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Mary Maguire waited for her older sister, Stella, to leave for work and entered her bedroom. She wasn’t going to leave without their mother’s necklace and grimoire, that Stella told her had unspeakable dark magick. Now, where would she hide them?
Mary stood still, dropped her hands in front of her, fingers interwoven, waiting for the necklace to whisper. It always did when she was near, even as a young child. The trunk. She pulled up the lid and grabbed a blue velvet bag, holding it to her chest. The power that radiated titillated her, sending shivers along her back. Passed to the strongest witch in each generation, it called to her, not Stella. She believed the silver necklace, dating back several centuries, possessed a curse that would imbue any witch wearing it with wicked abilities. Mary didn’t believe it. She dropped the lid of the trunk. Their mother was not an evil person; the church had burned her at the stake from fear of her healing abilities.
Now she needed her mother’s grimoire, because what good is the necklace without the knowledge? She had seen the book only once since her sister kept it hidden away from her. She looked in the dresser, the trunk, and even under the bed. Exasperated, Mary leaned over Stella’s wooden carved altar with its triple moons. The worn, leather bound thick book appeared beside the altar under Stella’s own thin grimoire. She loved that invisibility spell their mother had taught her before they left her in that jail cell in Ireland.
Boots, Stella’s black familiar cat, unwound himself from Stella’s bed, stretched and yawned. Mary sighed. She couldn’t do anything without that cat snitching on her, including her sneaking in this morning. I hope Stella gets a good chuckle.
“Goodbye, Boots.” More like, good riddance, hope I never see you again.
Mary left and returned to her own cramped room. She sat on her bed beside the bounty from her sister’s room. What should she pack? She would not have any help once she left the train station in Independence, so her bag shouldn’t be too heavy. Ugh! That meant she had to leave much behind, including the red silk ball gown her suitor, Henry, had bought her to wear last night at the Marshall Field party. She ran her hand down the skirt, remembering what they had done after she gave Henry a potion. If only they had not fallen asleep.
Mary dug through her clothes, pulling drawers out, rummaging through her wardrobe. Undergarments, practical dresses, and shoes. Just the basics, not too many. Necklace, grimoire, indigo blue silk hand-painted altar rolled up, and some important herbs. Last, she packed her special potion, for which she only had one more use in her reticle.
She hefted the bag to check its weight. Pretty heavy, but not unmanageable. Almost in a panic stage, she paced the floor, shaking her hands to release nervous energy, and ran through her list. “Pack. Write letters. Get a carriage. Train station. Buy a ticket. Get on the train. Arrive in Independence. Find George. Go on a wagon train. Live a life of adventure.” One down.
She sat to write letters. One for Stella and one for Henry. Stella’s was easy. It was what she had said over and over for many years. Sorry for all your tears. 
Done. 
Henry’s letter would be the most difficult to put in words. No matter how she wrote it, it would crush him. There was no way to avoid it. No letter would be cruel.

Dearest Henry, 
You are the most important person in my life. But I have caused countless problems for you, though you do not complain. I am convinced you are better off finding someone more appropriate for your life and your family’s wishes for you. You will have no problem finding a better beloved. 
Love always, Mary

Done.
Mary left the letters on her dresser. Two down. 
Now it was time for an escape from a mundane life to head out for adventure. Her heart beat fast, so she grabbed her bag and headed for the door before she changed her mind. Her carriage would be there soon.
Carrying the heavy bag down the narrow steps of the tenement building turned out harder than she expected. Not giving up. 
No more yelling from Stella like the shameful dressing-down this morning for coming home in the early morning disheveled and using a magick potion on Henry. Mary tried living up to her sister’s standards, but she failed all the time. If Stella thought she had ruined her chances with Henry and he wouldn’t propose now, then she wouldn’t be a problem for anyone anymore. A few more steps banging her bag along the wall. Not Stella. Not Henry. Nor his parents with their down-their-nose glares. Mary got to the next floor. Whew!
Even if Henry proposed, she couldn’t imagine trying to maintain a false front in his social circle with charity events, opera, and the seasonal balls. How boring. Then he would expect children. After she dragged the bag half a floor, she paused, blowing a stray black hair out of her face. Children are dirty, loud, and needy creatures. Her a mother. No way. A life without magick? She couldn’t imagine it.
Should she remove something from her bag to make it lighter? There wasn’t anything she would sacrifice.
At dinner the other night, Henry’s brother, George, had discussed his aspirations to escape the constraints of modern society and find freedom in the untamed west, selling mining supplies. That’s what she wanted—adventure and freedom. But he had left yesterday for Independence, Missouri. She had to catch him before he left on the Oregon Trail.
One more floor to go, but she was running out of steam. She set the bag on the step, kicked it hard, and watched it plop over and over a few steps. Nothing was breakable, so she kicked the bag all the way down the last flight, saving her energy.
When Mary pushed her way through the front door, she heard horses’ hooves clip-clopping on the cobbled street. No one else in the tenement would hire a carriage. She had saved every penny she earned at the tea shop, and now she had good reason to use her savings.
Once the driver helped her in and secured her bag, she sat on the padded bench, releasing the tension in her neck and shoulders. Three down.
The carriage lurched forward. Mary pulled the curtains closed to shut the world out. Henry’s letter exhausted her. Though short and sweet, it defied the effort to get her thoughts to paper. She didn’t know what to say.

      [image: ]Mary stood amid the bustling train station, her bag resting at her feet. The air smelled of steam and the sound of chatter filled her ears. Her eyes scanned the crowd, taking in the sea of faces rushing to catch their trains. This was it—the start of her new life. Her heart raced, a mixture of excitement and nervous anticipation.
Spotting the sign pointing towards the ticket counter, Mary hoisted her bag and made her way through the throng of people. The brick two-story building loomed before her, its windows reflecting the sunlight. With each step, her resolve strengthened.
Inside the building, Mary located the ticket counter, a hub of activity. Her gaze met the clerk’s, a short, fat man with furrowed brows and a perpetual frown etched onto his face. She felt small in his presence, like a mouse before a cat. But she refused to let her nerves get the best of her.
The clerk barked, “Next!” startling a young man who had just purchased his ticket. Mary waited until he gathered his composure and moved aside.
Approaching the counter, Mary felt her heart quicken its pace. She steadied herself, determined to face whatever challenges lay ahead. Dizziness swept over her, but she gripped the edge of the counter, refusing to let it consume her. This was her chance for a fresh start.
“Where ya going?” the clerk grumbled.
“Independence,” Mary blurted out, her voice trembling. She slid her money under the metal cage, her hands shaking.
The clerk handed her the ticket, his gaze lingering on her for a moment before he pointed toward the boarding area. Five down. Mary thanked him, her voice barely a whisper, and turned away, clutching the ticket in her hand.
Mary lowered herself onto a nearby bench, her bag resting beside her. She wished she had brought a book to pass the time. To her side, she noticed a copy of Harper’s Weekly abandoned on the bench. Curiosity piqued, she picked it up and thumbed through its pages. The news of President Lincoln’s funeral and the trials of Confederate traitors dominated the headlines. With the war now over, she longed for more uplifting stories.
As she studied the sketch of the latest Paris fashions, Mary observed the other travelers around her. She wondered if they, too, were embarking on their own grand adventures. The queasiness in her stomach persisted, but she found solace in the thought of finding George. Together, they would navigate whatever challenges awaited them.
Minutes turned into hours as Mary waited for her train to board. Finally, the moment arrived, and she joined the bustling crowd, finding her seat. Six down. The reality hit her—this might be the last time she would ever see Stella or Henry. A pang of sadness tugged at her heart, threatening to bring forth tears. She pulled out a handkerchief from her reticule, pressing it to her eyes to hold back the emotions. With her head against the train window, she whispered a silent farewell to the life she was leaving, her mind a swirl of uncertainty and determination.







  
  
Mary stepped off the train, her legs aching from the long journey. She found herself in the public square of Independence, a bustling town. The courthouse stood tall in the center, a symbol of order amidst the chaos. Seven down. As she looked around, her eyes caught sight of a bar on Main Street. She peered inside, hoping to glimpse George, but he was nowhere to be seen. Determined, she continued her search, walking from one bar to another around the square until she spotted him, sitting alone at a bar on Lexington Street. Eight down. Her feet throbbed with pain, and her bag felt like she was dragging a dead body.
Mary entered the bar, standing beside George for a few minutes, waiting for him to notice her. Impatience washed over her, and she narrowed her eyes, pursing her lips. She couldn’t contain herself any longer. She jabbed him in the side with her elbow, prompting him to turn, a frown on his face.
“Hi, George! Fancy finding you here,” Mary said, bouncing on her toes.
George’s mouth dropped open, his eyes bulging. “What are you doing here?” He glanced around, his gaze searching. “Is Henry here? Did my father send you two to bring me home?” His bottom lip jutted out as he turned back to the bar. “Won’t work. Never going back.” He took a big gulp of his drink.
Mary’s smile widened, as she was certain her next words would thrill him. “I’m not going back either. I’m here by myself.” She placed a hand on his forearm, leaning over the bar to meet his gaze. “I came to find you. Let’s go west together. Won’t it be fun?” She hopped on her toes again, lifting her shoulders. She had endured George’s advances right in front of Henry, threatening to steal her away.
“No. I’m going alone. Why would I want to bring you?” George replied, his voice carrying the bite of a lone wolf.
Mary fell silent, eyes widened, fighting the urge to step back and run. She searched for a way to save face. No man had ever rejected her. “I can cook. Can you? How are you going to keep yourself fed for several months? You’ve been taken care of all your life. You need to think about it.”
Feeling a minor victory, Mary took a seat, and the bartender approached her, asking for her order. She contemplated ordering a whiskey to make a point. Before she could respond, George shook his head, interjecting, “Get her a whiskey on my tab. If she chugs it in one go, she can go with me.”
Mary raised an eyebrow, a mischievous spark in her eyes. “A challenge it is.” She took the glass to her lips, winking at George. In one swift motion, she tipped the glass, downing its contents in a single gulp, and slammed it back on the bar. The other patrons who had overheard the challenge cheered for Mary. She overheard a gentleman behind her remark, “She’s a keeper!”
George patted her on the back. “Welcome to the wagon train. I won’t buy your personal needs, but I’ll cover the food supplies for both of us since you’ll be cooking.”
Mary extended her hand, and George took it, shaking on their agreement. “It’s a deal, George. Happy travels to us.”
“Now, tell me why you’re really here? Last I heard, Henry was ready to propose, and here you are,” George leaned in a little too close, causing Mary to arch her back away from him.
Mary sighed, her thoughts drifting to the jewelry box containing a gorgeous engagement ring that fell out of Henry’s jacket pocket. “Think of the things your mother does. I don’t want to do any of that. Dinner parties, social affairs, and children. Being proper all the time. I want a more interesting life.” She also considered how hard it would be to hide her true abilities, which she didn’t want to. She was a witch, and she wanted to live like one.
George folded his arms across his chest, rolling his eyes. “My mother has the perfect life. She has servants to do everything for her.” He shook his head. “I wish I could have her life. Low expectations. My father expects Henry and I to be successful businessmen.” He threw his hands up, sneering. “Women have it made.”
Mary narrowed her eyes, tapping her foot in annoyance. George’s gestures and attitude grated on her. She had never seen him behave that way at his house. It was clear he presented a different side to his parents. He was proper around them, though they still criticized him, as far as she saw. Henry insinuated George did nothing but party instead of showing up to work at his father’s textile business, which led to the business being willed to Henry.
“Your mother has to manage the household, including that staff that waits on her hand and foot, as you say,” Mary retorted, shaking her index finger at him. “And let’s not forget the gardens she’s responsible for, along with the staff that maintains them. How many servants is that so far? You should give her more credit.” She added, tipping her head, “But it still seems like a boring life to me.”
George shrugged. “Do you want another drink, or do I have to worry about you falling off your stool?”
Mary threw her head back and laughed. “Are you afraid you can’t handle someone as small as me? Of course, I want another drink…to celebrate our trip.”
George raised a hand to get the bartender’s attention. He waved his hand around their empty glasses. Two more whiskeys appeared in front of them and the empty glasses cleared away.
They raised their glasses in a toast, bidding farewell to their old lives and embracing the unknown. Mary couldn’t believe she was going West, where she had only read fascinating stories of frontier life in the newspapers.
Mary’s achievement brought a blissful serenity to the evening. She engaged in conversations with other people who were also preparing to travel west. Some planned to mine for gold, others to establish ranches, and many more aspired to become farmers in the fertile valleys of Oregon. Each person had their own big dreams, and Mary felt a kinship with them. Her own big dream was coming true.
As George led her outside, and towards the river, Mary asked, “Where are we going?”
George smirked, his eyes glimmering. “To bed?”
Suppressing her repetitive question, Mary followed him to a small community of tents, observing as he dropped to his knees and crawled inside one. She looked around, shaking her head in disbelief. On the ground? She hesitated for a moment until George stuck his head out.
“Are you coming?”
Surprised and at a loss for words to protest, Mary swallowed her reservations and entered the tent, stepping into the unknown alongside George.

      [image: ]George awoke to the biting chill of the frosty morning, his breath forming mist in the air. He rolled over, his gaze falling upon Mary, curled in a fetal position, fast asleep. He felt a twinge of exasperation toward her foolishness. How did she neglect to bring warm clothes or a bedroll for their trail adventure? Did she expect it to be a luxurious journey, with fancy hotels at every turn? His worry grew as he contemplated whether her high-maintenance nature would become a burden on their expedition. After all, he had left Chicago to escape such airs and sensibilities.
As George laid back, he found his thoughts consumed by the dilemma of convincing Mary to return to Henry in Chicago. Let him propose to her, provide for her, and deal with the inevitable brood of children. It would no longer be George’s problem. That was the stark contrast between him and his brother. Henry sought comfort and structure, conforming to societal norms. George suspected Mary didn’t quite fit into that world either, which explained why their parents disapproved of her.
George had never been one to engage in long-lasting relationships. It suited him better if the women he encountered lacked moral constraints, sparing him the need to pay for their services. But to entertain the notion of a more permanent connection and the expectations it entailed—George wanted none of that. Expectations had no place in his life, be it in relationships, family, friends, or work. It was always about what others would do for him, with no expectations placed on him in return. Was he a narcissist? Perhaps, but what harm was there in looking out for oneself? If you didn’t take care of yourself, nobody else would. His family hadn’t.
His nanny raised him; his parents were too preoccupied doting on his flawless older brother, Henry. Henry did no wrong, while George was perpetually in the wrong. No matter how hard he tried in his youth, he never measured up to Henry’s achievements. Henry was superior in everything he pursued. Frustrated and defeated, George had given up, realizing that life was easier when he bottled his emotions and let them explode.
As George returned to the matter at hand—how to send Mary packing—he rose and slipped out of the tent. The sky veiled in a thick fog, cast an eerie ambiance over the campsite. A brisk walk would help clear his mind and perhaps spark some ideas. He entertained the thought of tossing her into the nearby river, but dismissed it. She might swim, and there were far too many witnesses who might rescue her. What if he found her a job and convince her that Independence held countless adventures? Doubtful that would work. The idea of stabbing her in her sleep crossed his mind, but how would he dispose of her body?
Ascending the hill toward the first street that ran alongside the river, George cast a glance towards the wagon shop. He had placed the order upon his arrival, but the increasing number of people arriving each day and setting up camp by the river left him concerned. With everyone heading west, the demand for wagons was substantial, and the supply limited.
The smell of freshly cut wood wafted through the air even before he reached the shop. A small hut stood beside a large, covered work area where sawdust covered every surface and floated through the air. The sounds of hammers striking nails and the rhythm of saws slicing through timber resonating while several men toiled away on four wagons. He hoped one of them was his. The two facing the street had buckboards, so they weren’t. He hadn’t opted for extravagant features, choosing instead a basic wagon with reinforced axles. He knew he could easily repair the rest along the way. Besides, the mining equipment he had ordered was heavy.
The question that plagued him was whether to have a team of four oxen or six. Nobody seemed to have a definitive answer. Four oxen might struggle on steep hills, while six would be a burden to feed on the limited grass found along parts of the trail. He embraced spontaneity and postponed his decision until tomorrow—it wasn’t his style to overthink.
A man in front of him appeared to be his age, so George inquired, “Which wagon train are you joining?”
The man turned around, a piece of hay dangling from his mouth, and replied, “Grantham. And you?”
“Hmm, same here.” George nodded. “Do you have anyone accompanying you?”
As the line inched forward, the man took a few steps, prompting George to follow suit. “My wife and my brother,” he answered.
George mirrored the man’s steps again, moving closer to the supervisor of the shop. “I planned to go alone, but someone from Chicago suddenly showed up, insisting she wanted to join. Not sure I want that,” George confessed, following with an enormous sigh.
The man twisted around. “Oh, having some help is always beneficial, but if she’s not related to you, it goes against the rules for the Grantham train,” he added.
A glimmer of hope flickered within George as he absorbed the man’s words. A rule. This rule could be his salvation, a means to send Mary back home to Chicago. In that moment, a surge of relief filled him. Finally, something of benefit to him. Besides, he knew he could handle the trail by himself—what did this man know? George was sure he would conquer anything that came his way.






  
  
Mary awoke to the chill that seeped through the thin fabric of the tent, her body stiff from the unforgiving ground beneath her. It reminded her of the last time she’d slept like this, back when Stella and she had traveled to Chicago for Stella to be a nanny. But the child had died during their travels, leaving them stranded. They sought refuge in alleyways until Stella found work at the herbal shop, a job she still held. Mary hadn’t considered her accommodations for this journey. 
Was this yet another impulsive decision that would leave her rueful, akin to that ill-fated potion she’d slipped to the headmaster, compelling him to alter her grades? The shame he’d carried after succumbing to her concoction was palpable, leading to his resignation. Stella never let her forget it. Of course, there was also Henry, on whom she’d used the elixir to break through his prudent exterior. And now, here she was.
Mary located George’s cooking supplies and yanked them from the tent. She arranged rocks she gathered into a makeshift ring, securing branches and a bonus log from an abandoned fire pit. A cautious survey of her surroundings revealed no prying eyes. With a sharp exhale, she ignited the stack of branches, flames voraciously devouring the offered fuel. Setting the log, she positioned a rock beside it to serve as a base for the pan.
A glance upward revealed George’s approach to the tent. Perfect timing. She laid bacon slices in the sizzling pan, hoping he hadn’t eaten yet. He needed a taste of her culinary prowess to realize her value on this journey.
As the aroma of bacon filled the air, George settled onto the ground. When Mary cracked a pair of eggs into the pan, he said, “Why don’t we find the wagon master after we eat? Get you added to my wagon?”
The look on George’s face didn’t align with his words, leaving Mary puzzled. Was there an ulterior motive? Perhaps she was overthinking. “Yes, let’s do that. I’m eager to hit the trail.” Was that a smirk? George was a far cry from his brother. She handed him a plate.
George devoured the eggs and bacon, discarding the plate. He reclined on the grass.
Mary finished her meal and tidied up, extinguishing the fire with a swift kick of dirt. “Ready.”
George sprang to his feet, a surge of enthusiasm that heartened Mary after those cryptic smirks. She followed him along the riverbank, approaching a sprawling cluster of tents.
“Stay put,” he barked at her, heading towards the heart of the encampment where a group of men congregated.
Too distant to eavesdrop, she found herself drawn to the fire near the men, captivated by the flickering flames, their warmth and hues enveloping her, oblivious to all else. A child careened around a tent corner, colliding into her, snapping the spell. “Ugh!” She swiped her hand down her dress, as if dislodging an imaginary speck.
Emerging between two tents, George retraced his steps towards their own. Mary caught up, inquiring, “Are we going to see the wagon master?”
George pivoted, brows knitted in a scowl. “I had to track him down first. Stop with the questions. It’s irritating.” He quickened his pace.
It was a struggle to keep up, but her resolve propelled her. Why was George so obstinate today? After all, he’d consented to let her accompany him.
Opposite a vast workshop with men toiling on wagons, George halted. Mary noted a few men pausing in their labor to cast curious glances her way. She offered a coy smile.
George stood beside a tall man talking with several men. As their discussion concluded, George approached the broad-shouldered figure—presumably the wagon master. “Good morning, Will. I enlisted a few days back, but someone’s joining me. I need to include them on my wagon.”
Jim nodded. “Morning. Have you secured your wagon yet? They’re getting backed up, it seems.”
Chest out, George nodded. “Oh, yes. Ordered and ready today.”
Jim produced folded papers and a pencil from his dungarees. “Good on the preparations. So, who’s the addition?”
George thrust Mary forward. “Mary Maguire.”
Will’s arm sagged. “Is she a relative?”
“No.”
Jim exhaled. “The families who hired me have a rule: all couples must be wed.”
George shook his head. “No, no, we’re not a couple. I’m just giving her a ride west. There’s no romantic entanglement.”
Mary murmured, “Oh, no! This is a problem.”
Jim folded the papers and stowed them away, along with the pencil. “Yes, it is. The hiring families are devout, and they have their principles. I’m bound to abide by them. So, she won’t be joining us.”
Mary stepped forward, intercepting Will’s retreat. “But I must go. I want to go. What am I to do? I came all the way from Chicago, and I don’t want to return.”
“Then get married. It’s a simple solution. She cooks, you drive.” Jim continued down the street, leaving George and Mary locked in a silent standoff.
Mary clutched George’s arm. “Fine. Let’s go get married.”
George shook his head, edging away. “Absolutely not. I have no desire to marry you. I don’t even like you. And I won’t be anyone’s second choice. You’ll either go home or stay here. Take your pick.”
A sense of despair washed over her, events unfurling too fast for her to grasp. She shouted at George, “You won’t marry me? What am I to do now? This isn’t fair.” Mary hastened after Will. “Sir, what if I secure my own wagon?”
Jim halted, leveling a steady gaze at Mary. “Do you comprehend the magnitude of that decision? This is a grueling expedition, not fit for a delicate lady to undertake alone. I won’t permit it.”
Mary wept, her voice a plea. “I want this so much. I’m certain I can manage it better than George. He’s nothing more than a pampered rich boy.”
Jim chuckled. “If George falters, we will leave him behind. I can’t have one party holding everyone up. Like I said, it’s a hard trip.” Jim continued on his way.
She stood there frozen, unable to grasp how her dream was falling apart. This was not the way she thought it would go, and now her mind was a complete blank. The tears came hard. People stopped and stared at a woman nearly collapsed, sobbing. 
George yelled as he stomped his foot for emphasis, “Stop making a fool of yourself! I’ll buy your train ticket home, alright?”
How could her plans be defeated so easily? What was she thinking? Shaking her head, she straightened up. She would not be dispatched. Tears wiped, she pushed her shoulders back, thrusting her chin forward. George had taken off down the street and she knew what to do now.

      [image: ]Fuming, George stormed off, heedless of his direction. He needed distance from Henry’s insufferable girlfriend, a relentless thorn in his side. He had his plans all laid out, and then she waltzed in, throwing a wrench into his carefully constructed life. As usual, his brother interfered, even from afar.
His steps brought him into the path of an unsuspecting couple, and he plowed through them without a second thought. 
The man yelled, “Hey, watch where you’re going!”
George didn’t care. Was there no sanctuary in this town, no respite from the ceaseless clamor? How would he clear his mind with so much chaos swirling around him? If he didn’t find solitude soon, he’d explode, and that never ended well. His father had bailed him out of trouble one too many times.
He slipped behind a row of buildings, a secluded alcove where no one intruded. On a tree stump, he unleashed his frustration, kicking it with fervor before collapsing onto it. He pounded his fists, shaking his head and body in a frenzy. To an outsider, it might have resembled a fit or a seizure, but it was the only way he could regain control, preventing himself from inflicting harm on others or property.
Then, in the stillness that followed, he rocked back and forth, plotting how to rid himself of Mary for good. He never wanted to lay eyes on her again. A bit of payback was due for the trouble she’d caused him. Perhaps he’d purchase a train ticket, but instead of Chicago, send her eastward. Would she even notice? He needed assurance before parting with his money. Time to test the waters.
He spun around as he rose and delivered one last kick to the stump, envisioning Mary’s face. Pain shot up from his toe to his knee, and he hopped on one foot, cursing her name.
Surveying his surroundings for clues, he oriented himself and tuned in to the distant wail of a train whistle. The sound would lead him towards the station. He set off, limping and cursing.
The streets seemed less congested on the side roads, but as he neared the station, the throngs grew denser. He navigated through them more composed, no longer resorting to shoving. When a break in the crowd appeared, he found the ticket office line devoid of patrons.
Approaching the window, he cleared his throat. “Excuse me. I have a few questions.”
The clerk, an older gentleman with snowy tufts of hair protruding from under his hat, a white mustache, and impressive mutton chop sideburns, peered out at George. “I’ve got answers, sir. Shoot.”
George sighed. “If I were to buy a ticket for someone, would they have any inkling of their destination?”
The station clerk’s lips twisted in contemplation. “That’s an unusual inquiry. Sounds like you’re hatching quite the scheme. But it won’t work. We print the destination on the ticket to ensure the traveler boards the right train.”
George’s face fell, shoulders sagging. “Well then, how frequently do trains depart for Chicago?”
A broad smile spread across the mutton-chopped man’s face. “Every single day!”
As George turned to leave, he offered a nod. “Thank you.”
The clerk replied, “Pleasure’s mine, sir.”
George kicked at the air, hands buried in his pockets, and head bowed. He retraced his steps toward the river, thoughts churning. Mary, Henry, and his parents all doubted him, believed he couldn’t handle this wagon train alone. To hell with them. He was tired of their skepticism and was determined to prove them wrong once he rid himself of Mary.






  
  
Mary trailed behind George, keeping a discreet distance to ensure he remained oblivious to her scrutiny. Negotiating the teeming streets and bustling boardwalks challenged him as he shoved his way through the throngs of people. Disappointment washed over her, struggling to fathom why he felt the need to be so aggressive. Navigating the crowded streets was manageable without resorting to such tactics. 
The mere thought of returning to Chicago was unthinkable. The only conceivable path ahead involved marrying George, but the notion settled in her stomach like the sour tang of a freshly bitten lemon. Yet, sometimes, acquiring what one desired was a battle. Why did she shy away from Henry in Chicago? He embodied perfection, perhaps to a fault. He was at the pinnacle of society. She couldn’t measure up to such impeccable standards, which led her to this juncture. It might not be the right path, but it was the one she craved for the moment. She refused to abandon this venture with George.
Nestled within her bag rested the remnants of the potion she’d employed on Henry, where he loosened up and they ended in a bed in the Marshall Field mansion. If she slipped it into George’s drink, she could exploit his newfound lack of inhibition to lead him to the town hall for a marriage certificate. 
However, she needed to persuade him to join her for a drink or dinner first. George was a challenge, an understatement if ever there was one. She harbored doubts about the man’s capacity for forming lasting relationships or friendships. How on earth did his mother tolerate him? She chuckled to herself. He was far from a commendable person, yet here she was, plotting to marry him. It didn’t seem wise, but who was she to adhere to wisdom? How many times had Stella expressed her ire at Mary’s choices? Stella was probably seething now. Oh well.
As George darted behind a row of buildings, she observed him with furrowed brows, kicking at a tree stump and flailing his limbs in frustration. What was he doing? Perhaps this was his peculiar way of indicating his willingness to marry her. So she pressed her back against the corner of the building, sneaking glances now and then to monitor George’s antics. If only she possessed the power to read minds. Although, deciphering his thoughts might prove rather disturbing.
When George rose, she melded into the building’s facade, hoping to evade detection as she resumed her pursuit. This street was sparsely populated, allowing her to maintain a reasonable distance, yet still keep him in her sights. From her vantage point across the street, it seemed he was purchasing a ticket. Afraid to stop him, she ran to the other side of the building and positioned herself around the other corner from him at the ticket counter. To her delight, she heard every word. To her despair, she overheard his plan to send her astray on the train. The stars aligned and the protocols of the train company thwarted his plan.
Continuing to follow him back to the tent, she knew what to do. No need to feel guilty about tricking him now, since she learned of his plan of deception. At least her idea would work.

      [image: ]“George,” Mary called out, her voice carrying across the bustling street. “I’ve been scouring the town for you.”
“Don’t,” George responded curtly. “You’re heading back tomorrow.”
“Indeed,” she agreed with an exaggerated gesture, palms open. “So why not give me a proper farewell over dinner?”
The surprise that flashed across his face was a prize. “Fine. So you’re leaving. Good. I want you gone. Let’s go.”
Mary kept pace with him, though her feet ached from all the walking. Still, her plan was proceeding as intended. She could endure a bit more discomfort.
George led her to a quaint café, courteously holding the door for her. Her reticle harbored the remaining potion, a secret ace up her sleeve. She needed to divert his attention and slip it into his drink. How difficult could it be? George was a predictably pampered buffoon.
Seated at a table, with George nursing a beer, Mary scanned the room, searching for something, anything, of interest to draw his attention. Patience, she reminded herself. When their food arrived, a woman entered, her corset straining to contain her ample curves. Mary chuckled, retrieving her vial from her bag.
“What’s amusing you?” George inquired.
“Oh, what does it matter?” She glanced down at her own modest chest and laughed again, imagining the challenge of seeing her toes with such an ample bosom. “My word, those are the largest I’ve ever seen!”
George swiveled in his chair, his gaze locked on the woman. It was just the opportunity Mary needed. Swiftly, she added the potion to his beer and stashed the vial away. “I’ve seen bigger,” George declared upon returning to his meal and beer.
“I suppose so,” Mary mused, a pause punctuating her words as she waited for the potion to take effect. “Even without an ample bosom, I’d be perfect for marriage.”
“Hmph. Maybe for Henry. He has questionable taste.” George rubbed his chin, tilting his head to one side while pursing his lips. “Perfect for marriage?” He looked up as if deep in thought. His face lit up in a daze. “You’re right. I’m sure of it. Henry thought so, and he’s the clever one.”
Mary seized her moment. “Don’t you want to be the clever one? If we wed, you’ll be the clever one, not Henry.”
“You’re right. My father never acknowledges my brilliance. Let’s marry and prove them wrong. We’ll make a fortune together.” George’s excitement was palpable as he tilted his head back. “I come up with the best ideas, don’t I?”
“Yes, you do. Let’s get married right after we eat. No reason to wait! Then we can find Jim and prepare for our adventure together. Cheers!” Mary raised her glass, and George clinked his against hers.
“Cheers!” George turned to the other patrons, announcing, “We’re getting married!”
Amid the polite applause, Mary felt a surge of satisfaction at surmounting yet another hurdle. She was eager to accomplish this before the effects of the potion wore off. She knew George would likely be irate later, but that was a problem for tomorrow.
“Where in town can we get married this afternoon?” Mary inquired of the waitress.
“Check at the town hall. I heard you can tie the knot pretty quickly there. Good luck, you two.” The waitress cleared their dishes.
Mary seized George. “Let’s go! Time is of the essence. We need to get this done today so I can secure my place on the list. I refuse to be left behind.”
George made no protest and followed her to the town hall.
“I’m looking to arrange a swift marriage. Can you assist us?” George’s demeanor was endearing, though Mary knew it was temporary.
The elderly woman beamed and tilted her head. “How sweet! So you two are ready to tie the knot. Fill out this form and sign it - both of you. I’ll have Mr. Harris with you shortly. There’s a two dollar fee.”
George completed the form with his information and passed it to Mary. 
She hesitated. Who would want to marry George with his smug, entitled demeanor and nasty disposition? She craved the West, so she didn’t have a choice. She sighed as she completed the form and returned it to the petite woman behind the counter.
Mr. Harris entered. “So, who’s the lucky couple? Follow me. Miss Emmy will be your witness, since it appears you didn’t bring anyone.”
They trailed the middle-aged man into his office. “I’m the mayor, but I wear many hats in this town. We’re growing fast. Stand right here.”
Before Mary knew it, Mr. Harris had concluded the ceremony. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your wife.” George leaned in for a passionate kiss. Mary pulled away, wiping her lips while gagging. The things you have to do to get what you want and need as a woman. If she was a man, she would have bought the wagon and left George on his own.
“Thank you, Mr. Harris.” She led George out of the town hall. “We have to find Will.”
“He’ll be at the large group of tents around this time of day.”
Two hours later, Mary half-dragged a tipsy husband back to their tent, a far cry from the vision she’d harbored of securing her passage on the wagon train. She was a woman driven, unapologetically determined to get what she wanted, a trait her sister often labeled as selfishness.
An uneasy pit gnawed at her stomach in anticipation of the morning when the effects of the potion wore off, and reality would bite George’s head off. Then he would bite hers.






  
  
The night air clung to Mary’s skin as she stirred, a shiver coursing through her frame. The sound of George’s frantic movements jolted her fully awake. There in the dim light, George struggled free from the blanket, sitting upright. 
“What are you doing under my blanket?” His voice was sharp, slicing through the chill air.
Mary yawned, her breath misting in the cold. She rubbed her eyes, then her arms, still feeling the lingering bite of the night’s frost. “Well, where else should your wife sleep?” she retorted, trying to inject a note of levity into the tense atmosphere. “I’ll need to get my own blanket today. It’s freezing out here at night and your blanket is too small for the two of us.”
George loomed closer, his breath, a harsh gust, washed over her face. “What do you mean, ‘wife’?” She noticed the hint of stale alcohol on his breath.
Mary laughed, a tinge of nervousness threading through the sound. She knew his hangover would amplify his irritability. “We got hitched yesterday, ran into Jim last night, and he sorted out all the paperwork. So, it’s all official now. Don’t you remember? Though we did celebrate quite a bit.”
“All I recall is a meal at the cafe,” George muttered. He lowered his head to the ground, and his hands at his temples. A pained moan escaped him.
Mary resisted the urge to sigh. 
“I never wanted this. Now, I’m stuck with you. I had my sights set on a lifetime of a confirmed bachelor.” His hands dropped, revealing a look of disbelief as he turned toward her. “Oh no, no, no.” He shook his head. “You must’ve tricked me. Where did we even get married?”
“Town hall,” Mary replied, as George crawled out of the tent. The notion that he could simply stroll into the town hall and undo their marriage was laughable. It wasn’t a pair of shoes that didn’t fit, after all. Good thing she’d taken pains to stow the certificate away after showing it to Jim the previous night.
As he dusted off his clothes, George muttered, “You stay here and don’t cause any more trouble.” He added under his breath, “Women are always trouble.”
Mary chuckled to herself. If only he knew the half of it. But he should have remembered last night. When she used the potion on the headmaster and Henry, they did. What was different with George? Did it get more potent with age, or had she not mixed it up each time? She had to record this in her grimoire, though she never planned on utilizing that recipe again.
The morning light was seeping through the canvas of the tent, casting a soft golden glow over the campsite. As the reality of their situation settled in, a mix of apprehension and determination welled up within Mary. She committed to this path now, ready to embrace whatever challenges lay ahead.

      [image: ]Three days passed before Henry mustered the courage to face Mary after his disgrace at the Marshall’s party. He dispatched a messenger, but no reply came. Desperation gnawed at him, drowning any concerns for etiquette. Arriving in his carriage, he emerged, his heart pounding, and ascended several flights of stairs to Mary’s tenement. Clutched in his arms were offerings of flowers and chocolates, a silent plea for forgiveness. After deep breath, he rapped on the door.
Stella answered, her expression a tableau of surprise and disdain. Her lips curled, her eyes freezing over. ‘Why are you here? Mary’s gone.’
“No! She can’t be. Why?” The air grew thin, Henry’s chest constricting. It was like a sucker punch to his gut. Thoughts swirled, fragments of Mary’s voice, her laughter, as he tried to grasp onto something, anything, that might explain her sudden departure.
Stella motioned him inside, her voice tight. “She left in the middle of the night. Left a note for you, which I intended to send, but... but I’m very disappointed in you.”
Henry stepped into the parlor, the weight of his actions bearing down on him. He contemplated dropping to his knees, begging for forgiveness, but his words stumbled out instead. “I’m terribly sorry. I don’t even know what happened. We had only kissed, just a peck on the cheek, before that. I came to apologize to her. But…”
The door slammed shut, and Stella pointed a trembling finger at him. “And it’s your fault she’s left.”
“Please. I’m sorry.” Henry fumbled with the bouquet, the gift, and the chocolates, extracting a small ring box from his jacket pocket. He held it out, trembling. “I’ve been carrying this around for weeks, waiting for the right moment to ask Mary to marry me. I want her to be my wife.”
Stella’s face crumbled, her shock palpable. She sobbed into her hands. “I had no idea that’s how you felt. I told her you wouldn’t want her anymore, that she was soiled because you come from a higher social standing. It’s all my fault!”
“No, I would never do that. I love Mary!” Henry’s composure shattered, tears streamed shamelessly. His body trembled, and he sank to his knees in the middle of the room, everything slipping from his grasp.
Stella’s hand rested on his shoulder. “Let’s sit. I’ll get the note Mary left for you.”
Henry regained his wobbling feet, gratitude mingling with heartbreak. “I would appreciate it so much. If it could give me a clue why she left, I need to know.”
As they settled, Stella handed him the note, her eyes downcast. Handkerchief in hand, she dabbed her eyes.
Henry unfolded the note, his heartache intensifying as he read each word. His throat tightened, his vision blurred. He read it again, as if expecting a different outcome. Each sentence was a blow, a cruel twist of fate.
Stella sat beside him, her presence a balm to his wounded soul. “Henry,” she began, her voice gentle, “Mary and I have always been each other’s protectors. When we came to America with our uncle, I promised to keep her safe, to shield her from harm. She’s a lot like our mother—impulsive, passionate, a handful, but so full of love.”
Henry’s eyes met Stella’s, gratitude and sorrow swirling in their depths. “I love those things about Mary. I don’t know how I’ll go on without her. It must be so difficult for you. You two share a bond I wish I had with my brother.”
Stella handed him a handkerchief, her gaze still averted. “Her note speaks of her pain, Henry, but also of her love for you. She believes she’s doing this, for both your sakes.”
Henry wiped away his tears, his breath hitching as he absorbed Stella’s words. He longed to hold Mary, to reassure her they could face whatever trials lay ahead together. But now, the distance between them seemed insurmountable.
As the minutes stretched on, the weight of the world pressed down on Henry. He could sense Stella’s concern, her own heartache for her sister palpable. They sat for a time in shared sorrow, bound by their love for the same woman.
Finally, Henry mustered the strength to speak. “Stella, I can’t thank you enough for being here, for caring for Mary. Please, if there’s any way you can help me reach her, to make her understand... I’ll do whatever it takes.”
Stella turned to him, her face softened, eyebrows furrowed. “Henry, I believe in your love for Mary. I’ll do whatever I can to support you, to help bridge the gap between you. But you must promise me one thing.”
“Anything,” Henry vowed.
“You must prove to Mary that you’re willing to fight for her, to stand by her side, no matter the challenges. Show her that your love is unwavering, that together, you can overcome anything.”
Henry’s heart sank as he realized the weight of his responsibilities back in Chicago. “My father is too ill to oversee the company anymore. The responsibility has fallen to me. I can’t leave.” The weight of duty settled heavily on his shoulders, conflicting with the ache in his heart for Mary.
Stella placed a comforting hand on his arm. “Henry, I understand the dilemma you face. Your duty to your family is paramount.”
Torn between love and obligation, Henry nodded. “Thank you, Stella. I must stay in Chicago for now, but I promise you, as soon as circumstances allow, I will find Mary and bring her back to us.”
“I’ll be here, Henry. Waiting for both of you.”
As he left the tenement, Henry’s steps were heavy with the weight of his decision. He glanced back one last time, hoping to catch a glimpse of the woman who held his heart. He stepped into his carriage, determined to fulfill his responsibilities, though his thoughts remained with Mary, far away on the Oregon Trail.
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