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~ This one’s for you dad 
Without you, I lost my way. The shattered pieces of my heart refused to mend. There were days it was a challenge even to breathe. How could I? In the blink of an eye, I lost my mentor, my advisor, my best friend.

With time came clarity, an awareness you were still by my side. Subtle hints, as was your style—A glimmer of sun on a rainy day, the scent of pine in a forest of willows, the glitter of diamonds in fresh snow. 

Then you hit me with the big guns—an unyielding desire to return to Alaska simply to fish a remote river, to be closer to nature. 

Closer to you. ​

And I knew, just knew, that one day I’d be fishing beside you again. Until then, I know you’d want me to follow my dream. This gave me the strength and the courage to finish Grace’s story.
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The Lassen Trail, California, 1851

“I can’t believe you talked me into this.” Grace Webster glared at her sister. Portraying a young married couple? What a farce. 

Clothed in baggy trousers, a white cotton shirt, and an oversized felt hat which threatened to fall off at a moment’s notice, her younger sibling couldn’t look less like a man. Not even the scarf covering the lower half of her face helped. 

However, Grace hadn’t fared much better. 

Other than the butterflies fluttering within the pit of her stomach, she hardly fit the description of a new bride. A lie she’d have to uphold for several more weeks. Guilt pulled at her insides, forcing Grace to justify her actions. Though deceiving the traveling party didn’t set well, it stemmed from necessity. 

Pretending to be a couple provided more protection, less complications. And joining the wagon train? Simple arithmetic. There was safety in numbers. That being said, there was no reason to add on to the story. Yet, her reckless, impulsive sister chose to anyway. 

Over last night’s supper, Prudence had announced they were expecting, forcing Grace to engage in acting skills she never knew she’d had, while her younger sibling giggled in glee. Despite Prue’s antics, the evening had been a well-needed distraction. A brief interlude from the boredom of the long journey. 

Of course, the hiatus ended this morning when Mrs. Stanton inquired about her health, followed by a long spiel of what should and should not be done while expecting. If it hadn’t been for the loading of the wagons, she’d still be standing in the sweltering heat listening to the woman’s sage advice. 

“You certainly didn’t have to make up a tale that I was with child. What in tarnation were you thinking, Prue? The moment the lie escaped your lips–”

“We needed some form of entertainment. If I heard one more recipe on how to bake an apple pie, I was going to scream. The men are even worse. Henry Staple has gone over our route so many times I know the perils of the Lassen Trail by heart and we’ve just now reached the cutoff. After four months, it’s become tedious, and we’ve still a month or so to go. ‘Sides, you should’ve seen the look on your face.” Prudence erupted into a giggle. 

The girlish chortle was yet another mark that highlighted her sister’s femininity. Pursing her lips, Grace shook her head. “Shh...keep your voice down,” she warned, sparing a glance to see if anyone had heard them. 

A cloud of dust indicated the first wagon had started, and being the last in the long line of prairie schooners, she determined they were safely out of earshot. 

“Once the shock wore off, you were actually quite convincing,” Prudence stated matter-of-factly as she hopped down from the wagon. Clutching a whip, she examined the team of heavily-gaited oxen, then arranged the lines so they would not tangle. As Grace watched her sister, she couldn’t help but admire how quickly the girl had learned to handle the horned beasts. 

Prudence raised her head, catching Grace’s stare. Placing both hands on her hips, she continued the conversation. “As far as talking you into this? We had little recourse. We can’t let Violet ruin her life. Wedding a complete stranger?” She paused, her brow furrowed in deep thought. “I just pray we aren’t too late. And, shouldn’t you be thanking me? You were as eager to marry that louse Feinstein as I was to wed old man Jackson.” Prudence cast a glance toward the wagon ahead of them, then with a light tap of the whip to the oxen’s rump, she prodded the team forward. 

The animals started with a slow, determined gait. Grace shifted her weight on the wooden bench, attempting to remain seated as the wagon jostled over the uneven terrain. Though she hated to admit it, Prudence was right. Stopping Violet from going through with something stupid was far more important than securing a dismal future with a man known for his heavy hand. 

They’d had little choice, prompting their eldest sister’s rash actions. After their uncle had gambled away the last of the money their father had left them, both Prudence and herself were auctioned off to the highest buyer. Or may as well have been. Violet would do anything in her power to stop the forced couplings. Even at the risk of her own happiness.

Neither she nor Prue could live with that. And to be honest, avoiding the union to Feinstein was a godsend. She could never forgive anyone who felt the need to be cruel to animals. Especially if he were to be her husband. Prue, and this far-fetched scheme, had saved her from a life of misery. Of course, letting her sister know this would only swell the girl’s head. 

“Well, you still didn’t have to make up a story about me being in the family way,” she snapped. “And I’d much rather talk about pie, or the route, than the stories of savages that were shared once the children went to bed.”

A shudder shook her small frame. Last night, images of red-skinned men wielding sharp, primitive weapons kept Grace awake, and when she’d finally fallen asleep, the nightmares had been relentless. Chaos. Fire. Death. 

Wretched dreams had plagued her from the start. Vivid images came to life every time she closed her eyes. When the nightmares left her alone, another apparition would fill their space, leaving her confused and uncertain of the fate bestowed on her. 

A handsome, lone Indian. 

Though she sensed he was not dangerous, at least not to her, he’d incited a different kind of fear. One just as hard, if not harder, to shake. The vision always started the same—with a sharp cry from a bird of prey announcing his entrance. The sound pierced the uncanny quiet, demanding notice, both of the falcon above and the warrior below. 

It always ended the same way too—with his death, the riverbed painted red with blood. She would wake abruptly, feeling forlorn and heavy with a sense of loss. As if she’d actually known the man. 

A tightness spread across Grace’s chest, restricting her breathing. Perhaps this was simply the stress of the journey, but she’d be a fool to take her visions lightly, especially considering how often they came true.

“What has come over you?”

Grace met Prue’s questioning glare. She wrestled with her thoughts, considering telling her sister of the dreams, but the decision to keep quiet won out. Prudence, though hardly level-headed, never understood her gift, often resorting to playful jests and ridiculing her in the way only a sister can. 

Sadly, Prue’s doubts held merit. There’d been a small handful of times when her dreams hadn’t come true. One being Violet nursing a man to health in the desert. The second was far more disturbing—Prudence being held captive and possibly killed by a ruthless man. Though both had been quite vivid, neither of these events had happened. 

Her siblings had teased unmercifully, teaching Grace a painful lesson about the accuracy of her gift. It was simply best to keep the visions to her self. She focused on the dingy sails of the covered wagon ahead of them, once a crisp white and now dirty with dust. As was everything. Life on the trail had taken its toll. Exhausting in every way possible. 

Perhaps she should be more concerned with their present worries instead of premonitions that may, or may not, come true. They’d be lucky to keep up this charade. Especially with Prue’s need for excitement. 

How had they managed to fool everyone on the wagon train? Fifteen families in total. Men, women, and children. All of whom, sought a better life. California promised this, luring them with high hopes of gold. 

To think their father had jumped at the chance was still too hard to fathom. Oddly, their sister Violet had repeated his actions, leaving nothing more than a few hastily written words behind. A thinly veiled guise in hopes they wouldn’t follow. 

Despite the good intentions, neither she, nor Prue, had believed the lie. A mail-order bride? Out of the three of them, Violet had the least desire to marry. Much less wed a stranger. 

However, Violet would do whatever she deemed necessary to save us from a bleak future. 

Unwilling to let the eldest sibling make such a sacrifice, they’d sold the only thing they had of value to purchase the oxen, prairie schooner, and the supplies needed for the trip. 

The cost? A bounty of coins Prudence had somehow managed to obtain, more than likely from a forbidden game of bluff, and a priceless silver locket—the one item they had left to remind them of their mother. 

Grace released a loud sigh as her heart grew heavy. If only there’d been something that she could’ve done to ease her pain. However, nothing they tried cured their mother of the melancholia after father had left and she’d withdrawn completely before finally taking her own life. 

“I agree. This journey is tiresome. The daily monotony is beyond grueling,” Prudence stated with a grim smile, apparently mistaking Grace’s sorrow for boredom. “We could always pass the time by reading Violet’s letter again.”

Grace inhaled a sharp breath. Immediately her pulse spiked, and the thunder of her heart pounded loudly in her ears. In her nightmare, the savage attack came shortly after reading the ill-fated letter. She would never speak those words out loud again.

Shaking her head, Grace adamantly refused the request, then targeted her stare on a lone sage bush in the distance. Beside the foliage, a blurry motion drew her gaze. Tension pulled at the cords in her neck, and she squinted, as two buzzards fighting over a dead carcass came into view. Another not-so-subtle reminder of what was to come? 

Quickly she glanced away, focusing on the calico print of her dress. Certainly, she held the power to change their fate? After all, it was only a bad dream. Nothing more than images from a restless mind. 

That more often than naught, came to light. 

She gripped the folds of her skirt so tightly her knuckles turned white. As long as Violet’s parting words weren’t spoken, nothing would change. They’d continue their course without incident. 

“Don’t read it then,” Prudence snapped. “I know every word by heart anyway. My dearest sisters...,”

“Stop,” Grace shrieked, stopping the girl from finishing. She jerked her head up and scoured the landscape in search of any signs of movement. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her sister’s questioning stare. 

For a rare moment, Prudence remained quiet before voicing her opinion. “She only did this so you wouldn’t marry Feinstein.” 

“I know why she did it,” Grace blurted sharply, a fierce reaction she had little control over. “She hated the thought of you wedding Pierce Jackson.” Though only partially true, she couldn’t stop herself from blurting out the blatant remark. Knowing she bore the greater blame was too heavy a burden to bear. 

“Jackson?” Prudence scoffed. “He was ancient. One foot in the grave. He wouldn’t have lasted a day with me.”

Despite the younger sibling being right, Grace refused to give her the satisfaction. Narrowing her gaze, she continued scanning the large boulders along the horizon. Her stare landed on a dusting of sage bordering a narrow opening in the rock. The green foliage, a colorful contrast against the neutral tones of the stone wall, spotlighted the entrance to the rocky crevice they would call home for the next several days, possibly weeks. 

The ravine promised a shorter route, but she had her doubts. Uncertainty clouded her thoughts as they drew closer. They could be blindly walking into an ambush. And if there were an attack, they’d have no way out. 

Not only did the tapered entry provide little room to turn the wagons around, the rest of the gully turned into a bend, consequently remaining a mystery. They had no idea what lay in store for them. “Perhaps you should slow down. Give the wagon ahead a little more leeway,” she suggested anxiously. 

Or flee in the opposite direction. 

“Seriously?” Prudence released an unladylike snort. “I don’t think it’s possible to go much slower. And we both know I would have never married Jackson anyway. But you would’ve followed through. If only you didn’t feel the need to do whatever was expected.”

Like now? A cool sweat dampened her skin. Had she done what was expected of her, they’d hardly be in this predicament. She spared a sideways glance at Prudence. The willful girl hadn’t helped matters. If she hadn’t threatened to go in search of Violet, with or without her, they wouldn’t even be on this journey. And regardless of the foreboding vision of her subconscious, Grace refused to lose both sisters.

At a snail’s pace, they passed into the canyon without incident and Grace released the breath she’d been holding. After a thorough survey of their surroundings, she relaxed a little. Not only did the stretch of rock walls prevent the turning of the wagons, the slim crevice offered no place for the savages to hide. Therefore, an ambush would be out of the question, she reassured herself. 

Worrying was foolish. She inhaled a calming breath. All her concerns centered on an attack from Indians. Apparently, it was a needless worry. There hadn’t even been a hint of one. In fact, she was pretty sure the remainder of the voyage promised more casualties from a Cholera outbreak, Typhoid fever, or being run down by a wagon, than a random assault from half-naked men wielding bows and arrows. 

Perhaps the nightmare was merely from the campfire talk and the stress of the trip? Though it took several moments, the thought settled in, and she started to feel the tension ease from her shoulders. 

“Once we get through this ravine, will we be close to Sacramento?” Grace questioned, despite knowing their plan by heart. 

Prudence scowled in irritation. “Yes, Grace. According to Henry anyway. I’m still debating whether we should continue on to Old Dry Diggins where Papa is, or to San Francisco to try and find Violet. She clearly stated that was where her husband lives.”

“Husband to be. The poor fool,” Grace sighed. Releasing a tight grip on her skirt she folded both hands primly across her lap. “You and I both know she had no intention of going there. Or even following through with the marriage for that matter. Her goal was to find Papa and send money home.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“How can you not?” Grace quipped. Pulling her gaze from the scenery, she peered at her sister. “Like you, Violet hardly does what is expected. If we are to find her, it’ll be in Old Dry Diggins.”

“Maybe she’s caught gold fever.” A hint of a smile pulled at the corners of Prue’s lips and she swiftly realized the girl was trying to get a rise out of her. An attempt, no doubt, to keep her mind from worry. 

“I’m sure she has,” Grace played along. “I bet she has pockets lined with golden nuggets, and Papa by her side.” 

Prudence giggled again, the infectious sound not nearly as worrisome as before. “What if we decide to stay? There’s nothing calling us home to St. Louis.”

Only mother’s memory. 

And Feinstein. 

Even the thought of the man made her skin crawl. Prudence brought up a good point. There was nothing more than a shell of a life they’d once known in St. Louis, now shadowed by the ghost of their mother and a man she’d rather die than marry. 

As long as the dreams didn’t come true, this new start was exactly what they needed. “Perhaps you are right. But what, pray tell, would we do? Mine for gold? Or do you have a much grander idea, such as singing in
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