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      The Cobb and Co coach jostled its passengers, every bump in the road resonating through its timeworn frame. The wheels’ creaks and groans echoed the pulsating ache in seventeen-year-old Eliza Reynolds’s temples. For three days, she and her twelve-year-old brother, Thomas, had been travelling, first by carriage, then by train, and now by coach, after their father sent word that their home in Gippsland was ready.

      In Melbourne these past four months, she and Thomas had felt far from welcome with distant relatives in an already crowded house. Then the promise of a better life in Australia had seemed but a distant dream.

      The unimaginable marred their voyage on the SS Sovereign Star. Fever cruelly claimed their mother. The memory of her body, veiled by the dark cloak of the sea, was still raw. Their father had been a broken man, and their collective grief felt insurmountable. But their parents’ shared dream—a dream whispered in the corners of their tiny London flat—had propelled Father to venture into Australia’s wild terrain, seeking out the land they dreamed of.

      Now, Gippsland’s savage beauty unfurled outside the coach window, its sprawling pastures dotted with livestock and shadowed by towering eucalyptus trees. The sun-drenched terrain, while beautiful, also stood as a stark reminder of how far they were from their London home.

      Thomas leaned against her. “How much longer, Eliza?”

      Her lips curved as she ruffled his wavy brown hair. “I believe Baker’s Run is close.”

      He tipped his head upwards. “Do you think Father will be there to meet us?”

      “He knows our journey’s schedule. He should be.” She couldn’t share her doubts. Her brother already suffered too much. But those doubts clenched her jaw. Had living in this new country changed Father, or was he still the moody and unpredictable man he’d always been? God, please, let him have changed.

      Thomas, his voice tinged with the innocence of youth and shadows of past sorrows, whispered, “What’s our new life going to be like?”

      Heart softening, she replied, “It’s going to be wonderful.”

      “I do hope so.” He jiggled in his seat, displaying his first eagerness in months. “Maybe Father got the ponies Mother promised us.”

      She hesitated, thinking of their father’s inconsistent nature. “Time will reveal all, dear brother.” Straightening, she pointed to a distant collection of buildings. “I do believe that’s Baker’s Run.”
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      In dawn’s golden light, peace filled the valley. A crisp chill hung in the air, carrying with it the earthy scent of dew-laden grass. Nineteen-year-old Jamie Goddard leaned against the porch of his family’s homestead, the worn wooden beams cool against his back while awakening magpies warbled in the gum trees. He slipped on his boots as Dart, his faithful hound, wagged his tail.

      Boots on, Jamie donned his wide-brimmed hat, shoved his hands in his pockets, and tilting his face to the sun, breathed in deeply. As far as he could see was Goddard land. His family, amongst the region’s first settlers, had braved the harsh bush and isolation to forge a life from the untamed wilderness, and he couldn’t think of any place he’d rather be.

      This was God’s own country.

      His father joined him on the veranda and clapped him on the back. “Cracker of a morning, son, but we best get to work.”

      Jamie grinned and rolled up his sleeves, the fabric tight against his muscles. Farmwork never ceased, but he didn’t mind. Since boyhood, he’d risen at dawn to help work the land.

      “Come on, Dart.” He whistled to the dog, a brown mutt who rarely left his side. They headed to the barn where he and his father mounded hay while the dog ran between them. The pitchfork handle, worn smooth from years of use, fit in his calloused hands, the hay pricking his exposed skin. The scent of the dry hay, sun-warmed and sweet, filled his nostrils.

      Soon, his mother and younger siblings, Sarah and Pete, emerged from the homestead to attend to their chores. Theirs was a joint endeavour. Together, they’d weathered hardship and joy, bound by faith and kinship in this place, their whole life and world.

      Jamie paused to wipe his brow. Two figures on horseback watched from a distant ridge.

      Following Jamie’s gaze, his father’s eyes narrowed. “The Chatworth brothers.”

      Jamie’s chest tightened. The brothers, known to covet fertile lands, often employed nefarious means to gain what wasn’t theirs.

      “There’ll be no peace till they get what they want.” His father took off his hat and rubbed his hand across his wavy brown hair.

      Jamie clenched his jaw. “They’ll never get this land, Father. This farm is our life. We’ll defend it to the last.”

      Father clapped a hand on Jamie’s shoulder. “And so we shall. But we’ll not go looking for trouble that isn’t ours.”

      Jamie nodded, even as heat simmered in his veins. His father was right—violence shouldn’t be taken lightly or instigated without cause. That was the way of hotheaded fools, not God-fearing men.

      Still, as he gazed out at the golden fields and rolling hills, he knew this peace couldn’t last forever. Trouble was brewing, whether they willed it or not.

      Squaring his broad shoulders, he let out a breath and followed his father. They’d stand together when the time came, but for today at least, there was work to be done and a life to live in this place they called home. The future could wait, but when trouble came, as no doubt it would, the Goddards would be ready.

      Midafternoon, under a blazing sun, he saddled his horse Baxter, a sturdy chestnut stallion, for the five-mile ride to Baker’s Run on errands for his mother. With the leather saddle hot beneath him and the reins firm in his grip, he tipped his hat to her and headed off. At the halfway brook, he paused, allowing Baxter to drink the cool, clean water bubbling down from the mountains. Heavily wooded, this was bushranger country, and he kept his eyes and ears peeled, although it’d been some time since a robbery had occurred in this locale. Bushrangers or not, the Chatworth brothers instilled fear in the locals, but they didn’t scare Jamie. They’d meet their match if they tried to take him on.

      The sounds of village life—a blacksmith’s hammer striking metal, children’s laughter, the market’s buzz—and myriad smells from fresh bread to roasting meat wafting on the breeze greeted him as he rode along the main street.

      Established for some years now, Baker’s Run was the area’s central hub, a hard five-day ride from Melbourne. Many a carriage had come to grief in the boggy swamplands east of the city. Good thing the railroad had reached Sale recently, making the journey less arduous.

      Outside the general store, Jamie tethered his horse to the hitching post before taking the steps two at a time. A young woman with emerald eyes and hair cascading in waves of burnished copper breezed past him in the doorway, her skirts brushing his boots, lavender fragrance wafting.

      Where had she come from? His gaze followed her down the steps. It was rare that such a beauty made her way to their small town. Even rarer that they stayed. This rugged country was less than amenable for genteel womenfolk, but something about her—perhaps the way she held her head—suggested she might be more robust than most.

      Benjamin Jones, the shopkeeper, a portly man with a white tufted beard and twinkling blue eyes, glanced up from his ledger. “Ah, Jamie lad, put your eyes back in yer head!” His voice, full of warmth and joviality, boomed in the cluttered shop.

      Jamie swept off his hat, ran his hand over his wavy hair, damp from the ride, and leaned on the counter. “Who is she?”

      “Your new neighbour, Miss Eliza Reynolds. Just arrived on the afternoon coach from Sale with her young brother in tow.”

      Jamie’s brow lifted. “She’s Arthur Reynolds’s daughter?”

      “Aye.”

      “Well, I be. Heard he had a daughter, but figured she’d be like him.”

      “Ah, Jamie. Don’t be too hard on the man. He lost his wife, bless her soul.”

      And that meant the young woman had lost her mother. Word was she died from fever on the ship from Southampton, somewhere near Cape Town. The man had continued his journey to Gippsland, leaving the children in Melbourne. But he was a surly character. Kept to himself. Perhaps the daughter took after her mother.

      Jamie straightened and removed his hat. “Maybe he’ll become more amenable now his family has arrived.”

      “Time will tell. Now, lad, what are you after today?”

      Jamie handed over his mother’s list.

      Benjamin glanced down at the parchment, adjusting his round spectacles. “Ah, the usual for Mrs. Goddard. And how is she, by the way?”

      “As good as ever.” Jamie flattened his hands on the wooden countertop. “Keeping us all on our toes, especially Pete.”

      The shopkeeper began to gather the items from the shelves, their familiarity evident in the way he moved. Flour, salt, a spool of thread, and other sundries were soon bundled into a brown paper parcel.

      “You got any of that apple jam? Mother’s been asking after it since last week.”

      “Got a new batch in just yesterday.” Benjamin bent down and rummaged under the counter before producing a jar with a golden-red hue. “It’s Mrs. Mitchell’s preserve. Best in Gippsland.”

      Jamie grinned. “Mother will be pleased.”

      With his purchases complete, he delved into his pockets, produced the required coins, and placed them on the counter. The clinking of money was soon followed by Benjamin’s good-natured banter. “And do try to keep your eyes and mind on the road when you head back,” he teased, nodding towards the direction Miss Reynolds had taken.

      Jamie ducked his head, a slight heat rising in his cheeks. “I’ll do my best.”

      After securing his purchases in a satchel, he stepped outside, untethered Baxter, and swung into the saddle, his gaze seeking out Miss Reynolds, but not finding her.

      The sun, now lower in the sky, cast a golden hue over Baker’s Run. Taking a deep breath and giving a farewell nod to the bustling townsfolk, he spurred Baxter into a trot, keen to return home before darkness fell, though the image of emerald eyes and burnished copper hair remained in his mind.

      As he rode past the Reynolds homestead, a small herd of dairy cows grazed in the paddock by the timber construction, and a thin ribbon of smoke drifted from the chimney. His mother had learned to love this harsh land. Would Miss Eliza Reynolds learn to love it, too? Or would the hardships send her scampering back to wherever she came from?

      A warm January wind gusted in from the distant Strzelecki Ranges where clouds, dark and heavy, threatened to split open and drop their watery load, and he spurred his horse towards home.
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      Dawn ignited the sky, and the trill of birdsong roused Eliza from sleep. She threw open the shutters, her spirit uplifted by the endless golden hills now stretching out before her. So many delights and discoveries marked her first week on the farm, and each day brought new adventures in this wild, open place she now called home, a place so different to anything she’d ever known. What would today bring?

      Father had kept his promise. He’d bought horses for both her and Thomas, and her heart had become tethered to Clover, the caramel-coloured beauty Eliza was beginning to master amidst her daily chores.

      Her bare feet brushing the cool earthen floor, she padded to the kitchen, the fireplace now dormant, the kettle untouched and cold. And yet, her father’s boots were missing. Perhaps he’d ventured out to check on the damage after last night’s storm. Their house had somehow withstood the torrential rains and gales that lifted the corrugated iron roof and howled through the gaps in the timber walls.

      As she stepped onto the wooden veranda, Thomas, mud-spattered and wide-eyed, raced towards her. “Eliza, the creek! It’s risen! Father fears all we’ve built will be washed away!”

      Her heart slammed into her throat. She slung her shawl around her, jammed her feet into her boots, and ran across sodden fields to the creek bed. Only yesterday the creek had burbled, shallow and sparkling, through their land. Now a fierce, bloated current threatened to engulf all in its way.

      Lines deepened on her father’s grim face. “We must dig diversion trenches or lose the farm before we’ve scarce begun. Take a shovel, Eliza, and dig.”

      Her eyes widened. A shovel? Dig? In the mud? Feeding chickens and turning soil in their vegetable garden was one thing. But shovelling mud?

      But he spoke the truth. There was no time to waste. Picking up a shovel, she joined the battle and laboured in the mire until her limbs grew weary and she was soaked through. But each shovelful seemed insignificant against the advancing flood.

      The ceaseless flow even yet increased, and she slogged on. “Why now, when the skies are clear?”

      Father pointed towards the distant mountains. “The water flows from up there.”

      A shudder ran through her. What if they couldn’t divert the flow? Would their entire farm flood?

      With renewed vigour, she continued digging.

      By afternoon, exhausted and mud smeared, they’d made little progress. And now, with ominous clouds forming a curtain over the mountains, another storm threatened.

      Soon, the first raindrops began to fall, and tears heated her cheeks. Dropping to her knees, she implored the heavens for a miracle to shield their fledgling home and farm.

      But then a shout cut through the sounds of rushing water. A horse and dray approached. Amongst the newcomers were the shopkeeper and the young man whose path she’d crossed in town last week.

      Father straightened as the men, numbering six, alighted and approached on foot, each clad in moleskins and bearing implements.

      “We’ve come to help.” A tall well-built man extended his hand to her father.

      Nodding in appreciation, Father shook the man’s hand. “Arthur Reynolds.”

      The man smiled. “Franklin Goddard. And this”—he gestured to the sun-bronzed young man she remembered—“is my son, Jamie.”

      Her chest fluttered as their gazes met, holding longer than necessary.

      Clearing his throat, Father addressed the group. “Thank you for coming to our assistance. My children and I appreciate your help.”

      Eliza, self-conscious, retreated a step and clasped her hands in front of her. Yet Father beckoned her forward. “Eliza might be a woman, but she has the heart and strength of a man. She has been labouring all day and will work alongside us.”

      She raised her chin. Indeed, she would. No way would she let this land, their dream, be drowned without a fight.

      Together, the group battled the surge. Though they made headway, nightfall saw a landscape still under threat.

      “It’s not enough.” Father’s shoulders bowed. “By morning, there may be little left.”

      Jamie’s blue eyes, illuminated by lantern light, glinted, and his jaw set. “Then we persevere. We won’t back down.”

      His conviction, coupled with the undeniable connection between them, anchored Eliza amidst the unfolding disaster. The night wore on, and the other men returned to their homes. But he remained, working alongside her, her father, her brother, and their farmhand, John.

      Past midnight, her father clasped Jamie’s hand. “Our gratitude is immeasurable.”

      “You’d do the same for us.” His lingering glance at Eliza conveyed a silent promise—one not just of camaraderie but also of a growing bond—and something warmed inside her.

      Her father gave a nod. “That we would.”

      When Jamie departed, Eliza returned to the homestead alongside her father and brother. While Thomas tended the fire, she prepared a modest meal. Father sat heavy-hearted, every line on his face deepened by weariness.

      She handed him a steaming mug of tea and rubbed his shoulders. “This land is our dream, Father. We won’t let one setback determine its fate.”

      His eyes, misting over, met hers. “Your resilience reminds me so much of your mother. And you’re right, my dear. With such unwavering faith, how can we not push forward?”

      She bent and embraced him, her heart aching. The loss of Mother bore down on them all, but most of all on Father. He carried the burden of their future alone. “Yes. Together, we will prevail.”
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      Again, Eliza woke at dawn, despite the late night and toil of the previous day. Thomas’s jubilant shouts joined the familiar birdsong. After quickly dressing, she stepped outside, gathered her skirts, and hurried towards him by the creek bed.

      His youthful face lit. “‘Liza, the flow has eased! The worst is past!”

      Her knees wobbled. The water’s surge had indeed eased, and the creek’s direction had shifted due to their relentless efforts. She slipped her arm around his shoulders. “Father will be relieved.”

      A shadow crossed his face. “Do you think he’ll be alright?”

      Her heart ached afresh for her brother who seemed careworn beyond his twelve years. “We can only pray for the good Lord to heal Father’s heart.”

      “If He was so good”—his voice trembled with more than its usual wobbling between boyhood and manhood—“Mother would still be here.”

      She held him tighter, fighting her tears. “We have to hold onto faith and stay strong for Father.”

      He sniffled. “I miss her so much.”

      Her eyes misted, and she swallowed hard as she drew him close and stared over his head at the sodden land. “So do I. But we will endure, Thomas. We have each other.”

      His hair tickled her cheek as his head tipped up, his eyes shining. “Promise you won’t leave me?”

      The ache in her heart deepened. “I promise. We’ll face everything together.” She breathed in deeply and stepped back. “Now, let us wake Father with the good news.”

      Back at the homestead, the fire was lit, and sizzling bacon greeted them.

      “Good morning, children. You two are up early.”

      “As are you, Father.” She placed her shawl over the chairback.

      “I have had little sleep, keeping watch most of the night.”

      “Then you’ll know the flow’s eased,” Thomas said, his face still glowing. “Our farm’s safe.”

      “Yes. It’s wonderful.” The lines on Father’s face softened. “I feared the worst.”

      Eliza approached the stove. “Rest, Father. Let me handle this.” Before handing him a mug of freshly brewed tea, she added a splash of milk and sugar, just as he liked.

      Thomas waited by the frying pan, plate in hand. “May I have a double serving?”

      With his cheeky grin, no way she could deny him. Shaking her head, she piled his plate high, adding a large chunk of damper for good measure. “You’ll eat us out of house and home.”

      He chuckled. “I’m a growing boy. I need my strength.”

      Ruffling his hair, she added two more slices of bacon and another piece of damper. “There you go.”

      Their father looked on with a hint of a smile. “It’s heartening to see you two getting along so well.”

      “Our spirits are lighter now the flow has eased.” She joined him and her brother at the table and sipped her tea. “I’d like to bake something to thank our neighbours for their assistance.”

      His brow quirked. “All the neighbours or one in particular?”

      She swirled the hot liquid in her mug, avoiding his gaze. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “I saw how young Goddard looked at you.”

      He’d noticed, too? Her cheeks heated. She flicked long hair over her shoulder.

      “You need to take care, Eliza.”

      She lifted her chin. “I can take care of myself.”

      He reached across the table and laid his hand on her wrist. “I do not doubt that. But don’t allow the first young man to catch your eye steal your heart.”

      “Father, I’m not a child!”

      The room grew quiet, interrupted only by the clock’s steady ticking.

      “I know,” he finally replied. “But remember, your place is here with Thomas and me.”

      Frustration simmered inside her. “I know that. I love this home, but one day, I’ll want one of my own.”

      He sighed. “I know, but after losing your mother, the thought of losing you, too⁠—”

      “I’m not going anywhere, Father, but please, don’t tether me here forever.”

      He held her gaze. “You’re a good girl, but I fear you have your mother’s wild spirit. Don’t let it lead you astray.”

      “I simply wanted to thank our neighbours.” She released his hand and bit into a piece of damper, trying not to glare at him.

      Thomas scraped egg yolk from his plate, seemingly oblivious to the undercurrent between her and their father.

      While he continued eating, blissfully unaware, she cleared the dishes, wrestling with her emotions. She wasn’t just angry at her father. She was angry at the world, at God, for the loss of her mother and the weight of the expectations now on her shoulders.

      With breakfast completed, she assisted in the morning chores. After inspecting the diversion trenches, they tended to the chickens and pigs, then checked on the newly planted crops that had withstood the floodwaters.

      That afternoon, as her father was engrossed in his ledger and Thomas busied himself chopping wood, she ambled along the boundary line to inspect their fences.

      Bathed in the late afternoon sun, a solitary figure toiled in the adjacent field. Even at a distance, his profile was recognisable—Jamie, every inch of him exuding strength and resilience like the native eucalyptus trees peppering the horizon.

      She drew nearer, her footsteps and the soft rustle of her skirts against the grass announcing her arrival.

      He paused, straightened his back, and greeted her with a smile warm enough to rival the sun’s brilliance—a smile that sent an unmistakable flutter in her chest.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Reynolds.” His voice, a heady mix of ruggedness and charm, did strange things to her insides.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Goddard.” What striking features, and those piercing blue eyes exuded a fierce determination in marked contrast to his gentle manner.

      He swept off his wide-brimmed hat, wiped his brow with his forearm, and leaned against a fence post, the sun burnishing his skin and hair. “I see the water’s receded.”

      She nodded, her voice emerging a touch breathless. “Yes, and again, I must express our gratitude for your help.”

      “You’re welcome. May I enquire about your hands?”

      Taken aback, she tucked them behind her. “Oh, they’re quite alright. But it’s kind of you to ask.”

      “My mother swears by wool grease.”

      She tilted her head, her roughened hands twisting together behind her. “Are you suggesting my hands could use some?”

      His laugh rang out as bright and warm as the day. “Not at all. I just remembered it might help.”

      She couldn’t help but grin. “Your thoughtfulness is appreciated, Mr. Goddard.”

      A silence settled, punctuated only by the sounds of nature. He gazed across the fields before turning to her again, his voice gentling. “Settling into this new land without your mother must be challenging.”

      She dipped her head, blinking back unbidden tears, and a confession rasped her throat. “I miss her every day.”

      His hand reached out, a comforting touch on her arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s alright.” She let loose her tight hold on her hands and waved off his words so he wouldn’t know how much such thoughts hurt. “Time heals, or so they say.”

      His gaze grew intense. “Do you believe, Miss Reynolds?”

      What on earth? Her forehead creased. “In what, exactly?”

      “In God.”

      Oh. How did she answer that without revealing her anger at the Almighty? Inhaling deeply, she finally replied, “I was raised in faith, but after losing Mother… my beliefs have wavered.”

      “Matthew 5:4 says that blessed are those who mourn: for they shall be comforted. Hold onto that, Miss Reynolds.”

      Touched by the care in both his words and tone, she let out pent-up breath, her shoulders relaxing. “Thank you, Mr. Goddard.”

      His gaze travelled over her face and searched her eyes. “Would you care to join me under that tree?” With his hat, he gestured towards a majestic eucalyptus on the edge of their unploughed field, its shade beckoning.

      Her pulse ticked up. Father was not about, but for how long? Could she risk his ire if he discovered her with Jamie?

      She jutted her chin. Yes, she would. “I do not wish to keep you from your labour, but a reprieve from the sun would be most welcome.”

      His blue eyes twinkled. “You do not keep me. It would be my pleasure to sit awhile.” He swung his legs over the fence and whistled to his hound. “Come on, Dart.”

      The dog bounded over the fence with ease, clearing the rail by at least six inches, and trotted by his master’s side.

      “Does he go everywhere with you?” She lifted her skirts a few inches to keep pace.

      “He’s my constant companion.”

      As they walked through the grass, a rabbit bounced past, and Dart gave chase.

      “Will he catch it?” Eliza asked as the pair commenced a game of cat and mouse.

      “We shall wait and see.” Jamie’s laugh bound across the open fields.

      When they reached the leafy canopy of the towering eucalyptus tree, he gathered fallen leaves and created a makeshift seat for her. “It’s the best I can offer.”

      She smiled her appreciation, eased onto the ground, attempted to gather her skirts gracefully, and curled her legs to the side.

      He sat beside her, and they remained in companionable silence, her fully aware that, if Father did find them together like this, she’d be punished. But something about Jamie Goddard dared her to be defiant. She was almost eighteen years of age. Many girls her age were wed. Her father could not bind her forever.

      Yet, with Mother gone, he bore the responsibility of both parents, though sometimes it felt more than that. He didn’t want to lose her. Ever.

      Shaking off those thoughts, she admired the mountains, their peaks bathed in the soft hues of afternoon. “They’re breathtaking, aren’t they?”

      “They become a part of you.” Jamie tossed a stick for Dart, who seemed disheartened after losing the rabbit chase.

      She swung her gaze to him. “How long have you lived here?”

      He fiddled with his hat brim. “I was born here. The Goddards were pioneers in this region.”

      “You must love it.”

      He lifted his gaze to the horizon. “My father says our blood is mingled with the soil. This land has made us who we are. Proud Goddards.”

      At the intensity in his tone, she frowned. “Is something troubling you?”

      He hesitated, then met her gaze. “No.” But his tightened jaw and the clench of his fingers on his hat betrayed him.

      She’d heard rumours of bushrangers causing trouble as well as conflicts between settlers and the aboriginal people. Could such dangers be lurking closer than she thought? Yet, he seemed unready to share, so she let it be.

      In the quiet, she couldn’t help studying him—the weathered hands, the sun-streaked light-brown hair, the depth of his gaze. In him, she saw the spirit of this vast new land. Aware she was staring, she turned her focus elsewhere, picked up a leaf, and studied its veins. “Tell me about life here in Gippsland. I still have so much to learn.”

      He dropped his hat in his lap, stretched out his legs, and leaned back on his hands. The deep breath he took as he tilted his face towards the canopy overhead spoke of an enviable contentment. “It’s challenging yet fulfilling. We all support each other. Through drought, fire, flood, and famine, we’ve persevered, and there’s no place I’d rather be.” He chuckled. “Mother and Father took me and my siblings to the city once. I couldn’t wait to get back here where it’s quiet and peaceful. Where I feel closest to God.”

      She tilted her head, her forehead creasing and her leafy chair rustling with her restless movement. “Do you always share so openly with strangers about your faith?”

      “Um, no.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But something about you, Miss Reynolds, makes a man want to bare his soul.”

      Unexpected warmth surged through her. “Please, call me Eliza.”

      Their gazes held, and her heart beat faster. “Only if you call me Jamie.”

      The warmth from his eyes seemed to penetrate her very soul. “Jamie.” His name slid effortlessly from her lips.

      “So”—he waved at her—“now it’s your turn. Tell me about you, Eliza Reynolds.”

      With his gaze as soft as a caress, she swallowed hard. “What–what would you like to know?”

      “Everything. Tell me everything.”

      She laughed, the sound ringing through the hollow. “Everything might take some time! But I can tell you my family came here from England seeking a new start.” She drew a long breath. “You already know my mother died on the ship. Father was determined to continue. He wanted to give my brother and me the new life he and Mother dreamed for us.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, but I understand your father’s thinking. This land has a way of healing wounds and filling empty spaces in a soul.”

      Nodding, she traced random patterns in the dirt with the leaf’s stem. “It does seem that way. Though it’s only been a short time, I feel more at peace here than I have since she passed.”

      “Because you were meant to be here.” Jamie’s voice, soft but earnest, slid under her skin and reached into her heart. “Just as my family was called to settle this valley, I believe God led you here, too.”

      She met his gaze, breath catching at the tenderness there. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps this place shall be the making of us in ways I’ve yet to discover. I pray it be so. Father seems so lost without Mother. I fear for his wellbeing.”

      “God can do amazing things if we let Him.”

      As Jamie spoke of his faith, she felt the resonance of his beliefs, the sincerity that made him, well, him. An unyielding faith and a determination that mirrored the relentless Australian sun.

      “My faith is the compass that guides my days. Without it, I’d be but a rudderless ship in a storm-wracked sea,” he continued.

      “Your faith is palpable.” She breathed in deeply. “In a world of uncertainty such as this, to have something so steadfast to cling to must bring great comfort. Since coming here, I feel something stirring in my soul—a flicker of hope taking light once more.” Her words surprised her, but she knew them to be true. She couldn’t remain angry with God forever.

      A comfortable silence stretched between them, broken only by a kookaburra’s laugh.

      Finally, he looked at her. “You’d be welcome to attend service at our local church later this afternoon. I cannot pretend to know your journey or the path you should take, but you mentioned a flicker of hope, a stirring. Perhaps being part of a community that supports each other, that shares in each other’s trials and joys, could fan that flame.”

      The genuine offer glowed deep in his eyes, an invitation, not just to church, but into his life, his community. “I–I think I’d like that. Thank you for inviting me.” Her voice steadied as her resolve firmed. Surely, Father wouldn’t prevent her from attending a church service.

      “It’s my pleasure.” He beamed, crammed his hat onto his thick hair, and sprang to his feet, helping her up. “The church is on the edge of town. You would have passed it on your way here.”

      “I recall seeing it.” Her hand lingered in his. “A whitewashed chapel on the hilltop.”

      “That’s the one.” He released her. “Will your father and brother attend with you?”

      Her skin still warm where he’d touched, she lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I cannot say. My father is not a man of faith. But I will attend, with or without him.”

      They parted, and as the afternoon melted away, she found herself anticipating the service. To her surprise, her father agreed to attend. Perhaps something about this land was softening his heart. And perhaps her earlier thoughts of him had been too cruel.

      Or perhaps he didn’t want to let her out of his sight.
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