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CHAPTER ONE


West of Fort Laramie on the Oregon Trail 
Late June 1 8 6 3

Gray Wolf Torstead, long dark hair tied back with a piece of latigo, topped the hill on his blood bay Appaloosa as the sun broke the horizon. Turning to look over his shoulder, he could no longer see the smoke from the campfires of the wagon train. Looking east he knew he could make it back to the fort with some days of hard riding, gather his supplies, and head home.

Home. Would his mother’s tribe’s tepees feel like home, or had he lived with the white men too long? Like he’d been trailing the wagon train too long. They didn’t need him. Jesselynn didn’t need him. Jesselynn—a much better name than Jesse. But he’d had to make sure the new wagon master knew what he was doing. They’d camped in the right places, kept watch at night, and grazed the herd. He’d even heard the fiddle singing one evening.

He knew the scouts had seen him, but then he hadn’t been trying to hide. Just making sure they were safe.

He nudged his Appaloosa into a mile-eating lope and promised himself to put Jesselynn Highwood out of his mind. Out of his heart was another matter entirely. Questions that kept time with his horse’s hooves circled round again. Why had he let her go? Why had he not at least asked her to stay, to marry him?

‘‘Worryin’ gots you lower den a turtle belly.’’

Jesselynn Highwood looked over at the smiling black face of Meshach, who used to be overseer at her home in Kentucky. Now he was a freedman and her friend. ‘‘I’m not worrying. I’m thinking.’’ She tucked her slouch hat, which looked to have been wheel fodder, between her britches-covered knees and finger combed her shaggy hair back off her forehead. The hat kept her hair out of her eyes at least, dark blond hair now barely stained by walnut dye. Masquerading as a male to keep her people safe took a lot of sacrifices, especially for a nineteen-year-old Southern woman.

I thought you gave up lying. That little voice inside woke from a nap and, smirking, tapped her on the shoulder.

Jesselynn, her elbows propped on her knees, the reins to the two span of oxen loose in her fingers, stared out over the backs of her trudging bovines. Dust from the wagons ahead of her wore her face dry and crunched between her teeth. She’d lost the juice to swallow with, and the sun hadn’t come on eleven yet.

‘‘Whoa, son.’’ Meshach gentled Ahab, the Thoroughbred stallion that would be the foundation of their horse farm when they made it to Oregon Territory and a new start—away from the war.

Right now, after weeks on the trail, Oregon seemed farther away than ever.

Meshach kept the horse even with the left front wheel of their lead wagon. ‘‘Looks like worryin’ to me.’’

Jesselynn kept the bite out of her voice with great effort. ‘‘I said I’m not worrying.’’ The emphasis on the last word rang hollow even to her own ears. If this wasn’t worrying, what was it? She chewed on the thoughts like a hound dog with a knucklebone. 

‘‘I don’t trust Jason Cobalt.’’ She said the words loud enough for Meshach’s ears alone.

‘‘They say he be a good man.’’

‘‘I don’t doubt that. I just doubt his ability to guide this wagon train through to Oregon. Last night they were talking about taking a shortcut.’’

‘‘I heard.’’

‘‘Wolf said that shortcut was short on water and the hills steeper.’’ That was her real problem—Mr. Gray Wolf Torstead, better known as Wolf. She knew it down to the stitching on her boots. Why had he left the train and his job as wagon master? She thought she understood the answer to that too, thanks to a conversation with an Indian scout. Wolf had felt a call to return to the land of his mother, an Oglala Sioux who died when he was a youth. However, understanding and agreeing were two entirely different things. She wished she understood all the scout had said.

But if she dug deep enough, and she did that only in the still hours of the morning before the rising sun dimmed the starlight, she knew the real question. Why? Why had he left her? Thanks to that one embrace they’d shared, she’d dreamed of more. More embraces, perhaps a life together. After all, she didn’t take embraces lightly, not when they made her breathless. Seemed like his had. She let her head drop forward like a heavy blossom on a slender stalk. Why had he left?

Meshach was entirely too perceptive. Aunt Agatha would be on her back next. Keeping her feelings from her nosy aunt would take some doing. Pious, upright, Southern to the smallest bone, Aunt Agatha would definitely not approve of the direction her niece’s thoughts were taking in regard to a halfwhite, half-Sioux man named Wolf. No matter how much Agatha had changed since the early days of Springfield, with these woman-man thoughts, Jesselynn was seriously transgressing.

Jesselynn forced her head upright and a smile to her lips. Wolf was a moot point anyway. He’d left the train, left her, and all she had to do was keep her sights on Oregon.

Am I not sufficient for thee?

At the gentle reminder, she shook her head. Of course you are, Lord, but you know what I mean. I . . . I thought maybe—okay, I don’t know. The sigh came from the balls of her feet. He’s a good man, and I hope and pray he will be happy up there with his mother’s people. She glanced ahead to see that Meshach now rode beside the McPhereson wagon. Something Mrs. Mac said made him throw his head back and laugh, a hearty laugh that said more about the man than the joke. Meshach laughed a lot more on the trail than she’d ever heard him laugh at Twin Oaks. His body-shaking laugh drew in others like bees to blossoms. One would have to be carrying a huge lump of a heart to not laugh along with Meshach.

Jesselynn saw it all and tucked it away to ponder later. Is this what freedom did to a man once enslaved? He’d told her once that Christ set him free long before she did, but she knew she witnessed the change.

Do others see that joy in me? The thought made her flinch. The last three days had been particularly empty of any emotion that bore even a fleeting reminiscence of joy. ‘‘Sorry,’’ she said aloud and shook her head as she flipped a glance heavenward. Praise ye the Lord. Meshach had read that in a psalm the night before. She’d heard it with only half an ear. She had a feeling God would rather she not only heard but did as He commanded.

She could hear her mother too. ‘‘No better time to change than right now.’’ Oh, Mother, such wisdom you had. What would you say to all this that’s gone on?

‘‘Marse Jesse, you all right?’’ Benjamin, another of her former slaves, looked at her out of the corner of his eye, as if afraid of intruding but caring enough to want to know.

‘‘Yes, I’m right as a June bug.’’ Jesselynn flashed him a smile that she’d dredged up somewhere out of her middle. ‘‘You want to drive awhile?’’ She grinned at the rolled-eye look he gave her. She knew he’d rather ride than drive any day, just like she would.

‘‘Yes, suh.’’ His sigh made her smile again. ‘‘I go tell Miss Agatha.’’ He turned his horse and rode to the wagon behind hers. Jesselynn had become Jesse instead of Jesselynn and Sir or Suh or Marse to her family to keep them all safe when they were forced to leave Twin Oaks near Midway, Kentucky. When Benjamin returned, Jesselynn whoad the oxen and leaped to the ground, her feet sending tingles up to her knees. She swung easily into the saddle and waited while Benjamin climbed up on the wagon seat and hupped the oxen forward. The wheels creaked in protest. One of the oxen bellered.

Jesselynn dropped back to the end of the wagon train and crossed to the north side. No one had reported the Indian shadowing them in the last day or so. On one hand she felt the same relief the others expressed at his supposed departure, but on the other she wished she’d known who he was and what his purpose was. When Wolf had led the wagon train, she’d not wasted time thinking on such things.

Turning Ahab, she cantered back to the herd of horses and cattle that snatched grass along the way as they trailed the train. Daniel, another of her young freedmen, and two other young men from the train kept the herd moving, watching out for danger, be it Indian or beast.

‘‘Anyone seen the Indian that followed us?’’ she asked as she drew even with Daniel riding Domino, her younger stallion. The two mares along with their foals kept to the center of the herd.

‘‘No, suh.’’ Daniel stood in his stirrups to stretch his legs. ‘‘We ain’t seen nothin’, not even a coyote. This sure do be empty land.’’

‘‘Getting rougher too.’’ Jesselynn looked westward toward the undulating hills that grew ever steeper. Black clouds billowed on top of the hills like frosting piled high on a three-layer cake, the sun stenciling the rims with silver. The cooling breeze felt welcome to her dry skin, but the thought of a thunder-and-lightning storm made her squint. Heat lightning speared the blackness.

Surely Cobalt would send others back to help with the herd.

Jesselynn saw Meshach cantering back toward them, but no one else.

‘‘Is he going to circle the wagons?’’

Meshach shook his head. ‘‘He say got to make up lost time. Keep dem wagons rollin’.’’

Jesselynn gritted her teeth. God help them if they had a runaway. Another lightning bolt streaked the sky, this time with a thunder rumble. Several of the herd leaders raised their heads, sniffing the wind. Bellows answered restless bellows.

Oxen lowed from the wagons ahead.

Meshach dropped back to speak with one of the young men and pointed out where he should ride, then did the same for the other. With the five of them circling the herd, perhaps they had a chance.

At the first heavy crack of thunder and lightning, Wolf had always circled the wagons with the herd inside. While restless at first, the herd had settled down, ignoring the rain, with the cattle chewing their cuds.

But now the pace picked up. More bawling. A horse whinnied. 

Do I go confront Cobalt or not? Ice balled in her middle. The first drops spattered her hat brim and sprinkled her hands. Cold all right. It could turn to hail real easy.

‘‘We need to settle the herd down in a low place. You want to take on Cobalt, or should I?’’ She knew better than to ask. Cobalt had already made his opinion of black men obvious. But then he’d ignored her also.

‘‘We take care de herd first,’’ Meshach said.

Jesselynn nodded. In a stampede her foals would be the first to go down. She turned and rode up beside one of the other young men with the herd. ‘‘Swing those ropes in front of the leaders and keep them calm. Whistle, sing, whatever you can do.’’

‘‘Yes, sir.’’ The boy—she couldn’t remember his name—did as told. If only some of the others in the train were as cooperative. 

‘‘Over there!’’ She pointed off to what looked like a basin set among the hills. ‘‘Get the herd down there and off these hills.’’

Lightning lit the sky with blue light. She counted until the thunder crashed. Coming nearer. She drove Ahab into the center of the herd to cut out their mares. Daniel followed suit, and without adding turmoil to the tail-twitching, bawling herd, they each lassoed a mare and eased her and her foal out of the mass of animals. They still needed the filly and Roman the mule. Their loose ox would have to take his chances.

Meshach brought the filly out and handed his rope to Daniel. ‘‘I’ll get de mule.’’

‘‘No!’’ Jesselynn had to shout to be heard, close as they were. ‘‘Save the herd.’’

Never had she wished for another rope as much as now. Lightning flashed again, thunder rolled and boomed with another crack right after. The lead cow broke into a trot. Jesselynn handed her lead rope to Daniel and pointed to an arroyo that cut off to the north. ‘‘Get the horses up in that arroyo and hold them there.’’

Knowing he would follow orders, she whistled for Patch, their cow dog, and broke into a canter, heading for the leaders of the trotting herd. ‘‘Swing them in a circle. Now!’’ Thunder and splattering rain drowned out her shout. She whipped her hat off and waved it at the still-milling cattle. ‘‘Hai, hayup! ’’ Patch headed for the leaders. Ahab shook his head but obeyed her squeezing legs and edged closer to the herd. Seeing what she and Meshach were doing, the other two herders followed suit, and the herd surged over the rise and down into the depression. With Patch barking and nipping when necessary, they turned the front-runners and got them circling with the riders loping around them. Sheltered by the hills in the shallow valley, Jesselynn breathed a sigh of relief. They could catch up with the train later.

Lightning turned the darkness into day, a blue day with the smell of lightning and rain on the air. The crack near to broke her eardrums. Ahab half reared, and only Jesselynn’s hands clenched on the reins and her legs clamped to his sides kept him from bolting. She fought him back to a standstill, her voice calm in spite of the terror that set her heart to racing.

‘‘That was a strike for sure. I’m goin’ to check on the wagons. Can you hold them here?’’

Meshach nodded, so Jesselynn reined Ahab away from the herd and trotted him up the rise, lightning flashes illuminating her way. Ducking her head to keep the rain from blinding her, she broke into a canter now that she was beyond the distance of panicking the herd.

This time she saw it. A forked bolt of lightning cracked the heavens, blued the world, and struck the ground up toward the front of the wagon train. The sound set the earth to ringing like an earthquake rolled through. Ahab leaped forward, his shrill whistle adding to the panic in Jesselynn’s heart. She clung like a burr, her ‘‘Oh, God, oh, God’’ the only prayer she could offer.

Fire flared from the lead wagon. Screams rent the air. Teams broke loose from the train and drove ahead in all directions, wagons rocking and bucking over the rough ground.

Ahab slowed at her fierce hold on the reins, and they pulled even with the last of the wagons. The wagon drivers near the end of the train had gotten a strong enough hold on the reins that they were already stopping.

‘‘Pull into a circle and unyoke!’’

Aunt Agatha, white faced but able, pulled her oxen to the right, Benjamin right behind her. For once being at the rear of the train proved to be a blessing. She could hear Ophelia singing and praying loud enough to scare away thunder. The sound brought a smile to Jesselynn’s face. She caught up with Nate Lyons, who waved when he saw her, and his grandson, Mark, clutching the seat beside him.

‘‘Go on back. Benjamin and Agatha are circling.’’

‘‘What we shoulda done some time ago, that . . .’’ Lyons, whom Agatha referred to as Brushface, cut off his sentence, but Jesselynn had a pretty good idea what he was thinking. He waved her on.

She pointed another wagon back to the circle and cantered on. A long storage box smashed open on the ground forced Ahab into the air in a jump that sent Jesselynn clinging upon his neck. She pulled him to a stop, settled herself in the saddle again, and peered through the sheeting rain, waiting for another heavenly candle to light the sky.

When it did, she blinked, trying to dislodge the eerie sight. Broken wagons and suffering oxen littered the land. Slowly picking her way among split barrels, soaked bedding, and a splintered rocking chair, she searched for injured people. One wagon missing a rear wheel stood upright, its driver unyoking the oxen, one down, one holding up a foreleg.

‘‘Are you folks hurt?’’ Jesselynn paused by the man.

‘‘Only shook up. Better’n some of the others.’’

Jesselynn touched her hat and nudged Ahab forward. The next wagon lay on its side, hoops crushed like paper. A limping man struggled to release the braces that held a thrashing ox to its still mate. A child’s cries caught her attention from a nearby heap of debris.

‘‘I’ll be right back,’’ she told the man and nudged Ahab forward. He snorted and trembled as they approached the shattered wagon bed. ‘‘Hello, anyone here?’’

The cries rose louder.

Jesselynn dismounted and, looping Ahab’s reins over her arm, dug into the mess. Lifting a soggy sack of grain, then assorted clothing, she found a young child dressed in the shift of all small children. She knelt beside the screaming, arm-flailing little one, seeing the right leg twisted at an angle.

‘‘Easy, child, easy.’’ The child opened its eyes and choked on a scream, reaching for her with both arms and a plaintive wail.

‘‘Ma-a-a. Want Ma.’’ A hiccup followed.

Jesselynn ignored the rain pelting them both and took the child’s hands in hers. ‘‘Easy, baby. I can’t pick you up until I make sure there’s nothing else broken.’’ The child’s hands in one of hers, Jesselynn used her other to explore the child’s body, watching for any signs of pain at her probing. ‘‘Now, you lie still and let me do something about that leg, you hear?’’

But the child clung like mistletoe, refusing to let loose of her hand.

Jesselynn looked up, hoping and praying someone else would come by and help her. ‘‘Father, what do I do? I’ve got to get this child out of the rain, or we’ll have more problems than just a broken leg.’’ She glanced back to see if her wagons were in shouting distance. Barely able to see them through the curtain of rain, she figured not. A man shouted for help from some distance.

Thunder rolled again but heading east. The rain continued unabated. She pulled a piece of material from under more debris, ripped it in strips and, taking a piece of a shattered wagon board, folded part of the cloth around the board, then laid it beside the child’s leg. ‘‘All right, little one, this is going to hurt again.’’ With infinite gentleness, she slipped the board under the twisted leg.

The child screamed. Jesselynn bit her lip and whimpered herself. ‘‘Please, Father, guide my hands. Make this work. If you’re near my mother, sure wish you could send her here to help.’’ All the while she murmured soothing sounds to the child and reiterated in her mind her mother’s instructions on setting a broken bone. ‘‘Pull steady on the joint on either side until the break slips back in.’’ ‘‘Now we got to wrap this all the way up your leg, and then I can carry you to Ophelia. She’ll help make it better.

I know she will.’’ With the last knot tied, Jesselynn slid her arms under the child’s body and, holding the leg steady with the other hand, rose to an upright position. Trying not to jar the leg, she covered the ground to her wagon as swiftly as possible.

‘‘Oh, dear Lord, what have we here?’’ Aunt Agatha, oilcloth cape over her shoulders, reached for the burden.

‘‘No, I’ll lay her down. I didn’t set the leg. We’ll have to do that later.’’ She laid the child on top of a wooden box in the rear. ‘‘I’ve got to check on the others.’’ She glanced up to see six wagons now in the circle and another approaching. ‘‘You seen Cobalt?’’

Agatha turned from comforting the child whose weak ‘‘Ma-a’’ tore at Jesselynn’s heart. ‘‘No, and don’t say I care if’n I ever do,’’ Agatha retorted.

‘‘I know, me too.’’ Jesselynn swung back on Ahab. ‘‘If Meshach comes, send him on to help me. Oh, and get my medicine box out when you can. We’re going to be needing all the supplies we can find.’’

She made her way from wagon to wagon, assessing the damage. When she reached what had been the lead wagon, she asked one of the men what happened.

‘‘Struck by lightning. Hit that first hoop, and the noise scattered all the critters. Never seen such a awful mess in all my born days.’’

‘‘The driver’s dead?’’

‘‘Umm. And the two rear oxen.’’ He pointed to the two carcasses. ‘‘The others burnt some but alive.’’

Jesselynn studied the scorched wagon, burned at the bolts, the joinings, the wheels.

‘‘The man have a family?’’

‘‘Uh, yup. Someone come and took the missus and the little boy. They was stunned bad but sittin’ in the back outa the rain kept ’em alive.’’

‘‘Better cut the throats of those two dead ox. Let them bleed out so they can use the meat.’’

‘‘Uh, yup. That’s what I come to do. Can’t waste the meat in spite of all the tragedies.’’ The man went about his task, and Jesselynn cantered off to help wherever she could. Jesselynn cantered off to help wherever The downpour continued.

She’d just checked the last wagon when Meshach caught up with her. ‘‘Herd safe. Good thing Daniel brought our horses back to the herd. Gully washer come through dat arroyo not long after.’’

‘‘Thank the Lord above.’’ Jesselynn reined Ahab so they rode knee to knee to be heard over the drumming rain. ‘‘At least there will be oxen able to pull the wagons that can go on. I think at least four are totally wrecked. Not sure how many people dead, or animals. Still haven’t seen that so-called wagon master.’’

‘‘He’s sendin’ folks back to the circle. Good thing you got them wagons turnin’.’’

‘‘Only about an hour late. If he’d circled them at the first thunder roll, none of this would have happened.’’ She indicated the area with a swept arm. ‘‘The man oughta be shot.’’

‘‘You can’t say for certain nothin’ happen.’’

Jesselynn sighed. ‘‘I know. Let’s get on and see how we can help.’’

Darkness fell with two wagons unaccounted for.

Jesselynn, Ophelia, and Aunt Agatha spent the evening bandaging wounds, comforting those who’d lost family members, and wringing out their mud-heavy skirts. Jesselynn was at least spared the skirt routine, since even after the others knew she was a female in men’s clothing, she had never bowed to the pressure to give up her britches. When her box ran dry of rolled bandages, she set Jane Ellen to tearing up one of their few remaining sheets.

She and Benjamin strung a tarp off the rear of one wagon, and thanks to Meshach carrying dry wood in slings under the wagon, they got a fire going to heat soup and coffee. As the wagon folk ate and warmed themselves at the fire, Jesselynn heard comments about the wagon master, none of them good.

If I’d just followed my instincts and gone after Cobalt, this whole thing might have been averted. Wolf, where are you when we need you so bad? I sure hope you’re happy with your family, tribe, whatever you want to call it.

‘‘Anyone seen Cobalt?’’ She kept her voice low for Agatha’s ears alone.

‘‘I heard he’s searching for any lost ones. if’n he had any sense, he’d be heading for the hills.’’

‘‘Where Mr. Wolf go?’’ Three-year-old Thaddeus Highwood wrapped an arm around his sister’s leg and leaned into her warmth.

‘‘I told you he went north to his people.’’

‘‘When he comin’ back?’’

Jesselynn squatted down to look her little brother directly in his blue eyes. ‘‘Thaddeus, he’s not coming back. I reckon we just have to get used to that.’’ She smoothed the honey-hued curls back off his forehead. ‘‘Do you understand?’’

He nodded, one forefinger making its way to his mouth. ‘‘Where Patch?’’ The black shepherd-type dog had adopted them after his home and family went up in flames on the road before Independence. He took his job herding Thaddeus and Sammy seriously.

‘‘Out with the herd, he was a big help in turning those critters into a circle.’’

‘‘Did he bark?’’

‘‘Yup, and bit one old ox right on the shoulder.’’ Jesselynn stood up, taking Thaddeus with her. He hugged both arms around her neck, his legs around her waist.

‘‘Lightnin’ scared me.’’

‘‘Me too.’’ She kissed his cheek. ‘‘But you were brave so Sammy didn’t cry, weren’t you?’’

‘‘Uh-huh. Sammy the baby.’’ Dark as Thaddeus was fair, Sammy came to them when they found his mother dead in the Kentucky woods.

‘‘He was mighty brave. Like an eagle, he was.’’ Jane Ellen patted the little boy’s bottom as she passed by. ‘‘Rain’s done.’’

Jesselynn and Thaddeus both looked up to the canvas over their heads. Sure enough, not even spatters ticked the tarp. She hugged her little brother closer, and at the same moment they turned to listen, their smiles matching.

Someone had taken out a fiddle, and the plaintive notes of ‘‘Amazing Grace’’ floated across the circle.

Jesselynn blinked back the tears that burned at the back of her eyes. She hummed, stopped when her throat filled, swallowed, and picked up the words. ‘‘I once was lost, but now am found. . . .’’

Jane Ellen’s sweet soprano joined her. ‘‘Was blind, but now I see.’’

‘‘Oh, Lord, help us find those who are still lost.’’ Jesselynn set Thaddeus down on the wagon tailgate and motioned for him to stay there. She looked upward to see one star twinkling through the ragtag drifting clouds. ‘‘I’m going for Daniel. I’ll stand guard so he can go look for the other two wagons.’’ The notes of the song sang on in her mind, even after the fiddler segued into another tune. Lost and blind, that’s what they were for certain sure out here on the Oregon Trail. What she wouldn’t give for the friendly lights of a town or even one house. She stopped Ahab and looked back toward the camp. Two fires glowed now and a lantern or two, and hammers already rang in repair. Meshach’s blacksmithing skills would be in great demand in the morning.

Coyotes yipped a hill or so away, sounding like they were behind the nearest rock. Most likely they smelled the blood of the dead and injured. ‘‘Oh, Lord, please send us a legion of angels to guard the camp tonight. We don’t need an animal or Indian attack now.’’



CHAPTER TWO


Fort Laramie, Wyoming Territory

The storm broke as Wolf rode into Fort Laramie. Before he could dismount and tie his horse, he was soaked as if he’d stood under a waterfall, so he led his horse up the two steps to the porch with him. Lightning turned the evening into day in flashes close enough together to make a lamp unnecessary. The blue white light carried its own peculiar fragrance, and the ground failed to suck in the moisture quickly enough to keep from puddling.

Once under the overhang of the general store, he glanced back to the west. While he could see no farther than the water curtaining off the roof, in his mind he knew the wagons were circled in a hollow and the herd safely bedding down in the middle. Jason Cobalt surely had enough trail sense to do that, didn’t he? Of course he did, Wolf answered his own silent question. 

‘‘Come on in out of the downpour,’’ a man called to him from the door of the mess hall.

‘‘Thanks, but I got to take care of my horse first.’’

‘‘Down to the livery. Red’ll put yer horse up, you too, if’n ye don’t mind a hay pile for your bed. Then come on back. We got hot coffee in here that’ll drive the damp out.’’

‘‘Any food?’’

‘‘That too. Say, ain’t you that wagon master called Wolf? Thought you was takin’ a train west.’’

‘‘I was. Long story.’’ Wolf clucked his horse back down the wooden stairs, mounted, and trotted to the half-rock, half-wood hulk of a barn, recognized as such by the wide rolling door across the front. Wolf dismounted, slid the door open wide enough for his horse to follow him through, and stopped to drip. The roar sounded like the rain was intent on washing the shingles clear to Kansas City.

‘‘Anybody here?’’ He shouted to be heard over the onslaught. When no one answered, he flipped the reins around a post and waited for the lightning to give him an idea where a door might be, other than the one he came in by. ‘‘Halloo.’’

Still no answer. He listened in the interval between thunder rolls. He could hear a horse chewing off to his right and a snort to the left. Figuring on stalls on both sides, he waited and, at the lightning flicker, saw an empty box ahead and to the right. Untying his horse, he led him to the place. One didn’t need light to complete such a familiar task. Stalls were much the same everywhere. Hanging his saddle over the half wall between him and the main door, he tied a latigo around his horse’s neck and to the manger, already filled with hay. He felt for the water bucket in the corner. It too was full.

‘‘That Red runs a good barn. Now if we just knew where the grain bin lay.’’ The horse nudged his elbow and nosed around him to drag out a mouthful of hay. The familiar sound of horses chewing gave the barn a cozy feeling. If his stomach hadn’t rumbled about as loud as the last clap of thunder, he might have rolled up in his bedroll and slept out the remainder of the night.

Instead, he opened the door again, just enough to slip through, and headed for the mess hall, lights from the windows a friendly beacon. He pushed open the door and paused just inside. Two tables of poker, cigar smoke writhing above the players, appealed to him about as much as stepping back outside in the downpour, so he headed down the center aisle to trestle tables toward the back. Two men were writing letters, one reading in the lamplight.

‘‘Grub’s still hot.’’ A sergeant motioned over his shoulder to the counter.

‘‘Thanks.’’ Wolf nodded as he spoke.

‘‘You Gray Wolf Torstead?’’

‘‘Yes.’’

‘‘Umm. Captain stopped by, said he wanted to see you first thing.’’ When Wolf paused, the man continued. ‘‘You can eat first. They be closing up in here soon.’’

Wolf took the plate of stew and biscuits offered him and made his way to the end of the table, against the wall where he could see around the entire room. Not that there was much worth seeing.

‘‘You want coffee?’’ The sergeant held up a steaming pot and two mugs.

Wolf nodded. The man plunked the cups down and filled them to the brim. Setting the gray coffeepot in the center of the table, he stepped over the bench and sat down.

With grizzled hair and a face that had seen more than man wanted or needed, the man sipped his coffee and let Wolf eat. When he’d scraped up the last of the juice with his remaining biscuit, the sergeant leaned forward on his elbows.

‘‘What made you let the train go on with Cobalt?’’

Wolf looked up to see the man studying him. ‘‘Why you asking?’’

‘‘Got me curious, that’s all. I’ve heard nothing but good on you as a wagon master. . . .’’

Wolf waited. If the man continued, fine. If not, he’d head for the captain’s quarters.

‘‘Not that I need to be nosy or nothin’.’’

Picking up his coffee mug, Wolf drank and set the mug down. ‘‘Anything I should know before I go talk with the captain?’’ 

The sergeant shrugged. ‘‘Guess not. You know those Jones brothers?’’

Wolf paused in the act of standing up. ‘‘Yes.’’ Been some time since he was so close to killing a man as he had that Tommy Joe Jones.

‘‘They took off outa here sometime after your train left. Said they was gonna catch up, like maybe the new wagon master would let them travel with him.’’

‘‘I thought one of them was in the guardhouse.’’

‘‘He was. Captain said to let ’im go on the condition they don’t show their ugly faces around this fort again.’’

The words Wolf thought in regard to the Jones brothers went far beyond the biblical admonition to let your yes be yes and no be no. His father had added, ‘‘No sense embroidering on what’s right.’’ Or wrong, as could be in this case. ‘‘I see.’’ He almost asked if the sergeant knew what the captain wanted but stopped himself. No sense appearing concerned. After all, the army no longer held any control over him. Nor did the wagon train. Cobalt knew about the Jones brothers, and if he didn’t, the men of the wagon train did. They’d keep a close eye on those scums.

‘‘Thanks for the food—and the information.’’ He had no idea what he’d do with that information, but he now knew what a horse felt like with a burr under the saddle. The burr was named Jesselynn Highwood, and in spite of all his efforts, she clung closer than his skin. What a fool he’d been to let her go.

He dropped his dishes off at the window and exited to the captain’s office. He didn’t need to ask directions, although what the captain was doing in his office instead of being home with his family only brought up more questions. Was there more going on here than it had seemed when he had brought the wagon train through?

The orderly passed him on through, and Wolf shook hands with the blue-coated officer behind the desk. Obediah Jensen had a reputation as a spit-and-polish man, and his appearance this late in the day bore that up. He also had a reputation as a fair man who believed keeping the peace between Indian and white was his primary job. And supplying wagon trains, so they kept moving on through Indian territory, was only part of that.

‘‘Have a seat,’’ Captain Jensen said, indicating the chair with a sweep of his hand. ‘‘Thought you were going on home—to Red Cloud’s tribe, wasn’t it?’’

‘‘I was and am.’’

The captain reached for the humidor that reigned on a corner of his desk and held it out to Wolf. Then, at Wolf ’s gesture of refusal, he extracted a cigar, bit the tip off, and lighted it. After two puffs he leaned back and blew the smoke at the ceiling. ‘‘How long since you been up there?’’

‘‘Too long.’’

‘‘Kept in touch?’’

Wolf gave him a level stare. The captain knew the Oglala did not read or write. Those were two things Wolf hoped to change.

‘‘I see.’’ Captain Jensen appeared to be in deep thought.

Wolf sat as still as if he were hunting, his quarry in sight but too far for an arrow to hit. He never had cared for cigar smoke. Nor the chewing of tobacco. Nor the white man’s firewater. His rifle, however, was another matter.

The captain leaned forward, forearms on the desk. ‘‘I have a proposition for you.’’

Wolf quirked an eyebrow.

‘‘I need to know what Red Cloud’s band is planning.’’

So do I, if I am going to help keep them alive.

‘‘They have got to quit attacking wagon trains—not that it’s been his band raiding the trains, but the Sioux in general.’’

‘‘Red Cloud can’t speak for all the Sioux.’’

‘‘I know that, but he is gaining in leadership. I hoped you could be an influence on him.’’

‘‘And come running to you if he chooses to wage war on the whites?’’

‘‘I wouldn’t put it quite thataway.’’

Again the raised eyebrow. ‘‘The tribes have been warring on each other since time began.’’

‘‘I know, and I have no trouble with that. Just leave the white men alone.’’

‘‘But when white men settle on tribal lands—’’ 

‘‘Or kill off the buffalo—I know all the arguments, Torstead.’’ The captain tapped off his ash in the pewter tray on the side of the desk. ‘‘Let me reiterate. I want to keep everyone alive. If the Indians steal horses or oxen from the wagon trains, the settlers won’t get through to Oregon. They might choose to stay here instead. Can you understand me?’’

The look Wolf sent him said he understood all too well and didn’t much care for the tone the captain was taking.

‘‘Well, you think on it. In the meantime, I wondered if you would take a couple of men out hunting. Our meat supply is running out, and I know you can locate elk far more swiftly than my men ever could. A couple days shouldn’t make a big difference in your journey north.’’

When he could see Wolf was about to decline, he added, ‘‘I’ll pay you in blankets, grain, whatever you want from the stores. Anything but rifles and whiskey.’’

‘‘Done.’’ Wolf extended his hand as he rose. ‘‘We leave at first light. Tell your men to bring packhorses.’’

But when he rolled up in his bedroll in the livery, visions of Jesselynn Highwood kept Wolf awake. Maybe after he got things going in the direction he knew was necessary for his tribe, he would make a trip to Oregon. And maybe the mountains would fall flat.



CHAPTER THREE


Richmond, Virginia
 July 1863

Louisa Highwood heard them crying in her sleep.

‘‘Dear, dear, Louisa, what is it?’’ Aunt Sylvania, mobcap askew, leaned over Louisa’s bed. She laid a gentle hand along Louisa’s cheek and patted softly.

‘‘Wh . . . what’s wrong?’’ Louisa shook her head and half sat up. She stared around the room into the corners that missed the light from the candle Sylvania held. Louisa flopped back on her pillows. ‘‘There’s no one here. Oh, thank God.’’ She turned to look at her aunt. ‘‘They wouldn’t stop crying, the groaning . . . ah, there was nothing I could do.’’ She rolled her head from side to side. ‘‘They’re dying, Aunt. All the men are dying.’’ 

‘‘There now. You’ve been having bad dreams is all. Go on back to sleep. You are doing all you can.’’

A groan floated up the stairs from one of the soldiers recuperating from war wounds, who were now sleeping on pallets in Sylvania’s dining room and parlor. Many houses in the city of Richmond and across the South were being used for nursing homes for the soldiers, overflow from the heinously overcrowded hospitals.

Louisa started to throw back her sheet, but Sylvania laid a hand on hers. ‘‘Reuben will take care of them. You sleep.’’

Louisa knew Reuben was as exhausted as she, but that thought would not enter Sylvania’s head. Kind as she was to her people, and though they were no longer slaves, she expected them to do all the heavy labor and the cooking and washing, just because that was the way it had always been. The blacks took care of the whites, and the whites provided homes and necessities for their people.

‘‘Thank you, Aunt, I will. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.’’ Tired didn’t begin to describe how Louisa felt. And it wasn’t just muscle tired. Weariness of body and mind had crept into her soul, and no matter how diligently she read her Bible, soul weariness took more than a night’s sleep to restore. During the day she covered her inner turmoil with a smile and a sprightly step, but at night, when she was asleep, they would come to her. Her boys, her friends, her fiancé—all gone on to their heavenly home.

She’d begun to think that if the war kept on much longer, there would be no one left to bar the doors against the conquering bluebellies. ‘‘Oh, Lord, how long?’’ Her whisper seemed trapped within the mosquito netting, unable to ascend to the throne above.

While the Union troops had yet to enter Richmond, the capital of the Confederacy bore her battle scars from the repelled attack proudly. As Louisa well knew, pride was never lacking in the South. But the war that they’d thought to win in weeks had been raging for months and into years. Perhaps Christ would come again before it was over.

‘‘Anytime, Lord, anytime.’’ Her mother and father would be waiting to welcome her and the rest of them home. Home, where there’d be no sorrow, no tears, and no more war. Instead of going back to sleep, Louisa rose and crossed to the white-curtained window. The elm trees in the front yard whispered to one another, a nightingale warbled, the crickets sawed. A dog barked somewhere down the street. Night sounds, emissaries of comfort and peace. At least they no longer heard the rattle of rifles and the terrible cannonading of the heavy artillery.

The breeze cooled her skin. She laid her cheek on her hands crossed on the windowsill and fell immediately back to sleep until she slipped sideways and jolted awake. Crawling back in bed, she hugged her pillow. ‘‘And, Lord, please take care of Jesselynn and all the others.’’

Perhaps Gilbert will come today. Always her first thought on waking was of her first suitor and almost fiancé. She turned her face into the pillow. Gilbert Lessling would never come. He’d perished in a train wreck. Lord God, you said you would gird me up with the strength of your right hand. Jesus, Savior, I need that strength—to even get out of bed.

Staring in the mirror a few minutes later, she shook her head. Zachary, her brother, would take one look at the smudges beneath her eyes and send her up for a nap. In spite of losing a foot, a hand, and an eye in battle, he figured she shouldn’t be working so hard. ‘‘Ha.’’ She combed her hair back from her face and let the curls hang down her back. Two ivory combs held the masses back and out of her way. She should be wearing her hair bound in a snood, but the men appreciated her looking young like their little sisters back home.

She pinched some color into her cheeks, dusted powder under her eyes, and brushed any loose hairs off the shoulders of her day gown, which was so badly faded one could hardly see the tiny yellow and white daisies that graced a sky-blue background. Tying her apron, she realized the bow was bigger because her waist no longer needed a corset, even if there were such to be had. She’d used all the bone stays for wrist and finger and arm supports for her boys.

Louisa did not consider a lack of corsets a terrible deprivation of war, even though her baby sister, now nearly eight months pregnant, could hardly wait to be laced up again. But then Carrie Mae always did put fashion ahead of fact, even when they were girls growing up at Twin Oaks.

Ordering herself to let the past be just that, the past, she pasted a smile on her face and tripped gaily down the stairs. ‘‘Good morning, brother dear.’’ She peeked into his study to find him already at his desk working on improving his handwriting, since he’d been forced to learn to write with his left hand. His right lay buried somewhere on a battlefield along with myriad amputated limbs.

Zachary, dark hair falling over his broad brow, nodded and continued to dip the quill in the ink and form legible letters.

‘‘Can I get you anything?’’

‘‘Coffee?’’

‘‘I wish. Roasted oats with chicory will have to do.’’

‘‘Just so it is hot.’’ The frown pulled at the scar on the right side of his face, a scar that ended under the black patch he wore to cover the eyeless socket.

She almost crossed to rub his shoulders but knew that he would grumble until he got his coffee. ‘‘Did you sleep well?’’

Why are you dallying here? Get going before he growls at you for something else.

‘‘Need you ask?’’

‘‘I’ll get your coffee. Breakfast should be ready soon.’’

After they’d fed the five guests, those who could feed themselves helping those who couldn’t, Louisa cleared the table and then set out the wool pieces that were slowly forming into a uniform coat. Those with two good hands learned to sew and knit. Those who had legs and at least one hand worked in the garden. She’d learned that the men recovered much faster if they could be busy and felt like they were doing something useful. The army always needed uniforms and wool stockings. The household always needed food.

Aunt Sylvania alternately read from either the Bible or Shakespeare and corrected their sewing before they would have to rip out their painful stitches.

Louisa took up a basket and escaped out the back door to the garden. While picking feverfew and other herbs to hang to dry, she encouraged her two garden helpers.

‘‘Ned, if you will cut the potatoes so that each piece has an eye, we can replant that section over there.’’ She pointed to the bare spot they’d dug the day before.

‘‘Yes, Miss Louisa, be glad to.’’

‘‘You want I should clean out the chicken house and turn it into the compost pile?’’ Due to a throat injury, her other young man sounded more like a rasping file than a man, but he made himself understood.

‘‘Yes, that would be wonderful. Take the eggs in to Abby, if you please. Perhaps she’ll make us lemon cookies for afternoon tea.’’

He nodded. ‘‘That be good.’’ As he turned to go, Louisa felt a clenching around her heart. He’d be sent back to his unit, or some other, any day now. No matter that his wound had been near mortal, he was well enough to carry a rifle again and willing to do his duty.

Duty. How she was coming to hate that word.

About midmorning she heard a carriage stop in front of the house. Dusting off her hands, she smoothed her apron, just in case it was someone for her. She glanced down. She needed a clean apron.

‘‘Is Louisa here?’’ Carrie Mae’s voice tinkled through the open doors.

‘‘I most surely am,’’ Louisa called back. ‘‘Come out here and sit in the shade.’’ She met her sister at the door. ‘‘How ever did you get away in your condition?’’ she murmured in her ear while giving her a loving hug. ‘‘Mama would take a switch to you for being out in public like that.’’

‘‘I’m not in public. I’m here visiting my sister who never takes time to come to me so that I don’t have to go out.’’ Carrie Mae lowered herself carefully onto the lounge. ‘‘It will take three men and a pulley to get me up again, but ah . . .’’ She slumped into the comfort of the cushions. The shade from the ancient magnolia tree dappled her face as she removed her wide-brimmed straw hat. The strip of pink gauze bound round its crown hung over the edge of the settee.

‘‘Is that new?’’ Louisa’s voice squeaked on the final word.

‘‘Yes, Jefferson insisted that I needed something new to perk me up.’’ She fanned her face with the hat. ‘‘He heard that doldrums aren’t good for the baby.’’

‘‘And you have been in the doldrums?’’ Louisa eyed her sister’s ankles, or rather where her ankles should have been.

‘‘This heat. Our house is still not ready, and the flat gets no breeze at all.’’ She pulled her dimity dress away from her bosom. ‘‘Do you have any lemonade?’’

Louisa patted her sister’s shoulder. ‘‘I’ll be right back. I’ll bring some cold cloths too.’’ While on one hand she could tell Carrie Mae was indeed in distress, on the other, her lack of concern for the suffering soldiers went so far against their mother’s teachings that Louisa wanted to shake her younger sister. She’d married an attorney, Jefferson Steadly, who’d lost an arm in the war, so one could not say he had not done his part. He was now an assistant to one of the local senators, and he and his young wife had become members of the congress with all the society obligations his position entailed. Balls, soirées, dinners, and teas kept Carrie Mae busy until lately, when one in her condition stayed home to knit booties or some such thing.

Carrie Mae never had been one for knitting. She painted lovely watercolors, played both piano and harp with wonderful skill, entertained ranking officers and politicians, and believed she was doing her best for the war.

Once in the kitchen, Louisa set the glasses on the tray with a bit more force than necessary, causing Abby, Aunt Sylvania’s maid, to raise an eyebrow. ‘‘Have we any cookies left?’’

‘‘I’se got dem right here.’’ Abby set a plate of molasses drops on the tray.

‘‘The boys need them worse than we do.’’ Louisa huffed one more time and lifted the tray. ‘‘Oh! Could you please bring a basin of cold water and a couple of cloths? Carrie Mae’s ankles don’t look good to me. But then what do I know about having babies?’’ And at the rate I’m going, I might never get the opportunity to find out.

Louisa used her hip to push open the screen door and set the tray down on a low table by the lounge. Carrie Mae lay fast asleep, her eyelashes feathered over purple shadows under her eyes. Perspiration gathered on her upper lip, and her body seemed dwarfed by the huge mound under her thin dress.

‘‘Look like she have two in dere.’’ Abby knelt beside the young woman and, wringing out the cloths, applied one to each swollen ankle.

Louisa brought out a collar to sew on while her sister slept.

Oh, Mother, if only I had listened more when you were trying to train us to be good wives and mothers and to care for all the people at Twin Oaks. I was so young, so terribly young.

When Zachary came out some time later, he took a chair next to his youngest sister and picked up a fan, waving it gently. ‘‘She looks tired.’’ His whisper made Louisa nod. ‘‘You think the baby is all right?’’ Another nod.

‘‘Are you two talking about me?’’ Carrie Mae stretched and smiled up at her brother. ‘‘Doze off for a minute, and you get all worried.’’

‘‘A minute?’’ Louisa smiled and shook her head. ‘‘You’ve been asleep for nigh unto two hours. I reckon you needed a good nap.’’

‘‘It’s the shade and the breeze and . . .’’ Carrie Mae inhaled deep. ‘‘And honeysuckle. I declare, that smells so fine.’’ She reached for one of the glasses of lemonade and took a sip. ‘‘And this tastes even better.’’ Her smile never quite reached her eyes. ‘‘I wish Mama were here.’’

Louisa gathered her close, knowing that tears were pooling in her own eyes just as they were in Carrie Mae’s. ‘‘Me too, darlin’, me too.’’ She knelt by the lounger, holding her sister while she cried, and let her own tears flow unchecked.

Zachary cleared his throat when the shower started to abate. ‘‘I take it this is usual behavior for a young woman in her . . . in her . . .’’ He waved in the general direction of the mound.

‘‘Oh, for mercy’s sake, say the word, pregnant. As if having a baby was an embarrassment instead of a joy.’’

‘‘Yes, well, I have some more correspondence to answer, so I shall leave you two to discuss female things.’’ He beat such a hasty retreat for a man with one leg that both his sisters suffered an attack of the giggles in spite of their tears.

After Carrie Mae left, promising to send the carriage round the next day for Louisa to come visit her, Louisa ambled into Zachary’s study, bedroom, meeting room, whatever he needed it to be. Ned, who shared the room at night, had gone next door to help Widow Penrod with her garden. The new men at her house were too ill to help out yet.

‘‘Close the door, please.’’

Louisa did so and took the chair he nodded to. ‘‘Something has happened.’’ Her words were more a statement than question. 

‘‘Yes, I have located enough funds for us to make another trip north. The Quaker folks who brought me home last time are willing to assist us again. Are you sure you want to go through the lines again?’’

‘‘Quinine or morphine?’’

‘‘Quinine. The malaria is killing our men fast as the Union bullets.’’



CHAPTER FOUR


West of Fort Laramie 
July 2, 1863

‘‘You shouldn’t be out here!’’

‘‘Mr. Lyons, since my animals are part of this herd, I have as much responsibility as anyone else to ride night watch.’’

Nate rode up beside her. ‘‘I know that, but this ain’t no place for a lady.’’

At least the conversation made staying awake easier. Jesselynn knew she’d never live it down if she fell off her horse for sleeping. She was so far beyond tired that her hands felt numb.

‘‘Come on, Mr. Lyons, you know about how long it’s been since I got to think and act like a lady, let alone look like one. Besides, you’re not relieving me but rather that young lad over there. Did you bring a rifle?’’

‘‘Yup.’’ He slapped the gunstock on his right side. ‘‘Why? You see anythin’ suspicious?’

‘‘No, just a feeling.’’ She whistled for Patch and started to ride on around the herd, then stopped. ‘‘Any sign of Cobalt yet?’’

‘‘Not that I know of.’’

Jesselynn shook her head and continued to circle the grazing herd. While the animals would normally have bedded down by now, the storm and ensuing panic had prevented them from filling their bellies. The coyotes yipped again, their wild music bringing the hair on the back of her neck to attention.

The hoofbeats of the young man heading back to camp told where he was. A dog barked from the circled wagons. Patch growled low in his throat.

‘‘What is it, boy?’’ Jesselynn kept her voice to a whisper and her ears on full alert. Crickets sang, slowed to a hush, and then picked up their notes. The only part of Patch she could see was the one white cocked ear. Otherwise, his dark fur blended into the shadows. A cloud hovered over the half-moon, a reminder of the now passed storm.

She should have taken Meshach’s advice and gotten some sleep before riding the herd. Doctoring the wounded and comforting the grieving took a toll on a body, but at the time she’d been too keyed up to even think about sleeping. She’d thought of moving the herd in sight of the circled wagons, but the cattle needed rest as bad as the people.

Patch growled again and, with a yip, took off around the edge of the herd. Jesselynn wheeled Chess, the gelding they’d saved from death by bullet wounds, and followed the dog. She yanked her rifle from the scabbard as Chess leveled out. Cocking the hammer with her thumb, she heard a yip and a snarl. She eased back on the reins, Chess slid to a halt, and she raised the rifle butt to her shoulder. More yips and snarls, and then Patch’s barking.

‘‘Coyotes.’’ She nudged her horse back to a trot and followed her ears. The moon released its hold on the cloud in time for her to see three coyotes feinting and attacking the snarling dog. She took aim, fired, and levered another bullet into the chamber before firing again. A yelp, retreating yips, and Patch streaked after the two departing coyotes, one lying dead.

‘‘Some shot.’’ Nate Lyons rode up to stop beside Jesselynn. ‘‘How’d you see ’im good enough to hit?’’

‘‘Pure luck or heavenly intervention. I go for the latter.’’ She whistled, and Patch came panting back to sit beside the horse, tongue lolling and tail wagging. ‘‘Good dog.’’ She dismounted and stooped to scuff his ears. Her nose took a licking, and Patch put his front feet on her knees. ‘‘Yeah, real good dog.’’ She thumped him on the rib cage and swung back aboard her mount. Waving her arm, she sent the dog back to circling the herd.

‘‘He’s better’n two riders.’’ Nate turned off in the other direction. ‘‘Think he can spot Indians like that?’’

‘‘I sure do hope he never has to.’’ But the hair settled to where it belonged on the back of her neck, and the breeze kicked up signaling the coming day. Another rider came from the camp to tell her the camp news and take her place. She filled him in on what happened with the coyotes and headed back to her wagon—and bed.

At least the final wagon had been found, and Cobalt returned with it to camp.



Everyone spent the next day repairing what could be salvaged from the destruction. Meshach’s forge ran from before sunrise to long after sunset. The dead oxen and one mule were hung and cut up, having been bled and gutted the night before. Tents of drying strips of beef hung over the fires, fueled by a couple of dead trees dragged down from the hills. The older children were set to keeping the fires smoldering to smoke the meat while it dried. The younger ones, under the supervision of Jane Ellen, were instructed to find dried cow or buffalo chips to supplement the wood supply.

Jesselynn awoke to the sound of two men arguing at the top of their lungs.

‘‘I say that’s my barrel and I kin prove it.’’

‘‘Huh, got mine in the same store, same brand burned in the bottom.’’

‘‘Why, you no good, sniveling dog’s belly, if’n I din’t know better, I’d—’’ The mushy thud of fist on face kept her apprised of their continued actions.

‘‘Gentlemen, gentlemen.’’ Cobalt was breaking up the fight.

Jesselynn lay in her bedroll, not even bothering to look out from under the wagon bed. At least the wagon master could break up fights. Of course if he’d done his wagon mastering right, there might not have been call for an argument.

‘‘Soon as y’all can manage, I’d like to have a meetin’ over by my wagon.’’

She knew he was speaking to the men, but the women would be there too. They had just as great, or greater, a stake in the trip ahead. Men decided to go. Women had to make the trip happen. But then, wasn’t that the way of the world? She thought to the verses Meshach had read a few days before. God told Abraham to gather up his family and flocks and head out across the desert, but Jesselynn knew who did the gathering and the packing and the saying good-bye—Sarah. And Abraham couldn’t even tell her where they were going or why, other than that the Lord told him to do so. Things didn’t seem to have changed much in the years since then.

Some days Jesselynn felt sure the Lord was leading them to Oregon, and other days she wondered. Like today. She hauled herself out of the quilt, slammed her feet into her boots, and wished for a pitcher, nay a tub of hot water, to wash the dust from every inch of her body and clothing. Back home at Twin Oaks there had been lazy mornings to bathe and dress, but not for her since her mother died and even less since the war began. 

She’d planned on spending some time with her journal and catching up on the bookwork, but now she’d have to be at that meeting, whether Cobalt wanted her there or not.

‘‘Thanks.’’ She accepted the mug of hot coffee Ophelia offered her and retrieved a strip of smoked meat from the drying rack. Steam rising from the bubbling kettle told her they’d have stew for dinner, same as everyone else. She gnawed on the stringy meat as she surveyed the bustling camp. Those that weren’t repairing wagons and harnesses used the unexpected break to wash clothes. Nate Lyons had a group of children gathered at his feet as he explained the times tables. Ever since he took over the schooling of the young’uns, he’d not lacked for dinner and supper invitations.

She tossed the dregs in her cup into the coals and dipped a cup of cold water out of the barrel tied to the side of the wagon. They’d poured water from the Platte River through several layers of cheesecloth to strain out the bugs that coated the surface of the water. Most likely the river was higher, too, after that rainstorm. She studied the hooped canvas above the barrel. At home they’d run downspouts from the roof right into barrels to collect the soft rainwater for using in the house and especially for washing hair. Nothing felt better than long hair washed with soft rainwater. Her head itched for just such a treatment. The walnut dye she’d used as a disguise when she donned her men’s britches had mostly worn off, and her hair had grown out nearly long enough to tie back with a thong. Soon she would be able to braid it. Soon she would look like a woman again.

Shame that Wolf wouldn’t be there to see the transformation. The thought brought her up short, her teeth still implanted in the stringy slice of half-dried meat. Here, she hadn’t been out of bed an hour yet, and she’d already thought about him. She sighed, and fetching her hat from under her bedroll, she clapped it on her head and tucked her deerskin-covered quilt into its customary place in the wagon. Like her mother always said, ‘‘A place for everything, and everything in its place.’’

But her place had been a plantation named Twin Oaks. The memory of the big white-pillared house caught at her chest and burned behind her eyes. No way could she think of Twin Oaks being burned to the ground. It lived on in her memory, the fine white house shaded by ancient magnolia trees, a veranda for rocking chairs and neighborly chats, green rolling fields of grass, grain, and tobacco, and barns, wonderful old barns with box stalls for the Thoroughbreds raised there.

Jesselynn swallowed a sob and turned at the sound of Cobalt’s voice calling them to the meeting. With a snort, she headed across the circle. Didn’t take a college professor to figure what he was going to say. If he’d thought making time so important that he’d not circled the wagons, he’d surely be pushing for the shortcut now. The man just didn’t understand that rushing and shortcuts most always took longer in the long run.

She let the others draw in closer, fairly certain that she’d be arguing with Cobalt before too much discussion commenced. Within moments Nate Lyons flanked her on one side, Mrs. McPhereson on the other. She could sense Meshach right behind her.

‘‘I called you good folks here to say publicly how sorry I am we got caught in the rainstorm like that.’’ Cobalt stood on a block of wood so he could be seen and heard by all.

Jesselynn waited for him to admit his mistake, but as he picked up his pace, she realized she’d wait until the hot place froze over. One more mark against Cobalt. He wasn’t man enough to take the blame for three deaths, scores of injuries, and the destruction of wagons and goods.

Nate hawked and spat off to the side. Jesselynn knew it for the statement it was. If she were a man, she’d do the same.

‘‘Easy now.’’

The whisper from behind her said she was doing something that gave Meshach a chance to read her mind. She dropped her hunched shoulders and sucked in a straightening breath. God, help us, please, to do what’s best. Only through force of will did she keep her mouth shut and listen.

‘‘I’m hoping we can be on the trail again by tomorrow. . . .’’ 

Several groans met that statement, and many were shaking their heads.

‘‘Or the next day at the latest. I know some of you disagree with me, but I think we have no choice but to take the shortcut. We can cut days off our travel time and—’’ 

‘‘What about water?’’ Jesselynn kept her voice deep in the hope he’d think someone else was talking.

‘‘Far as I have heard, there is water shortage only in dry seasons. We all know this ain’t been much for dry.’’

Someone snickered. Someone muttered. Another spoke up. ‘‘And the hills are steeper, the trail rougher.’’

‘‘Now that’s all a matter of opinion. I hear tell that there’s been Indian trouble on the regular route.’’

Had there been? If so, how come none of the rest of them had heard that news?

‘‘What you hear about savages?’’ This came from across the crowd.

‘‘That they attacked one train. Got it from one of the soldiers at the fort.’’

More rumblings and mutterings, people talking with those around them.

‘‘Now, y’all know that if you don’t like what I propose, you can head on back to Fort Laramie and wait for another train, if another one comes along, that is.’’

‘‘Or we could go it on our own.’’

Jesselynn strained on her tiptoes to see who was talking.

‘‘True, but I been there and back two, three times. You got to admit experience counts for something.’’

‘‘If he’s so experienced, why didn’t he circle the wagons and prevent the stampede?’’ Jesselynn spoke loud enough only for her friends around her to hear, but a couple in front of them turned to see who had spoken. A man, clad in a black leather vest over a once white shirt, nodded. The sling holding his right arm gave mute testimony to the tragedy of the night before.

‘‘Any news about Indians on the route you want to take?’’

‘‘Not that I know of.’’

‘‘The land’s so rough even the Indians don’t want it,’’ Jesselynn muttered under her breath. She’d heard someone talking at the fort about how hot the area could get in July and August.	Hot weather, no water, steep hills—didn’t add up to her.

‘‘So let’s have a show of hands. How many of you are with me on takin’ the shorter route?’’

Hands raised slowly, as if unsure of the decision, but it looked like about everyone signed on.

‘‘And those wantin’ to go the usual route?’’

Jesselynn shot her hand in the air, followed by those around her. The couple in front raised theirs too.

‘‘Well, since we live in a democratic country where majority rules, guess we’ll be takin’ the shortcut, the safe route.’’ The look he shot her made Jesselynn clench her fists. Had she been a man, he’d have taken her comments more seriously, she was sure of it. By the mutterings and stirrings she heard, she wondered if the answer would have been the same had the women been allowed a voice. Not that they couldn’t yet put some pressure on their husbands.

‘‘I’ll be around to check on the repairs tonight. If we can leave in the mornin’, so much the better. ’Bout sundown we’ll have a buryin’ service if’n y’all want to come. I asked Mr. Lyons if he would read a few words over the graves.’’

With that, the meeting broke up, and everyone went back to their chores. Meshach pumped the bellows to heat up the forge again and the sound of his hammer on the anvil rang through the camp.

Jesselynn headed back to their camp and found the mother of the girl with the broken leg, with a knot on her forehead the size of a pullet’s first egg, waiting at the Highwood wagon. ‘‘Kin you come look on my little girl again? She be awful hot to the touch.’’

‘‘Of course. Do you have some willow bark to make tea?

That will help her fever come down.’’

The woman shook her head and blinked in obvious pain.

‘‘Perhaps the tea will help you too.’’ Jesselynn dug in her medicine box for the packet of dried willow bark.

‘‘if’n you say so.’’

‘‘How is your husband doing?’’ As she asked her questions, Jesselynn dug through her box for more supplies, but too many of the packets were empty. If only she could have Lucinda search the woods near Twin Oaks and send the medicinal herbs on to her. Fort Bridger was the next fort she could remember, and that was some distance away. Of course she had no way to mail a letter home either, so she might as well not waste her time thinking about it. Surely, many of the same things grew out here, if she only knew where to look.

She turned to look at the woman, only to find her weaving, her eyes rolling back in her head. Jesselynn caught her just as she collapsed. ‘‘Ophelia, Aunt Agatha, come help.’’

Together they spread a tarp and laid the woman on it.

‘‘What do you think it might be?’’ Agatha straightened and scratched the end of her chin.

‘‘That clunk on the head.’’ Jesselynn indicated the swelling. ‘‘She needs to be lying down herself, not running around the camp. She’s the mother of that little girl with the broken leg.’’ 

‘‘Tsk, tsk, more’s the pity. That baby gets the croup or some such from all that cold rain, and there won’t be nothin’ anyone can do for her.’’

‘‘Thank you, Aunt Agatha.’’ Jesselynn shook her head. Agatha did have a morbid streak in her, but this time she could be so right. ‘‘Come along, please. Let’s bring the child back here where we can watch them both.’’ As they made their way past two wagons, one where Meshach was just resetting a wheel he’d fixed, Jesselynn thought longingly of Ahab, grazing so free. She’d been thinking of going for a ride to help sort out her thoughts on whether they should go with the train or continue on the original route. Or should they return to Fort Laramie?

Every time she thought to get away, someone else came asking for help. By evening she gave it up. As the camp settled in for the night after the burying, Jason Cobalt made his rounds. 

‘‘We’ll be pulling out first light,’’ he said when he got to their fire.

‘‘How many you leaving behind?’’ Jesselynn looked up from writing in her journal.

‘‘Depends on who don’t want to go.’’ He rocked back on his heels. ‘‘You made up your mind?’’

Jesselynn shook her head. ‘‘I just wish you’d take the regular route, the route most traveled by those who’ve gone before.’’

‘‘I know that, but in good conscience, I got to get these people over all the mountains before snow flies.’’ He nodded toward Meshach. ‘‘Sure hate to lose a good blacksmith like that if you go the other way.’’

‘‘What about the Boltons?’’ Jesselynn now knew the name of the woman and child she’d spent the afternoon caring for.

‘‘He says they’ll be ready.’’

Jesselynn didn’t even try to stop the snort that put paid to his comment. ‘‘You could give these people one more day of rest.’’ She held up a hand when he started to answer. ‘‘I know, you got to get over the mountains.’’

Pushing against the unrest that weighed on her, she got to her feet with a sigh. ‘‘You know, I think we’ll go the other way. Anyone wants to go with us, they’ll be welcome.’’ She pushed a coal back in the fire with the toe of her boot. ‘‘And you know what else? I sure do hope you learned your lesson about circling the wagons at the first roll of thunder. Might save a number of lives that way.’’

At his first move toward her, Meshach insinuated himself between them. ‘‘Time to be movin’ on, suh.’’ His voice, though gentle, held a flicker of steel.

‘‘You think you know so much, I wouldn’t let you come with my train if’n you paid double.’’ His growl and scowl narrowed her eyes and drew her hand to the knife at her side.

‘‘Good night, Mr. Cobalt. Go with God.’’

He glared again, spun on his heel, and strode away. Jesselynn wondered if he could feel the daggers she was sending him.

‘‘You think I made the right choice?’’ She glanced up at Meshach.

‘‘Yes, suh, I do.’’

‘‘I sure hope so. Dear God, I hope so.’’ But what if I didn’t? The thought kept her staring at the stars, seeking an answer that never came.
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