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​Chapter 1 — Harvesting What Remains
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The sun was barely over the eastern hills when the Thornes rattled down the half-frozen trail, their breath and the horses’ steaming white in the chill.

It was a clear morning, the sky a hard, polished blue. Patches of snow clung to the north-facing slopes and hollows, but elsewhere the land was brown and open, the ground hard under a thin crust of frost.

Pa rode up front, reins loose in his good hand, the heavy old wagon creaking behind. Caleb sat beside him, scanning the trail ahead. Jonah and Isaac followed on horseback, the stout little mule trailing behind with empty saddlebags ready for salvage.

Ash loped ahead, his nose to the wind, tail wagging low and steady.

They all knew the way well enough.
They had first spotted the wrecked wagon weeks ago, when riding out with Samuel Merritt to scout the open land beyond Haven Creek.
Later, Jonah and Eli had tried to return to salvage what they could — a few scraps, a handful of iron — before the early winter storm had rolled in and swallowed the trail whole.
The wagon had been left behind.
So had the boys’ hopes of gathering anything from it, their rescue coming hours later from a hollow far off their intended route.
Pa hadn't forgotten about the wagon.
Iron was iron.
Wood was wood.
And in a hard winter, you didn’t leave either to rot if you had a choice.



The wreckage still sat hunched low in a shallow draw, half-buried under drifts now crusted with ice. The long tongue had snapped, the wheels sagged into crooked angles, but to a blacksmith’s eye — and a poor man's — it was a treasure trove.

Pa swung down stiffly, flexing his mended arm once before reaching for the crowbar.

"Take what we can use," he said, voice even. "Leave the rest to the crows."

The boys set to work with a will.
The wood was brittle but not all useless.
The iron — oh, the iron — was worth its weight twice over:
Rusted wagon rims, splintered brake rods, seat frames, hinges torn from the trunk, handfuls of nails worked loose with cold-numbed fingers.
Each piece they pried free was a future horseshoe, a repaired plow, a patch for some farmer’s gate.

Jonah whooped once when he levered up a heavy coil of chain, half frozen into the muck. Pa just grinned and ruffled his hair.

Even the broken chest — what was left of it — yielded good hardwood panels and iron strapping still strong enough to be reforged.

By noon, the wagon was half full — a jumble of twisted iron, bundled boards, and coiled chain. The sun had warmed the air a little, melting patches of frost into thick, sucking mud. Caleb wiped his brow with his sleeve, cheeks flushed from the work and cold.

Pa sat on the tongue of the old wreck for a moment, breathing deep.

"Ain't gold," he said, half to himself. "But it'll build more than gold ever could."

Caleb didn’t answer. He just nodded and hefted another battered piece of iron onto their wagon.

Across the draw, the land opened wide toward the western ridges.
The mountains rose beyond, jagged and snow-bright under the pale blue sky.
The air smelled of thawing earth, woodsmoke, and the sharp tang of coming winter.
Ash barked once, ears pricking, and trotted off into the low scrub.

Pa shaded his eyes against the glare.

"What's he on about?"

Jonah, wiping his hands on his trousers, squinted too.

"Might be a rabbit."

"Might be more," Isaac said softly, pointing to a faint line of tracks leading away from the clearing.

The boys exchanged quick glances.

They had work enough — but the wild still called.

Pa saw it too, and after a moment, he gave a short nod.

"Take your bows," he said. "Stay sharp. Don't go far."

Jonah and Isaac grinned, grabbed their gear, and loped after Ash, bows slung over their backs, arrows tucked safe.

Caleb stayed by Pa’s side, lashing down another bundle of salvaged planks.

The day wasn’t done yet.

Sometimes, the land had gifts left for those stubborn enough to look.
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​Chapter 2 — Tracks and Tangles
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The clang of iron still rang off the ridge as Caleb and Pa worked the old wagon wreck, prying, stacking, and lashing salvaged metal with stiff fingers.

Not far off, Jonah and Isaac crouched behind Ash, studying the muddy scatter of tracks stitched across the half-thawed snow.

Mostly rabbits. Maybe a ground squirrel.

Small game.

Jonah adjusted the bow Pa had given him, knocking an arrow the way Pa had taught — slow and steady.

Ash's nose twitched and he crept forward, a gray shadow against the white.

Then — movement.

A brown shape flickered across a clearing — a rabbit, ears up and body taut.

Jonah exhaled slow, like Pa always said, and loosed.

The arrow thudded into the ground — but the rabbit flipped once and lay still.

Jonah let out a whoop, startling birds from the cottonwoods overhead.

Isaac clapped him on the back, grinning wide. "First one with the bow!"

Ash trotted forward, tail high, and nudged the prize with his nose.

Jonah retrieved the rabbit carefully, tucking it into a cloth sack slung at his side.

"Suppers looking up," he said proudly.

Ash circled back — nose twitching again — but this time, he caught a different scent.

Not rabbit.

Heavy, earthy, slow.

The boys followed him, moving cautiously through a tangle of brush, where they found a new trail — broader tracks punched deep into a low patch of shaded snow.

Jonah crouched and touched the nearest print.

"Cattle," he said, low and certain.

Isaac's breath puffed white. "Real ones?"

Jonah nodded.

And not just old tracks either — these were fresh.

He looked back toward where Caleb and Pa were still working the wreck.

"Pa needs to see this."

They ran.



Pa looked up, one hand steadying a crowbar wedged deep in a wagon spring.

Caleb wiped sweat from his forehead, blinking against the low sun.

"Cattle," Jonah panted, pointing back into the brush. "Real ones. Two, we think!"

Pa’s eyes sharpened at once.

Loose cattle were no small thing — they could mean food or trade if a family was smart.

"Show me," Pa said, already moving.



They crept back through the brush — Pa and Caleb trailing after Jonah and Isaac — and through the thinning cottonwoods they saw them: two rough-coated cows nosing at what was left of the frozen grass. One full-grown cow, sturdy despite the lean winter, and a smaller yearling bull, still lanky but already muscled.

Pa crouched low behind a fallen log, studying them.

He murmured just loud enough for the boys to hear:

"We do this slow. Spook 'em, and we’ll be chasing for miles."

He pointed toward Jonah and Isaac.

"You two — backtrack. Get the horses. Circle wide. Push 'em slow and easy toward us."

Then to Caleb:

"You and me — we’ll take ropes. When they move past the draw, we slip the nooses clean."

Jonah and Isaac nodded, wide-eyed but steady.

They jogged back, grabbed their mounts where they had tied them behind the wagon, and circled wide — careful to stay downwind.

The cattle lifted their heads, suspicious, but didn’t bolt.

Jonah and Isaac, riding careful and low, worked in a slow arc, nudging the cows forward with soft clucks and gentle movement.

Ash helped too, weaving wide to keep them from veering.

The cows moved — grudgingly — up out of the hollow and into the open, right where Pa and Caleb waited.

Pa flicked his rope expertly — one clean loop over the older cow's broad neck. She bellowed once but didn’t fight much, too tired and cold to argue.

Caleb, heart hammering, mirrored the move with the young bull. It took two tries — the bull bucked and spun once — but he got the rope set firm.

"Good lad," Pa muttered, setting his heels into the snow to steady the pull.

Together they calmly steered the cows back toward the wagon, Jonah and Isaac riding slow circles to keep the animals from wandering.

They tied heavy lead lines to the back of the wagon, giving the cows just enough slack to move but not enough to turn back.

Isaac, worn out from the cold and excitement, clambered into the wagon and curled up against the salvaged chest they’d pried loose earlier.

He was asleep before the horses even shifted.

Caleb and Jonah took the horses and rode slow alongside the rear — nudging the cattle forward when they balked — while Pa led the team onward.

The sun dipped westward, throwing long shadows across the prairie as they headed toward home.

It wasn’t just scraps they were hauling now.

It was something better — something that smelled like work and hope all tangled together.

And they weren’t done yet.
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