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Blue Sky, Nebraska ~ 1879

Four wagons and a lone surrey, its single horse still harnessed, stood tethered just outside the weather-beaten picket fence surrounding the Calder Family Cemetery. Once white, the paint had blistered and peeled under the Nebraska sun, fading to a weary, splintered yellow.

Ben Calder had been the first laid to rest here. At just nineteen, he and his eighteen-year-old bride, Abigail, had left Kentucky to stake a claim and grow corn in the rich, black soil of Nebraska. But fate had rewritten their dreams. A runaway team and a tangle of reins had snapped Ben’s neck, sending him to an early grave and leaving Abigail to raise three boys on her own.

Now her sons—aged nineteen, sixteen, and fourteen—stood solemnly nearby as four men, using thick ropes, lowered Abigail Calder’s casket into the fresh dark earth. Thunderclouds loomed dark on the horizon, promising Spring storms.

Preacher Gatewood lifted his voice above the moaning wind. “As we place Abigail’s body in the grave, we hold to the hope that her soul shall rise again. Just as the morning dew restores the land, so too shall the Lord receive the faithful who pass from this world.”

Jacob, the youngest, wept openly. The two older brothers flanked him, each resting a firm hand on his trembling shoulders, their faces set in stoic silence.

All three wore work-worn clothing—dark cotton trousers, light button-down shirts, and scuffed leather boots. In their free hands, the two eldest held wide-brimmed straw hats, weathered by sun and labor.

James, the oldest, stood six foot one. His thick, shoulder-length brown hair shimmered with hints of dark red, framing a square jaw and steady gray eyes.

Beside him, Jackson, already taller at six foot three, had wheat-colored hair that caught the light like polished straw. His storm-gray eyes matched his brother’s, though unshed tears glistened in their depths.

A gust of wind kicked up a dust devil, spinning wildly across the ground before breaking apart and falling to stillness.

“From dust she was taken, and to dust she shall return,” the preacher intoned. “The planting season lies before us, but as Ecclesiastes reminds us—there is a time for everything: a time to plant and a time to reap, a time to be born and a time to die. Abigail Calder walked this earth for thirty-four brief years. Like a breath, she came and went. Like a shadow, she has passed.”

He turned to the boys. “James, Jackson, Jacob—you honored your parents’ dream by working this land. May your days be long, and may they be peaceful.”

The preacher scooped a handful of soil and let it drop. The soil sounded like the flutter of dry leaves as it fell atop the casket. The neighbors began stepping forward to pay their respects, murmuring condolences as they passed the grieving boys. The air was heavy with whispered prayers, soft sobs, and sighs that belonged mostly to the women.

Blue Sky wasn’t much more than a scattering of farms—two hours northwest of Council Grove, and a half-hour ride north of Lincoln. The last mourners were Clement and Lily Womack, the Calder’s closest neighbors. Lily cradled a newborn wrapped in a pale blanket edged in lace. She paused beside Jacob, gently patting the boy’s back.

“Oh, Jacob,” she murmured, “we’re all going to miss your mother.”

The boy collapsed against Lily, arms flung around her waist.

Jackson stiffened, his jaw tightening as he glared at their neighbor. James gave him a subtle nudge, silently urging restraint. With a scowl, Jackson dropped his eyes to the ground.

Clement stepped forward, addressing James.

“It’s near time to till. I’ll come by first thing tomorrow, help you get started.”

James shook his head, tapping his straw hat against his leg. “Reckon not.”

“If we don’t get that corn planted before April, you’ll have no crop.”

James reached into his pocket, pulling out a folded sheet of paper. He handed it to Clement, who opened it and read. His eyes widened.

“You’re giving us your land?”

James nodded. “Yes, sir. You always treated Ma with respect. Even after that no-account trash raped her.” His voice dropped, tight with fury. “We got no use for the place now. We’re riding out with Randolph Gunter’s cattle drive to Texas tomorrow. Ma would’ve wanted you to have it.”

Lily gasped, clutching the infant closer. “But... what about Laycie?”

“She’s yourn now, I reckon,” James said, pulling his hat low.

Tears spilled from Lily’s eyes. “We’ll take good care of her. Like she was our own.”

“I figured you would,” James said softly, eyes flickering with indecision. “And we need you to take Jacob, too.”

The youngest Calder yanked away from Lily’s arms and turned to face his brothers, legs braced wide. Long brown bangs hung across his forehead as he glared at them, honey-colored eyes blazing.

“I’ll be sixteen in two years! I’m plenty old enough for a cattle drive. I ain’t stayin’!” he shouted.

James ripped off his hat and smacked his brother lightly on the shoulder. “Yes, ya are. Trail drive ain’t no place for a kid.”

Clement placed a hand on Jacob’s arm. “He’s right, son.”

“I ain’t your son!” Jacob snapped, fury darkening his face.

Clement winced but held steady. “That’s true. You’re not. But Lily’s got her hands full now. She’ll need your help with the baby.”

Jacob dropped his head, scuffing the dirt with the toe of his boot. The baby whimpered, then began to cry. Her tiny fists knocked the blanket from her face.

Jacob frowned at her, resentment and something softer warring in his expression. Still, he reached out gently.

“Shush, now, Lace,” he whispered, using the nickname he’d given her.

The baby grasped his finger tightly. He sang a soft rhyme, his voice soothing. She turned toward the sound and settled, her thumb finding its way to her mouth.

When Jacob looked back toward the grave, his brothers were gone. Their horses were no longer tied off. The air was still. No dust trail. No silhouette on the horizon.

Clement rested a hand on his shoulder. “They’re gone, son.”

“I told you—I ain’t your son!”

Clement offered a quiet smile. “Alright then, boy. We’ll stop by your place on the way home, gather your things.”

Jacob crossed his arms, chin raised in defiance. “When I turn sixteen, I’m leavin’.”
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The Womack cabin was a modest two-room dwelling—one bedroom for the adults, and one large common room that served as kitchen, dining, and living area. A ladder in the corner led up to the loft where Jacob now slept.

Before the first light of dawn, Clement climbed the ladder and gave Jacob’s shoulder a firm shake.

“Get up and get dressed, boy. We’re burnin’ daylight. Those fields won’t plow themselves.”

With a groan, Jacob swung his legs over the edge of the cot. His wardrobe was limited: two shirts, two pairs of jeans, four pairs of socks and underwear, and a single pair of well-worn leather boots. He pulled on the same clothes he’d worn the day before. Lily only did the washing once a week.

Yawning, he descended the ladder and poured water from an urn into a metal basin. Using his hands Jake splashed the chilly water on his face scrubbing before drying off with a damp rag hanging on the towel bar.

“Breakfast is ready,” Lily called as she dished out three pewter plates stacked with fried potatoes, sausage patties, and scrambled eggs. She poured two mugs of coffee—one for herself, one for Clement—and set a glass of milk in front of Jacob.

He dug into the eggs, barely seated, when a sharp thwap landed on the back of his head.

“We give thanks before every meal,” Clement growled as he settled into his chair.

Jacob shot him a glare.

“Now, Clement,” Lily said gently, touching her husband’s arm, “the boy’s hungry.”

Before she could sit down, a piercing wail erupted from across the room. Laycie was awake. Her cradle had been tucked into a corner near the Womacks’ bed, and Lily hurried to tend to her.

“Oh, my,” she cooed, “you are soaked, little one.”

She kept a soft stream of conversation going as she stripped Laycie’s wet diaper, cleaned her, and dressed her in fresh linens. Then, carrying the fussing infant to the table, she handed her to Jacob.

Laycie quieted instantly, nuzzling her brother’s neck, her sniffles fading to soft breaths.

A bottle of milk warmed on the stovetop in a pan of water. Lily plucked it out, wiped off the condensation, and took Laycie into her arms. As the baby latched onto the nipple, Lily nodded to Clement.

“Lord,” Clement said, his voice steady, “You said there is a season for every purpose. The time has come to plant. Watch over us as we till the ground. Keep us safe, make the earth fertile, and bless us with a bountiful crop. Bless this food to our nourishment. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

“Amen,” Jacob and Lily echoed.

They dug into their now-lukewarm breakfast in silence.
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Outside, Clement carried a kerosene lantern to light their way to the barn. The air was damp and cool. Inside the barn were stabled a matched team of Belgian draft horses—coldbloods, seventeen-and-a-half hands at the withers, towering and powerful.

While Clement fitted the padded collars and bridles, Jacob climbed onto a stool to work the plow harnesses into place. He looped the cruppers carefully beneath their tails.

“Check for trapped hair,” Clement warned. “Last thing we need is raw hide and a balking horse.”

“Yes, sir,” Jacob muttered, double-checking as he worked.

He adjusted the belly bands, feeding the traces through the D-rings on the collars, and buckled them into place. Then he clipped the chains to the bridles, stretching them taut and fastening them to rings on the belly bands. Together, the boy and the man harnessed the team in under an hour.

Clement hooked the rope lines over the metal hames to keep them from dragging. He led one Belgian by the halter while Jacob guided the other. Outside, they backed the horses toward the steel-framed John Deere riding plow.

“Easy now, Hercules. Easy, Meg,” Jacob murmured.

A half-hour later, they reached the Calder homestead just as the sun crested the horizon. Clement clicked the reins, and the plow blades bit into the earth.

Between the Calder and Womack properties, there were 160 acres to till. With the John Deere riding plow, they could work two acres a day—twice what a walking plow could do. Still, even with fourteen- to sixteen-hour days, it would take forty days to prep both fields for planting.

Each day, Lily rode their hinny out to the Calder place with water and lunch, Laycie snug in a papoose strapped to her back.

By late afternoon, man and boy bathed in the creek to scrub away the dust that clung to their sun-bronzed skin. From dawn till dusk they worked until the Calder land was ready. Then came the Womack fields.

When they finally finished, both Clement and Jacob were golden brown and lean from labor.

At the end of the final day, they stopped the Belgians by the corral. Jacob tied off the lead ropes while Clement unhooked the whipple tree. They walked the horses to the trough for water, then led them into the barn.

Together, they removed the harnesses and hung the tack neatly in the gear room before rubbing down the animals and feeding them four scoops of oats apiece. Each stall had its own water tub.

Neither spoke much. Clement wasn’t one for conversation. Jacob didn’t hate the man—but there wasn’t much between them except the work.

Wordlessly, they gathered clean clothes, soap, and towels, then headed for the creek.

Jacob finished first. After drying off and dressing, he sprawled on a patch of grass beneath the shade of a chinquapin oak, hands laced behind his head, eyes half-closed.

Clement paused beside him, arms crossed. “You’ve done good work these past ten weeks.”

“Thanks,” Jacob said without looking up.

“Tomorrow, we’ll hitch up Hercules and Meg, take the wagon into Lincoln. Need to pick up seed corn.”

Jacob pushed up onto his elbows. “Will it take as long as plowing?”

“I ordered a four-row planter weeks back. Got word it’s come in. We’ll plant both places in half the time. Shouldn’t take more than a month.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes. “Once the corn’s in, I’m gettin’ a job in town.”

Clement nodded slowly. “Henry Cassel’s sow just farrowed. Litter’ll be weaned in six weeks. Getting a job in Lincoln won’t excuse you from chores. You’ll still be sloppin’ that pig.”

Jacob groaned and flopped back down in the grass.
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Lily sat beside Clement on the buckboard’s wooden bench, cradling Laycie in her arms. Jacob rode in the bed of the wagon atop a pile of hay, legs dangling, fingers trailing along the boards.

As they rolled into Lincoln, the main street was lined with over fifty covered wagons. A full wagon train had gathered—canvas tops stretched tight, oxen and horses stamping restlessly, travelers bustling about with the business of long journeys.

Jacob rose to his knees and leaned over the sideboard to get a better look. His voice brimmed with excitement.

“Where do you think they’re headed?”

“Probably the Oregon Trail,” Lily replied. “Though some might turn south and follow the Santa Fe.”

“Fools,” Womack muttered, shaking his head with a sneer. “They could’ve ridden the Union Pacific west, but no—they’ll risk lives over furniture and heirloom china. A lifetime of living, and they might die trying to drag it all with them.”

He pulled the wagon to a stop in front of Miller’s Feed and Seed, set the brake, and jumped down. After tying the reins around the wagon tongue, he helped Lily down. Jacob vaulted over the side, landing on the street with a thud.

“I need a few supplies,” Lily said, adjusting Laycie in her arms. “Pick me up at the mercantile when you’re through.”

“Will do,” Clement replied.

Jacob started to follow her, but Womack waved him off. “Might need your help in here, boy.”

Jacob frowned
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