezra’s smile deepened. “Some of them. Some are just Pike liking to hear his own voice. But most keep us breathing. We’ve been with this train three weeks now. Long enough to know a wagging tongue is sometimes as dangerous as a broken axle.”

Hannah tilted her head. “Has it been very hard?”

Miriam had walked over by then, wiping her hands on her apron. She was a little shorter than Hannah, with steady eyes and hair tucked neatly beneath a cap. “Harder than sitting home,” she said. “Easier than wondering all your life if you should’ve gone.” She offered a small, wry smile. “It’s funny how the Lord lets the same thing be both.”
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