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Chapter One
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Abigail Turner arrived in Texas with one valise, one letter, and a courage she hadn’t known she possessed until the train whistle faded behind her.

The town of Red Bluff was smaller than she expected. Two streets, a handful of buildings pressed low against the wide sky, and a wind that carried dust like it meant to test newcomers. She stepped down from the railcar, smoothed her travel-worn skirt, and looked around for the man who had signed his letters Ethan Cole.

She found him standing a little apart from the others.

He was taller than she imagined, broad-shouldered, hat pulled low, hands hooked in his belt like he wasn’t sure what to do with them. He looked like a man who worked alone and expected to keep doing so.

When his eyes met hers, something flickered there—surprise, then caution.

“Miss Turner?” he asked.

“Yes. And you must be Mr. Cole.”

“Ethan,” he said. “If you’re still willin’.”

Abigail lifted her chin. “I didn’t travel a thousand miles to turn back now.”

That earned a small, honest smile.

Ethan’s ranch lay ten miles outside town, a modest spread of scrubland, a weathered house, and a barn that had seen better years. It wasn’t much—but it was solid, and so was the man who owned it.

“I won’t lie to you,” Ethan said as they rode out. “The land’s stubborn. The winters can be mean. And I’m not much for talk.”

Abigail watched the horizon roll on forever. “I wasn’t promised comfort,” she said. “Only honesty.”

He nodded once. That seemed to matter.

The first weeks were careful ones.

Abigail learned the rhythms of ranch life—the early mornings, the long silences, the work that never truly ended. Ethan learned that she was stronger than she looked, that she didn’t complain, and that she hummed softly while kneading bread as if it steadied her.

They spoke little of the letters that had brought her there.

He had written because he needed help—someone to share the work, the meals, the long evenings when the quiet pressed too close. She had answered because her choices back East had narrowed to nothing. Marriage, for both of them, had been a practical arrangement.

What neither had planned for was respect.

Or the slow warmth that grew from it.

Trouble came the way it always did—unannounced.

A drought settled in early summer, and with it came desperation. One night, Abigail woke to the sound of horses and low voices. She shook Ethan awake, fear sharp in her chest.

Cattle rustlers.

Ethan moved fast, rifle in hand, positioning himself between the house and the barn. Abigail stayed where he told her, heart pounding, praying silently.

The confrontation was brief but tense. Words were exchanged. Guns were shown but not fired. In the end, the rustlers rode off, deciding Ethan Cole wasn’t worth the risk.

When the silence returned, it felt different.

Ethan came back inside, set the rifle down, and finally sat.

“You should’ve stayed in the city,” he said quietly.

Abigail stepped closer. “This is my home now.”

He looked at her then—not as an obligation, not as a helper, but as a woman who had chosen to stand beside him.

“Abigail,” he said, voice rough. “I don’t want you here out of duty.”

She met his gaze, steady and sure. “Then don’t treat me like a burden.”

Something shifted between them after that night.

They married in Red Bluff’s small church before summer’s end. No grand celebration. Just a preacher, a few neighbors, and promises spoken plainly.

Ethan wasn’t a man of flowery words, but he kept his vows in deeds—fixing what broke, standing where he said he would, listening when it mattered. Abigail brought light to the house, not with chatter, but with care.
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