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Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, “This is the way; walk in it.”

ISAIAH 30:21
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PROLOGUE
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El Paso, Texas

May 1881

Hot diggety!” Shep Carson whipped off his hat and flung it in the air. “I knew I’d make a man outta you yet!”

Grinning, Luke watched his father make a fool of himself in front of the other wranglers. El Paso teemed with cattle this morning as the cowhands loaded the herd into pens. He’d expected as much, but watching Pa grinning like a possum eatin’ a yellow jacket wasn’t easy. “I don’t know why you find my decision surprising. Haven’t I spent the last few years riding herd over your drives?”

Pa’s gaze softened. “You have, and I’m not surprised but a little baffled. It took you long enough to make up your mind.”

The older man sat tall in the saddle. The years had been kind to the cowboy who had spent most of his life driving cattle to market. Until he was old enough to ride with him, Luke barely knew the man, but over the years he’d developed a deep bond with his father, and the proud look shining in his pa’s eyes made him feel good.

“So. Who signed you on?” Cattle jostled the men’s horses while they worked. Sharp whistles and wranglers’ shouts pierced the air as the milling beef bumped flesh.

Luke cut his chestnut to the left and called back, “Simon Hancock.”

“That a fact? What trail?”

“Chisholm.”

Pa’s grin lengthened. “Got yourself a fine trail and a decent boss. It says a whole lot that a man like Hancock would hire you on for your first drive.”

It was Luke’s first drive in the sense that he would be foreman. He had close to twenty drives under his belt but always as point rider. Every cowhand in Texas knew Hancock’s reputation—a quiet man who managed his herds from a nearby hotel—but most wranglers would give an arm and a leg to take Hancock’s beef to market. His stock was the finest around.

“You didn’t happen to have anything to do with his decision, did you?” Luke headed off another stray.

Pa was waiting for the steer. With one nudge to the horse, the bull slid through the shoot. “Not me. I haven’t worked Hancock’s herd in years. He made me mad as a peeled rattler once, and I refused to work for him again.”

The news didn’t surprise Luke. He’d ridden with Pa since he was fourteen, and he couldn’t recall seeing a Triple Bar brand in the herd, but he’d never thought to ask why. Didn’t matter. Luke was sure he could take whatever Hancock dished up. He must have gotten wind that Shep Carson’s boy was looking for his first foreman job and decided to contact him. Hancock and Pa might have crossed swords in the past, but the cattle baron gave Luke’s father the highest compliment. When the young man hired on with a handshake and a thanks, Hancock grunted and merely said, “I don’t have any concerns about Shep Carson’s boy.”

And he was right about that. Luke might have taken his time to decide what he wanted to do with his life—punch cattle or buy land and settle down—but when he obligated himself to a cause he stuck to it. Now that he was in charge of this ride, he’d see there wasn’t a single hitch. There wasn’t much he didn’t know about cattle. Over the years he’d eaten enough dust and survived enough dry drives to make him one of the best in the business, but until recently he’d been content to follow. Now he wanted to lead.

When the horses pulled up beside one another, Luke took off his hat and wiped his brow. He glanced up when he felt his father’s eyes on him. Eyes brimming with pride.

“What?”

“I’m proud of you, son. Your ma would have been proud.”

“No, she wouldn’t. She hated your job, Pa. And she hated even more that I rode with you. She wanted you home.”

Glancing away, Shep focused on the milling cattle. “Can’t deny your words. I wasn’t much of a husband or father.” His eyes roamed the herd. “The trail gets in your blood, and I had to put food on the table.”

Luke traced his gaze. He didn’t want to be like Pa, not in this way. He liked the work, but someday he knew as certain as he was sitting in the saddle that he’d leave the job. Maybe buy a Texas ranch and raise a family. But for now he knew cattle like the back of his hand, and the good Lord willing, he still had a lot of years ahead of him before he had to decide exactly what he wanted out of life. He’d yet to meet a woman he’d give up bachelorhood for, and with Ma dead and his two brothers scattered, he was free to wander for as long as he wanted.

“It’s a hard life.” Pa’s quiet words broke into his thoughts.

“Driving cattle? I can do it with my eyes closed. And I get along with others, but I can also be tough as nails if necessary.” He figured he’d make a fine trail boss, one any man could respect. Life was as simple as setting your mind to something and following through.

“No, I meant life can get confusing. A man might think he knows all he needs to know, but he’ll soon find out he’s about as dumb as a stump in some matters.”

Chuckling, Luke shook his head. “You’re gettin’ old, Pop. You need a hot bath and a T-bone steak. Life’s only as worrisome as a man makes it.”

The older man’s eyes fastened on him. “Think you got it all figured out, do you? Got your first big job. Feeling mighty good about yourself.”

“Am I certain I can drive cattle as well as my old man?” Luke flashed a grin. “Maybe not as well, but pretty durn close.”

“You think that’s all there is to life? Knowing when to push, when to water, and when to let up?”

“That about sums it up, doesn’t it?”

Shep shook his head. “Young’uns. All fire and stink water.” Reining his horse, he winked. “Have a fine drive, son. And once you get those cattle to Hays, your old pa will buy you that T-bone.” A chuckle rumbled deep in his throat. “Oh…and you can tell me how you’ve managed to hog-tie and lasso life into a tidy little bundle.”

Giving another chuckle, he rode back into the herd.
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ONE
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Apple Grove, Kansas

July 1881

Nearly the entire Amish district of Apple Grove had turned out to help this morning, all twenty families. Or perhaps they were here merely to wish Emma Switzer well as she set off for her new home in Troyer, fifty miles away.

From her vantage point on the porch of the house, Emma’s grandmother kept watch over the loading of the gigantic buffet hutch onto the specially reinforced wagon. Her sharp voice sliced through the peaceful morning air.

“Forty years I’ve had that hutch from my dearly departed husband and not a scratch on it. Jonas, see that you use care!”

If Maummi’s expression weren’t so fierce, Emma would have laughed at the long-suffering look Papa turned toward his mother. But the force with which Maummi’s fingers dug into the flesh on Emma’s arm warned that a chuckle would be most ill-suited at the moment. Besides, the men straining to heft the heavy hutch from the front porch of their home into the wagon didn’t need further distractions. Their faces strained bright red above their beards, and more than one drop of sweat trickled from beneath the broad brims of their identical straw hats.

Emma glanced at the watchers lined up like sparrows on a fence post. She caught sight of her best friend, Katie Beachy, amid the sea of dark dresses and white kapps. Katie smiled and smoothed her skirt with a shy gesture. The black fabric looked a little darker and crisper than that of those standing around her, which meant she’d worn her new dress to bid Emma farewell, an honor usually reserved for singings or services or weddings. The garment looked well on her. Emma had helped sew the seams at their last frolic. Of course, Katie’s early morning appearance in a new dress probably had less to do with honoring Emma than with the presence of Samuel Miller, the handsome son of the district bishop. With a glance toward Samuel, whose arms bulged against the weight of holding up one end of the hutch, she returned Katie’s smile with a conspiratorial wink.

Emma’s gaze slid over other faces in the crowd and snagged on a pair of eyes fixed on her. Amos Beiler didn’t bother to turn away but kept his gaze boldly on her face. Nor did he bother to hide his expression, one of longing and lingering hurt. He held infant Joseph in his arms, and a young daughter clutched each of his trouser-clad legs. A wave of guilt washed through Emma, and she hastily turned back toward the wagon.

From his vantage point up in the wagon bed, Papa held one end of a thick rope looped around the top of the hutch, the other end held by John Yoder. The front edge of the heavy heirloom had been lifted into the wagon with much grunting and groaning, while the rear still rested on the smooth wooden planks of the porch. Two men steadied the oxen and the rest, like Samuel, had gathered around the back end of the hutch. A protective layer of thick quilts lined the wagon bed.

Papa gave the word. “Lift!”

The men moved in silent unity. Bending their knees, their hands grasped for purchase around the bottom edges. As one they drew in a breath, and at Papa’s nod raised in unison. Emma’s own breath caught in her chest, her muscles straining in silent sympathy with the men. The hutch rose until its rear end was level with its front, and the men stepped forward. The thick quilts dangling beneath scooted onto the wagon as planned, a protective barrier from damage caused by wood against wood.

The hutch suddenly dipped and slid swiftly to the front. Emma gasped. Apparently the speed caught Papa and John Yoder by surprise too, for the rope around the top went slack. Papa lunged to reach for the nearest corner, and his foot slipped. The wagon creaked and sank lower on its wheels as the hutch settled into place. At the same moment Papa went down on one knee with a loud, “Ummph.”

“Papa!”

“Ach!” Maummi pulled away from Emma and rushed forward. Her heart pounding against her rib cage, Emma followed. Men were already checking on Papa, but Maummi leaped into the wagon bed with a jump that belied her sixty years, the strings of her kapp flying behind her. She applied bony elbows to push her way around the hutch to her son’s side.

She came to a halt above him, hands on her hips, and looked down. “Are you hurt?”

Emma reached the side of the wagon in time to see Papa wince and shake his head. “No. A bruise is all.”

“Good.” She left him lying there and turned worried eyes toward her beloved hutch. With a gentle touch, she ran loving fingers over the smooth surface and knelt to investigate the corners.

A mock-stern voice behind Emma held the hint of a chuckle. “Trappings only, Marta Switzer. Care you more for a scratch on wood than an injury to your son?”

Emma turned to see Bishop Miller approach. He spared a smile for her as he drew near enough to lean his arms across the wooden side of the wagon and watch the activity inside. Samuel helped Papa to his feet and handed him the broad-brimmed hat that had fallen off. Emma breathed a sigh of relief when he took a ginger step to try out his leg and smiled at the absence of pain.

“My son is fine.” Maummi waved a hand in his direction, as though in proof. “And so is my hutch. Though my heart may not say the same, such a fright I’ve had.” She placed the hand lightly on her chest, drew a shuddering breath, and wavered on her feet.

Concern for her grandmother propelled Emma toward the back of the wagon. As she climbed up, she called into the house, “Rebecca, bring a cool cloth for Maummi’s head.”

The men backed away while Katie and several other women converged on the wagon to help Emma lift Maummi down and over to the rocking chair that rested in the shade of the porch, ready to be loaded when the time came. Maummi allowed herself to be lowered onto the chair, and then she wilted against the back, her head lolling sideways and arms dangling. A disapproving buzz rumbled among the watching women, but Emma ignored them. Though she knew full well that most of the weakness was feigned for the sake of the bishop and other onlookers, she also knew Maummi’s heart tended to beat unevenly in her chest whenever she exerted herself. It was yet another reason why she ought to stay behind in Apple Grove, but Maummi insisted her place was with Emma, her oldest granddaughter. What she really meant was that she intended to inspect every eligible young Amish man in Troyer and handpick her future grandson-in-law.

Aunt Gerda had written to say she anticipated that her only daughter would marry soon, and she would appreciate having Emma come to help her around the house. She’d also mentioned the abundance of marriageable young men in Troyer, with a suggestion that twenty-year-old Emma was of an age that the news might be welcome. Rebecca had immediately volunteered to go in Emma’s place. Though Papa appeared to consider the idea, he decided to send Emma because she was the oldest and therefore would be in need of a husband soonest. Maummi insisted on going along in order to “Keep an eye on this horde of men Gerda will parade before our Emma.”

As far as Emma was concerned, they should just send Maummi on alone and leave her in Apple Grove to wait for her future husband to be delivered to her doorstep.

Rebecca appeared from inside the house with a dripping cloth in hand. A strand of wavy dark hair had escaped its pins and fluttered freely beside the strings of her kapp. At barely thirteen, her rosy cheeks and smooth, high forehead reminded Emma so sharply of their mother that at times her heart ached.

Rebecca looked at Maummi’s dramatic posture and rolled her eyes. She had little patience with Maummi’s feigned heart episodes, and she was young enough that she had yet to learn proper restraint in concealing her emotions. Emma awarded her sister with a stern look and held out a hand for the cloth.

With a contrite bob of her head, Rebecca handed it over and dropped to her knees beside the rocking chair. “Are you all right, Maummi?”

“Ach, I’m fine. I don’t think it’s my time. Yet.”

Emma wrung the excess water from the cloth before draping it across the back of Maummi’s neck.

“Danki.” The elderly woman realized that the men had stopped working in order to watch her, and she waved her hand in a shooing motion. “Place those quilts over my hutch before you load anything else! Mind, Jonas, no scratches.”

Papa shook his head, though a smile tugged at his lips. “Ja, I remember.”

The gray head turned toward Emma. “Granddaughter, see they take proper care.”

“I will, Maummi.”

Katie joined Emma to oversee the wrapping of the hutch. When Samuel Miller offered a strong arm to help Katie up into the wagon, Emma hid a smile. No doubt she would receive a letter at her new home soon, informing her that a wedding date had been published. Because Samuel was the bishop’s son, there was no fear he would not receive the Zeugnis, the letter of good standing. Rebecca would be thrilled at the news of a proper wedding in tiny Apple Grove.

But Emma would be far away in Troyer, and she would miss her friend’s big day.

Why must I live there when everything I love is here?

She draped a thick quilt over her end of the hutch and sidled away while Papa secured a rope around it. The faces of her friends and family looked on. They filled the area between the house and the barn. She loved every one in her own way. Yes, even Amos Beiler. She sought him out among the crowd and smiled at the two little girls who hovered near his side. Poor, lonely Amos. He was a good father to his motherless family. No doubt he’d make a fine husband, and if she married him she wouldn’t have to move to Troyer. The thought tempted her once again, as it often had over the past several weeks since Papa announced his decision that she would live with Aunt Gerda for a while.

But she knew that if she agreed to become Amos’s wife she would be settling. True, she would gain a prosperous farm and a nice house and a trio of well-behaved children, with the promise of more to come. But the fact remained that though there was much to respect about Amos, she didn’t love him. The thought of seeing that moon-shaped face and slightly cross-eyed stare over the table for breakfast, dinner, and supper sent a shiver rippling across her shoulders. Not to mention sharing a marriage bed with him. It was enough to make her throw her apron over her face and run screaming across Papa’s cornfield.

He deserves a wife who loves him, she told herself for the hundredth time. Her conscience thus soothed, Emma turned away from his mournful stare.

“That trunk goes in the front,” Maummi shouted from her chair on the porch. “Emma, show them where.”

Emma shrank against the gigantic hutch to give the men room to settle the trunk containing all of her belongings. An oiled canvas tarp had been secured over the top to repel any rain they might meet over the next week. Inside, resting on her dresses, aprons, bonnets, and kapps, was a bundle more precious to her than anything else in the wagon: a quilt, expertly and lovingly stitched, nestled within a heavy canvas pouch. Mama had made it with her own hands for Emma’s hope chest. The last stitch was bitten off just hours before she closed her eyes and stepped into the arms of her Lord.

Oh, Mama, if you were here you could convince Papa to let me stay home. I know you could. And now, without you, what will happen to me?

Yet, even in the midst of the dreary thought, a spark of hope flickered in the darkness in Emma’s heart. The future yawned before her like the endless Kansas prairie. Wasn’t there beauty to be found in the tall, blowing grasses of the open plain? Weren’t there cool streams and shady trees to offer respite from the heat of the day? Maybe Troyer would turn out to be an oasis.

“Emma!”

Maummi’s sharp tone cut through her musing. She jerked upright. Her grandmother appeared to have recovered from her heart episode. From the vantage point of her chair, she oversaw every movement with a critical eye.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Mind what I said about that loading, girl. The food carton goes on last. We won’t want to search for provisions when we stop at night on the trail.”

An approving murmur rose from the women at the wisdom of an organized wagon.

“Yes, ma’am.” Emma exchanged a quick grin with Katie and then directed the man carrying a carton of canned goods and trail provisions to set his burden aside for now.

A little while later, after everything had been loaded and secured under an oiled canvas, the men stood around to admire their handiwork. Samuel even crawled beneath the wagon to check the support struts, and he pronounced everything to be “in apple-pie order.”

Emma felt a pluck on her arm. She turned to find Katie at her elbow.

“This is a gift for you.” Her friend pushed a small package into her hands. “It’s only a soft cloth and some fancy-colored threads. I was fixing to stitch you a design, but you’re so much better at fine sewing than I am that I figured you could make something prettier by yourself.” She ducked her head. “Think kindly of me when you do.”

Warmed by her friend’s gesture, Emma pulled her into an embrace. “I will. And I expect a letter from you soon.” She let Katie see her glance slide over to Samuel and back with a grin. “Especially when you have something exciting to report.”

A becoming blush colored the girl’s cheeks. “I will.”

Emma was still going down the line, awarding each woman a kind smile and a farewell nod, when Bishop Miller stepped up to the front of the wagon and motioned for attention.

“It’s time now to bid Jonas Switzer Godspeed and fair weather for his travels.” A kind smile curved his lips when he looked to Maummi and then to Emma. “And our prayers go with our sisters Marta and Emma as they make a new home in Troyer.”

He bowed his head and closed his eyes, a sign for everyone in the Apple Grove district to follow suit. Emma obeyed, fixing her thoughts on the blue skies overhead and the Almighty’s throne beyond. Silence descended, interrupted only by the snorts of oxen and a happy bird in the tall, leafy tree that gave shade to the porch.

What will I find in Troyer? A new home, as the bishop says? A fine Amish husband, as Papa wishes? I pray it be so. And I pray he will be the second son of his father so that he will come home with me to Apple Grove and take over Papa’s farm when the time comes.

A female sniffled behind her. Not Katie, but Rebecca. A twist inside Emma’s rib cage nearly sent tears to her eyes. Oh, how she would miss her sister when Rebecca left Troyer to return home with Papa. She vowed to make the most of their time together on the trail between here and there.

Bishop Miller ended the prayer with a blessing in High German, his hand on the head of the closest oxen. When the last word fell on the quiet crowd, Maummi’s voice sliced through the cool morning air. “Now that we’re seen off proper, someone help me up. We’ll be gone before the sun moves another inch across the sky.”

Though she’d proved earlier that she could make the leap herself at need, Maummi allowed Papa and the bishop to lift her into the wagon. She took her seat in her rocking chair, which was wedged between the covered hutch and one high side of the wagon bed. With a protective pat on the hutch, she settled her sewing basket at her feet and pulled a piece of mending onto her lap. No idle hands for Maummi. By the time they made Troyer, she’d have all the mending done, and the darning too, and a good start on a new quilt.

Emma spared one more embrace for Katie, steadfastly ignored Amos’s mournful stare, and allowed the bishop to help her up onto the bench seat. She scooted over to the far end to make room for Papa, and then Rebecca was lifted up to sit on the other side of him. A snug fit, but they would be okay for the six-day journey to Troyer. Emma settled her black dress and smoothed her apron.

“Now, Jonas, mind you what I said.” Maummi’s voice from behind their heads sounded a bit shrill in the quiet morning. “You cut a wide path around Hays. I’ll not have my granddaughters witness the ufrooish of those wild Englischers.”

On the other side of Papa, Rebecca heaved a loud sigh. Emma hid her grin. No doubt Rebecca would love to witness the rowdy riots of wild cowboy Englischers in the infamous railroad town of Hays.

Papa mumbled something under his breath that sounded like “This will be the longest journey of my life,” but aloud he said, “Ja, Mader.”

With a flick of the rope, he urged the oxen forward. The wagon creaked and pitched as it rolled on its gigantic wheels. Emma grabbed the side of the bench with one hand and lifted her other hand in a final farewell as her home fell away behind her.


[image: image]

TWO
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After three long days on the trail, the jostling wagon had jarred Emma’s body until every muscle ached. She couldn’t bear one more day sitting on the hard wooden bench and took to walking beside the wagon, as Papa did.

The July sun beat down mercilessly from a clear blue sky. A refreshing wind had swept across the prairie only the day before, but today the air gathered like a stagnant pool around her. Oh, how she wished she could shed the heavy black dress and apron the way Papa shed his coat. She glanced to where he walked up at the head of the oxen, at the line of his suspenders fastened to the back of his trousers and up over white-clad shoulders. His shirtsleeves had been rolled up to the elbows, exposing the tanned skin of strong arms. Even that relief from the sweltering heat inside her dress would be welcome, but the Ordnung forbade women to bare their arms in the open.

“I’m hot.” Rebecca’s whine came from the bench behind the oxen. “And the sun is coloring my face. By the time we get to Troyer I shall be beet red. Papa, can I wear one of your hats to shade my face?”

“Ach, what a question.” Maummi straightened in her rocking chair to scold her younger granddaughter. “We’re not three days from home, and already you’re throwing aside the Plain ways. Put on your bonnet, girl.”

“My head will bake inside that black cloth.” If Emma hadn’t been walking near the bench, she wouldn’t have heard the rest of Rebecca’s sullen answer. “When I have my rumspringa, I’ll wear hats if I choose.”

Emma was confident her sister would do that. She hoped Rebecca would find nothing more troublesome to do in Apple Grove than wearing hats during her rumspringa. No doubt that was why Papa insisted that Rebecca return with him while Emma and Maummi stayed in Troyer. The opportunities to get into trouble during her time of running around before she was baptized would be far fewer in Apple Grove than in a larger community.

Emma made a practical suggestion. “Cover your head with a light-colored cloth, like your apron.”

A playful dimple creased Rebecca’s cheek. “You mean like this?” She picked up the skirt of her apron and pulled it up over her face and head.

Emma laughed. “You look like you did when you were little and Maummi hung your favorite blanket out to dry. You’d pull a stool beneath the laundry line and sit with your face and head covered in wet blanket.”

A muffled chuckle came from beneath the white fabric. “A fine fool I’ll look riding into Troyer this way. But at least the sun can’t find me here.”

The sound of horse hooves reached Emma almost at the same moment she saw eight mounted men top a ridge to their left. Alarm zinged along her nerve endings. They looked road weary, and she didn’t spot a single smile among them. Papa saw them too, and he put a hand out to stop the oxen. The wagon rolled to a halt, and Emma stepped closer, her back against the wooden side rails. Maummi’s hand gripped her shoulder, while Rebecca uncovered her head and scrambled over the back of the bench to crouch in the space at Maummi’s feet.

The horses galloped toward them without hesitation. When they arrived, four of the men crossed to the other side of the wagon, and then they all spread out until they formed a menacing circle of horseflesh around them. The expressions of the men were not kindly as they inspected the women and the wagon. Fastened to the sides of their saddles were rifles, and Emma caught a glimpse of a pistol at the belt of the man closest to her. She shrank backward, and Rebecca let out a whimper.

The man in the lead halted his horse near Papa. “Where you headed, mister?”

“My family and I are going to Troyer.”

Admiration for Papa’s calm voice filled Emma. Wasn’t he afraid of these rough men? She couldn’t have forced a single word through her teeth, much less spoken in such an even tone.

The cowboy pushed his hat back off his forehead. “Folks there are some kind of religious sect or something, ain’t they?”

Papa’s straw hat moved up and down with his nod. “We are Plain people. Amish. Troyer is the home of our kin.”

“Is that why you dress in them weird clothes and shave your mustache while your beard grows wild?”

Papa merely nodded again.

The horse in front of Emma skittered sideways, the man on its back staring into the wagon behind her head. “What have you got under that cover?”

Maummi’s grip tightened on her shoulder. Emma raised a hand and covered her fingers.

Papa answered in the same even tone as before. “Household belongings.”

The man jerked a glare back at him. “Any weapons?”

“None. We are a peaceful people.”

“Hey, I’ve heard of the likes of them,” one of the men behind the wagon shouted. “They don’t believe in fighting, even if someone steals from them.”

The leader stared at Papa for a long moment. Then he pulled a revolver from the holster at his side. Emma’s breath caught in her chest and blood pounded in her ears. Please protect Papa, Lord!

The man’s voice held an insult. “Do you mean if I point this here gun at you and tell you I’m meaning to take your wagon, you wouldn’t try to stop me?”

For a moment Papa didn’t answer. Would he defy them? Though part of Emma, an unrighteous part hidden way down inside, wished he would do that, she knew he would not. The Plain people were peaceful. If struck, Papa would turn the other cheek, as was right.

After a long moment during which the cowboy’s eyes narrowed, Papa held himself a little straighter. “We believe and confess that the Lord Jesus has forbidden His disciples and followers all revenge and resistance, and has thereby commanded them not to return evil for evil, nor railing for railing.”

The words came straight from the Amish Confession of Faith. A proud smile curved Emma’s lips.

Papa’s voice then took on a less formal tone. “I will not raise a hand against you, but I will ask, from one man to another, for mercy. My mother is elderly, and my daughters are young. If left to wander the prairies on our own, I fear for their safety.”

The man cocked his head sideways, his lips pursed as he considered. Then he nodded. “No reason to be uncivilized if we don’t have to be, I figure.” He returned his pistol to its holster. When the weapon disappeared, Emma slumped with relief. The man intended to let them go.

He spoke to his men. “Earl, take charge of those oxen. Lester, you and Porter give them your canteens.”

Lester wasn’t happy with his boss’s order. He spat at the ground by Emma’s feet. “What fer?”

“Because I’m being merciful, like the man asked. Now get them women out of our wagon and give them your canteens. And mind your manners, you hear? These ain’t no saloon girls.”

Our wagon. Emma’s heart fell. He was planning to steal their wagon and leave them on the trail with nothing but a couple of canteens. A strange brand of mercy these Englischers practiced.

Lester grumbled as he and another man dismounted and approached the wagon. Emma turned to give her sister a warning glance. Don’t make trouble. Do as they say. Her message reached its mark and Rebecca nodded, and then she allowed herself to be lifted down to the ground by the man’s rough, dirt-encrusted hands.

For a moment Emma feared Maummi wouldn’t be as pliable. The spirited woman’s jaw jutted forward, and her lips gathered into a furious pucker. When Lester held his hands toward her to lift her down, she clasped the arms of her rocking chair with a white-knuckled grip and glared.

“Young man, with his own hands my dearly beloved made this hutch forty years ago. You’ve never see a finer piece of furniture in all your born days.”

A smirk twisted Lester’s lips, revealing a set of crooked, blackened teeth. “I’ll keep that in mind. Ought to bring a good price when I sell it. Or, when the weather turns cold, it’ll make me a good fire to keep my backside warm while I sleep.” His laugh rolled over the plains around them.

A purple-red flush suffused Maummi’s face, and Emma feared for her heart. But after a moment the old woman set her jaw and rose from her chair with the air of one who deigns not to answer a taunt. She allowed herself to be lifted down from the wagon, and when Lester had set her on her feet, she straightened a wrinkle from her apron.

When she accepted the canteen from Lester’s hand, she looked up into his eyes. “I’ll keep you in my prayers, young man.”

Even though their situation was dire, Emma bit back a smile. No doubt the Almighty would get an earful about Lester and the others tonight, and she doubted if Maummi would be praying for their souls.

Emma stood beside Rebecca, Maummi, and Papa off the side of the trail and watched the thieves turn their oxen around to head in the direction they had come. No doubt they were heading for Hays, where they would sell all their possessions. She reviewed the contents of her trunk. Her clothes wouldn’t fetch much of a price, but Maummi’s hutch certainly would. The only other thing she possessed worth anything was—

Tears stung her eyes. Mama’s quilt.

No!

A lump swelled in her throat. A stranger’s hands would finger those beloved stitches and rub across the beautiful squares, the quilt made especially for her, meant to adorn her wedding bed.

It’s wrong to become attached to a possession. The loss of a quilt doesn’t mean a thing. Mama’s love in making it is what matters.

She swallowed back a sob and blinked to clear her eyes in time to see the wagon disappear behind a ridge where the trail curved behind them.

“This is the way of the Englisch.” Papa put a hand across her shoulders in a rare display of affection. “Come, daughter.”

He turned them around with their backs toward their wagon, and they began their march.
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Dinnertime had come and gone when Emma spied a settlement up ahead. Rebecca saw it too.

“Look!” She pointed toward the small cluster of buildings nestled in the center of a swell in the surrounding prairie. “It’s a town.”

“Where?” Maummi shielded her eyes with a wrinkled hand. “My eyes are failing me after all the harsh sun. Is it a big town?”

Emma glanced down at her. Maummi’s eyes had started to fail her long before today, but she stubbornly refused spectacles. Not for reason of vanity, Emma was sure. At least, not vanity of looks.

She slipped a supportive arm around her grandmother’s waist. “Not too big, I think.”

“Big enough.” Papa gave a decisive nod. “The Lord has brought us here, and He will provide.”

Papa increased his stride, his eyes scanning the buildings in front of him as he walked ahead. They hurried to keep up with him.

A carefully lettered sign at the edge of the settlement announced that they had arrived in Gorham. Emma had never heard of such a place. The town consisted of one wide path carved through the center of a dozen or so buildings. A cluster of saddled horses were tied to posts in front of a building halfway down the dusty street. Beyond that, at the far end of the settlement, a wagon had been pulled up long-ways near a wide covered porch in front of a general store. A man appeared carrying a crate. He loaded it onto the wagon and then disappeared back inside.

“We will ask for help,” Papa said.

They started in the direction of the store, dust swirling around their feet with every step. Emma inspected her apron. The white cloth was covered with dirt from the trail. Rebecca’s skin had, indeed, turned a rosy red from the sun, and a smear of mud covered one cheek. Emma knew her face appeared no better, as trail dust had mixed with perspiration for the past several hours. A tendril of hair waved free at her temple, and she smoothed it back into place beneath her prayer kapp.

Music drew her attention to the building where the horses stood clustered. A pair of half-length wooden doors swung in a wide doorway. She’d heard a piano once, long ago when she was a child and had traveled to Hays with Mama and Papa. She’d hovered outside a window and peered inside, watching a man bang on a black-and-white keyboard while the air was filled with a magical sound. Like now.

The roar of men’s voices drifted to her from inside. A woman’s laughter tinkled above them. Rebecca drew to a halt, her wide eyes fixed on the doorway.

“It’s a saloon.” An alarming note of awe deepened her whisper.

Maummi stopped to spear her with an outraged look. “Ach! Where did you hear the name of such a place?”

She lifted a hand and pointed at Emma. Maummi rounded on her, hands planted on her hips. Emma nearly took a step backward, but she managed to hold her ground.

“Hearing is not the same as visiting.” A lame defense, to be sure. She couldn’t help adding one mischievous observation. “The music is pretty, don’t you think?”

Maummi placed a hand over her heart and staggered where she stood. “Jonas, this is not a good place for us. My heart hurts. We must leave immediately, lest the evil ways of the Englisch lure our Emma and Rebecca away.”

Above his beard, Papa’s lips twitched as he suppressed a grin. Then, with an effort, he sobered. “The Lord has led us to this place for a purpose. He will send us help—”

The saloon doors swung outward and a body sailed through. Emma jumped back, a hand over her own heart. A man landed at their feet with a gigantic poof of dirt.

When the dust cleared, she stood gaping down into the face of a cowboy, his wet hair plastered to his head.

A grin broke across Papa’s face. “See? The Lord has sent us help.”

Emma searched the dazed face at her feet. Disappointment stole any consolation Papa’s words might have offered.

The Lord might at least have cleaned him up first.
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THREE
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Stars exploded behind Luke Carson’s eyes when his skull cracked against the hard-packed road.

That low-down, no-good…I’ll wring his scrawny neck!

He lay on his back, eyes closed, breathing dirt and planning retribution on his best friend and top cattle wrangler. He’d taken falls trying to break ornery wild stallions and landed softer than this. He planned on giving Jesse a whupping he wouldn’t forget. But that had to come later. Right now he had to fish him out of that saloon and sober him up, or they would never get the herd back on the trail this morning.

When Luke’s ears stopped ringing, he opened his eyes and found himself surrounded. Four people stared down at him, their heads silhouetted against the bright blue sky. The old woman had a puckered-up face like one of those potatoes McCann fried up for the men a couple of days ago. Beside her a young girl stood with her mouth gaping wide. An older girl stood directly above him, her face flushed and damp, her narrowed eyes fixed on him with a speculative stare. She and the other females were covered up with black dresses despite the heat, and they wore skimpy little white hats on their heads with dangling laces. The man beside them looked even stranger, with a clean-shaven lip and a bushy beard covering his chin. He wore suspenders over a white shirt and had a wide-brimmed straw hat.

White teeth showed between the man’s smiling lips. “Thank the Lord. Help has landed at our feet.”

Luke frowned. “What?” The fall had knocked the breath right out of him, and he was preoccupied trying to force gulps of air into his lungs.

“The Lord has saved us,” the man repeated. “Thanks be to thee.”

Worried creases appeared between the older girl’s eyes. “We may need to help him first, Papa. He isn’t breathing properly.”

“Don’t…need…help…” Luke panted as he rolled to his side and then struggled up to his knees. His lungs finally relaxed, and he drew in a couple of deep breaths. He’d get Jesse for this if he had to hog-tie him in his sleep first.

The oddly dressed people watched as he climbed to his feet. The moment he was vertical, the man stepped in front of him. “Will you help us, sir?”

Luke shook his head to clear the last of the fuzz away. He didn’t have time for beggars. He had two thousand head of Texas longhorns to drive to market and little time to do it.

“Sorry. Can’t help,” he mumbled. Dusting off his hat, he jammed it on his head and turned to walk away.

The man lifted his forefinger. “Sir!” Luke ignored the call and left them standing in the street while he headed for the saloon. When he stepped inside, he paused for a moment while his sun-dazzled eyes adjusted, and then he located Jesse, who had moved to a corner table and had a woman on his lap.

When he spotted Luke, a wide grin split his youthful features. “You back for more? Leave me alone. Better yet, how about a pay advance so I can have another drink?”

Apparently he’d drunk enough whiskey to pickle his brain. The fight seemed to have left him, but Luke was going to have his satisfaction with the numskull. He was tired of dragging him out of every dance hall and saloon they passed. Disgusted, Luke shook his head. “You don’t need another drink.”

Jesse spoke in a whiskey-slurred voice to the frill-covered woman in his lap. “My friend here doesn’t drink, which means he doesn’t approve of me drinkin’ either.” He appeared to find that funny. He threw his head back and guffawed.

Luke heaved a sigh and held out a hand to the saloon girl. “If you’ll excuse us, ma’am, I need to get him back to camp while he’s in good health.”

“Has he been ill?”

“He’s about to be.”

She slid off Jesse’s lap and then bent to lift his hat and plant a kiss on his forehead. “Stop by next time you’re through these parts, sugar—and collect your pay first.” She winked and turned with a flounce of her bustle and crossed the room to a table full of poker-playing cowboys.

Jesse grinned up at him. “Didja hear that, Luke? She called me sugar.”

Luke shook his head. “Come on, numskull. It’s time to go.”

“Where’re we going?”

“I’m going to beat the living daylights out of you, and then we’re going back to camp.”

“That’ll be nice.” He grinned lopsidedly. “Let’s drink to that.”

Luke helped Jesse to his feet and held on to the back of his vest when he wobbled on unsteady legs. “Is he paid up?” he asked the barkeep.

“Nope. Owes thirty-five cents for that last bottle.”

Luke dug the coins out of his pocket and tossed them on the polished mahogany bar, and then he hauled Jesse through the doors and out into the sunlight.

The four black-and-white-clad people had not moved.

Now that he was no longer dazed from his fall, he recognized their clothing. He’d passed through settlements of similarly dressed folks a few times. They belonged to some religious group. He stopped short.

Stirring, Jesse slurred, “Luke, do you see what I see? We’re being overrun by nuns.”

He gave Jesse a shake that would have knocked him off his feet if he hadn’t had a good grip on his shirt. “Watch your mouth. They’re God-fearing folk.”

The man approached, and the females followed behind. The soft lilt of an accent gave the words a foreign sound. “Sir, our wagon and oxen were taken by thieves. Will you help us?”

Luke met trusting brown eyes and felt a stirring of discomfort. “Sorry, mister. I have a herd of two thousand head milling around a couple of miles from here, and I’m running behind on getting them to market.”

The smile faded, replaced by a forlorn countenance, complete with sad eyes.

Jesse took a step toward the ladies and spoke to the taller girl. “You’re kind of young to be a nun, aren’t you?”

“I’m not a nun. I’m Plain.”

Jesse’s head cocked sideways as he stared at her face. “Aw…you wouldn’t be so plain if you’d smear on a bit of rouge and put on a pretty dress instead of wearing that black sack. You ain’t ugly.” He flashed a grin.

The younger girl giggled, and the old woman drew herself up with a sharp intake of breath and a look that would have seared a rock.

Luke smacked the back of Jesse’s head and knocked his hat down over his eyes. “Not that kind of plain, you numb wit. That’s what they call themselves. They’re…” He searched for the word.

“We are Amish.” The bearded man extended a hand. “I am Jonas Switzer. These are my mother and daughters.”

The old woman continued to scowl and the younger girl giggled again. The oldest daughter dropped her head demurely in acknowledgement of the introduction. Long dark lashes lay for a moment against the soft curve of her high cheekbones. Jesse was right about one thing. This particular woman was a far sight from ugly.

Luke shook Jonas Switzer’s hand. A strong grip, his skin rough and calloused. The hand of a man who has known hard work. “Luke Carson.” He jerked a nod toward Jesse. “This disrespectful knothole is Jesse Montgomery.”

“Hey! Is that any way to talk about your best point rider?” Jesse jerked away from his grip, wavered on his feet for a second, and then caught his balance.

If it hadn’t been true, Luke would have been quick to correct him, but besides being a pain in the backside, Jesse was the best point rider in his outfit and a longtime friend.

“You say thieves took your wagon?”

“Ja. They went that way.” Jonas pointed toward the western horizon. “They left us with nothing.”

Luke took off his hat and scratched his head. “I understand your dilemma, mister, but I don’t have time to help. I’m being paid to get Simon Hancock’s cattle up to the railhead in Hays. We’ve been on the trail for two months. Our lead group got spooked yesterday, and we rode a hard stampede right up until dark and then spent half the night gathering strays. We’re at least a dozen miles off course, and I have less than a week to get the herd to market.”

True, the train wouldn’t leave until Monday, and at the pace they had kept they would arrive by Friday if nothing else delayed them, but there was no sense cutting it closer than he had to.

The younger daughter stepped up beside her father. “Papa said the Lord would send help, and when we saw you we knew for certain that He’d answered our prayers.”

The old woman plucked at her sleeve. “Still your tongue, Rebecca.”

“’Tis the truth. Isn’t that right, Emma?” Despite her protest, she stepped back beside her grandmother and lowered her head demurely.

“She does speak the truth.” Emma’s soft, low voice fell on his ears like a warm breeze on a chilly night. “What we’ve lost are only things, but without them we have nothing. If the Lord places it in your heart to help us, you will have our gratitude.”

Dark blue eyes rose to meet his. The trust he saw in them, and also in her father’s, stirred something in his chest. Something he didn’t like.

The voice of reason came from an unlikely source. “Sorry, folks. We don’t have time to chase down a wagon and steal it back from a bunch of thieves.” Jesse plucked off his hat, smoothed his hair, and put it back on his head. The slur had become less pronounced, but his movements were still slow and overly careful.

Once again, Luke couldn’t argue with him. These seemed like nice people, but he didn’t have time to spare. “I’m sorry,” he told Jonas. “I wish I could help.”

“Ach!” The grandmother slapped a hand to her chest and wilted against her elder granddaughter. “My hutch will end up as firewood for the man with black teeth.” The girls each took an arm to support her, and she sagged between them.

Jesse inspected her. “Your ma doesn’t look so good,” he told Jonas. “You want me to get the doc? He’s inside the saloon playing poker.”

The woman’s eyes went round as she cast a startled glance toward the establishment. She drew in an outraged breath and straightened, giving an offended sniff. “Danki, no.”

“You’re welcome.” The cowhand staggered sideways a step.

Luke steadied him. What he needed was a couple of hours of hard riding to sweat the whiskey out of his blood, but they couldn’t leave the Switzers stranded in the middle of the street with nothing. Especially when they thought the Lord had sent him to their aid. Luke didn’t think it all that likely the Lord would send him here to retrieve a drunk cowhand and rescue a stranded Amish family, and he certainly didn’t think the Lord expected him to desert his herd long enough to deliver them forty miles east to Troyer. Still, he wouldn’t feel right walking away without doing something.

He dug cash out of his vest. “I really am sorry I can’t help.” He pulled out some folding money and thrust it into Jonas’s unresisting hands. “Here’s enough to pay for a couple of nights lodging and to send a message for someone to come get you.”

Jonas stood looking at the money as though he’d never seen cash before. Luke touched two fingers to his hat brim and nodded a farewell to the women, and then he grabbed Jesse by the arm and marched him away. With a minimum of trouble, he got his unsteady buddy in the saddle. When he’d mounted himself, he pointed Bo toward the eastern edge of the settlement. Jesse fell in beside him, though he was starting to look a bit pasty, and his hat sat unevenly on his head.

At the end of town, Luke glanced over his shoulder. The Switzers had not moved. They stood watching him leave, looking for all the world like lost children. Guilt knifed him in the gut. They looked as though they had no idea what to do with the hand they had been dealt.

Chances were, they didn’t.

From what he could recall, Amish folks kept pretty much to themselves. Had Jonas and his womenfolk ever stayed in a boardinghouse before? Did they even know what a telegraph was?

Ride on, Luke. You’ve done all you can, and more than most would. You can’t spare the time to help them find their wagon.

But at the sight of the girls in long black dresses with their white head coverings, and of Jonas in his suspenders, his conscience refused to be soothed. With a sigh, he halted.

“Wait here.”

Jesse drew his horse up to a stop. “Where you going?”

“Don’t ask questions. I won’t be a minute.”

He turned Bo and headed back toward the waiting family. They watched his return with fixed gazes. When the horse stopped in front of them, all four heads turned upward, their eyes fixed on him expectantly.

“The boardinghouse is there.” He pointed at a building down at the western end of the short road.

They looked but didn’t move.

He spoke slowly, as if to children. “You go inside and ring the bell. The owner’s name is Mrs. Minerva Gorham. Tell her you need a place to stay and that you want to send a tel-e-gram. She’ll help you out.”

Emma’s head shot upward. An angry flame erupted in her eyes, and her lips tightened. “Come, Papa. We need to get Maummi out of the sun.” She gripped her grandmother’s arm, turned, and set off toward the boardinghouse at something short of a march, pulling the old woman along with her.

Luke stared after her. What had ruffled her fur? She looked as mad as a barn cat in a rain barrel.

Jonas followed their progress for a few seconds and then turned back to him. “I thank you, Mr. Carson. The Lord truly did send us help.” He folded the money, removed his straw hat, and tucked it carefully inside. When he’d replaced the hat on his head, he looked back up at Luke. “After you deliver your cows in Hays, go a few miles farther to Apple Grove. Ask for the farm of Bishop Miller. He will see your money returned to you.”

Luke chuckled. “Just like that? I walk in and say, ‘I helped Jonas Switzer over in Gorham, and I’m here to get my money back,’ and he’ll hand it over?”

A small smile curved the man’s lips above the bushy beard. “We are Amish. We repay our debts.”

A sound from behind Luke drew his attention. He turned in the saddle in time to see Jesse waver, and then tip sideways and tumble out of the saddle. He landed in the dirt with a thud.

Jonas chuckled. “It appears your friend needs your help too.”

Disgusted, Luke shook his head. Yesterday he’d chased a stampede as bad as he’d ever witnessed and then spent the night rounding up strays, and now he had to play nursemaid to a drunken cowhand. “Yeah. It appears so.”

He touched his hat in farewell again and rode off.
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Anger buzzed in Emma’s ears as she marched down the street, dust swirling around her feet with every step. That rude Englischer, sitting tall on his horse and staring down at them as though they were stupid. The Lord certainly would not send someone like him to help. If he’d given his money to her, she would have thrown it back at him. How could Papa stand to take it?

“Granddaughter, you’ll walk my legs off my body and pound my heart through my apron,” Maummi complained.

Contrite, Emma slowed her pace. Her grandmother’s face did look flushed, and her chest heaved with exertion. Perhaps they really should call for the doctor.

But what kind of doctor must be retrieved from a saloon?

Rebecca ran up from behind and fell in step with them. “Weren’t they handsome?”

Alarmed, Emma gave her sister a startled look. Dark tendrils of hair clung to her damp forehead, and her eyes sparkled with something that should not be there. “They are not handsome. They are Englisch.”

Even as the words left her tongue, she admitted privately that they were untrue. Though he was arrogant and rude, she could not deny that Luke Carson was a handsome man. Or he would be, if he would wash away the dirt and cut his hair in a proper manner, like Papa’s. And those dark eyes, the rich deep color of chocolate. Straight seeing too, unlike poor Amos Beiler’s.

“My dearly departed, Carl, was Englisch.” Maummi’s mouth curved into a smile at a memory only she could see. “A more handsome man you never saw.”

Emma had heard the tale many times, how Maummi met a handsome young Englisch man while on rumspringa and had chosen marriage to him over church baptism. Their marriage was short lived, for Grandpa Carl had been killed less than two years later, leaving Maummi with a toddler and a baby on the way. Thank goodness she’d had the sense to return to her family and her faith then, so Papa and Aunt Gerda had been raised in an Amish district.

“Surely our grandfather was not like these men.” They arrived at the boardinghouse, and Emma helped her grandmother up the wooden steps and into the shade of the deep porch. “He didn’t spend his time in saloons.”

“Certainly not.” Maummi sank into one of four rockers behind the railing and eyed Rebecca. “Most Englisch are rowdy in their ways, and to look on them overmuch will invite temptation. Remember your instruction, girl. ‘Keep your eyes cast down until the Lord raises them. Then you will see only what He wants you to see.’” She quoted the oft-repeated proverb in the tone of one about to launch into a lesson on humility.

Though Emma might agree with the lesson when it came to her fanciful younger sister, she herself had no desire to hear it repeated. She hurried toward the door. “I’ll speak to Mrs. Gorham. Rebecca, stay here with Maummi.”

With a resentful stare, Rebecca sank into the second chair while Emma made a hasty retreat toward the boardinghouse door.

“’Tis unfair.” Rebecca’s surly voice trailed after her.

“What?” Maummi asked absently.

“That the Englisch are so…charmingly rowdy.”
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