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​Chapter 1
 

12 March 1835 – The Proclamation
The dust rose in a thin column above the wagon road long before the rider reached the farm. Magdalena van Rensburg stood on the veranda of the stone-and-thatch house, one hand resting on the rough railing Pieter had built the summer before last. She watched the speck grow larger against the low hills east of Graaff-Reinet. The morning was already warm for March, the air carrying the dry scent of late-summer grass and the sharper tang of sheep dung from the kraal below the slope. Behind her, the house was quiet except for the soft clatter of Sara setting out breakfast bowls and Kobus’s low voice as he argued with the dog over a scrap of bread.

Lena did not turn when the rider dismounted at the gate. She knew the horse and the set of the man’s shoulders. It was Jan Vermaak from the next valley, and he carried news the way other men carried mail—reluctantly, as if the words themselves might bite. He removed his hat as he climbed the short path, his face already set in the expression men wore when they brought word that could not be softened.

“Magdalena,” he said, stopping at the bottom step. “They have read the new proclamation in town. English in the courts. English in the schools. And the compensation for the slaves—those who still hold paper—has been cut again. The officials say it is fair. They say the English Crown has been generous.”

Lena’s fingers tightened on the railing. Pieter had gone to the protest meeting in Graaff-Reinet six weeks earlier. He had returned with a split lip and a fever in his eyes that never quite left him. Three days later he was dead, shot in the back during a scuffle with constables who had come to arrest the loudest voices. The magistrate called it resistance to lawful authority. Lena called it murder dressed in paper.

She looked past Vermaak to the low stone wall that marked the edge of the cultivated lands. Beyond it the veld rolled away in waves of brown and faded green toward the distant blue of the mountains. The farm had been Pieter’s father’s before him. It was not large by the standards of the older Cape families, but it had fed them and paid its taxes in wool and hides for two generations. Now the taxes had risen again, and the language of the courts had changed, and the compensation offered for the slaves they no longer held was less than the cost of the paper on which the offer was written.

Kobus appeared at her elbow, barefoot, his shirt already damp at the collar. He was eight and already carried himself like a smaller version of his father—shoulders set, eyes steady. Sara followed, six years old and still small enough to press against Lena’s skirts when strangers came.

“What does he want, Ma?” Kobus asked.

Lena placed a hand on his head without looking down. “He wants to tell us what we already know, my boy.”

Vermaak shifted his weight. “Steyn is calling the wagons together. He says there is land beyond the Orange where a man can still speak his own tongue and keep what he works for. Some are leaving next week. Others say they will wait for the harvest. But the talk is growing louder every day.”

Lena nodded once. She had heard the same talk in church, at the store, and in the low voices of the men who came to help with the shearing. The Great Trek, they called it now, as if giving it a name made the leaving less final. She had not spoken of it to the children. There had been enough death in the house already.

Inside, she moved through the familiar rooms with deliberate care. The big Dutch Bible lay on the table where Pieter had left it open the morning he rode to town for the last time. She closed it gently, running her fingers over the worn leather cover before wrapping it in a square of clean linen. Beside it she placed the small account book she had kept since their marriage—pages of neat figures for wool sold, powder bought, taxes paid. She did not open it. The numbers were already in her head.

Sara watched from the doorway, silent. Kobus had gone to the kraal to check the calves, as his father had taught him. Lena stood for a moment with the wrapped Bible in her hands and felt the weight of every choice that had brought her to this room. Pieter had believed the land would protect them if they worked it hard enough. He had been wrong. The land did not care who held the paper. Only men with guns and seals cared about that.

She carried the bundle to the chest at the foot of the bed and laid it inside. On top of it she placed the letter Pieter had written the night before he died—two pages of careful script explaining why he could not accept the new laws and why he would rather die on his own ground than live on someone else’s terms. She had read it so many times the creases were soft. She did not need to read it again.

When she returned to the veranda, Vermaak was still waiting. He had accepted a cup of coffee from Sara and stood turning the tin mug in his hands.

“Tell Commandant Steyn,” Lena said, “that the van Rensburg wagon will be ready. We leave with the others.”

Vermaak looked at her for a long moment. “You are certain, Magdalena? The road is long and the people on it are not all of one mind. There will be trouble before the end.”

“There is already trouble,” she answered. “At least on the other side of the Orange a man may choose which trouble he faces.”

Vermaak set the mug down carefully on the railing. “I will tell him.” He hesitated, then added, “Hendrik de Wet lost his wife and the baby at the beginning of the month. He has no one now. He says he will go if there is a place for another strong hand.”

Lena nodded. She knew Hendrik—quiet, steady, the kind of man who repaired what was broken without being asked. Pieter had respected him. “Tell Steyn there is room in our wagon for any who need it,” she said.

After Vermaak rode away, Lena remained on the veranda. The sun had climbed higher; the shadow of the house had shortened across the hard-packed earth. Kobus returned from the kraal with dust on his trousers and a question in his eyes he did not yet know how to ask. Sara stood close, her small hand curled around the fabric of Lena’s skirt.

Lena looked north, toward the line of blue hills that hid the Orange River and everything beyond it. She thought of the years Pieter had spent building the walls and the kraal and the dam that still held water in the dry months. She thought of the graves in the small family plot beyond the peach trees—his parents, two infants who had not lived past their first winter, and now Pieter himself. The land held them all. It would hold her too, if she stayed. But the laws that had killed her husband had been written in a city she had never seen, by men who would never set foot on this ground. Staying meant accepting that her children would grow up under those same laws, speaking a language that was not their own in courts that would not hear them.

She placed her hand on Kobus’s shoulder and felt the small bones beneath the cloth. Sara leaned heavier against her leg.

“We are going,” Lena said. Her voice was quiet but steady. “Pack what you can carry. We leave before the next full moon.”

Kobus looked up at her, his face serious in the way that always reminded her of his father. “Where are we going, Ma?”

Lena kept her eyes on the northern hills. “To a place where we can keep what we build,” she answered. “And where no one will take it from us because we speak the wrong words in the wrong tongue.”

She did not add the rest—that she did not know if such a place existed, only that they could not remain here. The dust of Vermaak’s horse had already settled on the road. In the kraal a ewe called to her lamb. Inside the house the wrapped Bible waited in the chest like a promise she had not yet decided how to keep.

Lena turned and went inside to begin the work of leaving.

––––––––
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​Chapter 2
 

The Night Before Departure
The cattle kraal was empty except for the wind. Lena walked its outer wall in the last light, her hand trailing along the rough stones Pieter had laid with his own hands. The thatch on the house behind her still carried the faint, sweet smell of rain from two days earlier, though the sky had been clear since. She breathed it in and tried to fix the scent in her memory. Tomorrow it would belong to someone else.

Kobus found her first. He came quietly, as he had learned to do since his father’s death, and stood at the gate with his arms folded on the top rail. At eight he was already trying to make himself useful. Sara followed a moment later, her small feet kicking up dust as she ran to catch up. She pressed against Lena’s skirts without speaking.

“Why must we go, Ma?” Kobus asked. His voice was steady, but she heard the fear underneath it. “This is our place. Oupa built the wall. Pa built the dam. If we leave, who will look after the graves?”

Lena stopped walking. She turned and looked at her son in the fading light. The boy had Pieter’s jaw and Pieter’s way of standing as if the ground itself might shift under him. She reached out and brushed a strand of hair from his forehead.

“Because the laws that killed your father will not stop at his grave,” she said. “They will reach for you and for your sister. They will tell you what tongue you may speak in court and how much your labour is worth on paper that comes from across the sea. Staying means teaching you to bow to men who have never mended a fence or lost a child to fever. I will not teach you that.”

Sara’s small hand tightened on the fabric of Lena’s dress. “Will there be lions where we are going?”

“There may be,” Lena answered honestly. “And there will be men who do not want us on the ground we claim. But at least we will choose which dangers we face. Here the dangers choose us.”

She looked back at the house. The windows glowed with the last of the lamplight. Inside, the chests were already half-filled with what could be carried: blankets, cooking pots, the heavy Dutch Bible wrapped in linen, the account book, and the two letters from Pieter. The furniture would stay. The plough would stay. The stone walls and the dam would belong to whoever paid the new taxes and spoke the new language in the magistrate’s office.

A horse came up the track from the main road. Lena recognised the rider even before he dismounted. It was the same British official who had come after Pieter’s death with the first compensation papers—Mr. Ellis, a thin man with spectacles and a habit of clearing his throat
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