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Chapter One — The Letter
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The wind came low across the prairie, dragging dust against the boards of the sod house like a warning that wouldn’t quit.

Elsie Grant stood in the doorway, one hand pressed against the frame, looking out over land that wasn’t yet hers—but would be, if she could hold it.

If.

The word had been following her for months.

If the crops came in.

If the well didn’t run dry.

If winter didn’t take what little she had left.

If the bank didn’t come first.

She stepped back inside and shut the door against the wind. The latch rattled anyway.

On the rough table sat a single sheet of paper, already creased where she’d started and stopped three times that morning.

Elsie wiped her hands on her apron and sat down.

She wasn’t a woman given to foolish ideas. The land didn’t allow for that. It punished weakness quick and without apology.

But this—this felt like stepping off solid ground into air.

Still, she picked up the pencil.

“Sir,” she wrote, the tip scratching hard into the paper. “I am in need of a husband.”

She stopped there, jaw tightening.

Out loud, it sounded worse.

She looked around the small room. One bed. One stove. One chair besides the one she sat in. Everything she owned could be counted in a minute.

Everything she stood to lose could be taken in less.

Elsie leaned forward and kept writing.

“I am a widow homesteader in need of assistance to prove up my claim. I require a man willing to work the land, share in its burdens, and stand as my husband in name for one year’s time.”

Her hand slowed.

She wasn’t offering love.

Wasn’t promising comfort.

Just work. Hard work. Cold mornings and harder nights.

And a bargain.

She pressed on.

“I offer board, fair treatment, and a share of what the land yields. At the end of one year, you are free to go your own way, with no obligation beyond that time.”

Elsie set the pencil down and read it over.

It sounded plain.

Maybe too plain.

But plain was honest, and honest was all she had left to give.

A knock came sudden against the door.

Not polite. Not patient.

Elsie stiffened.

She didn’t need to guess who it was.

She opened the door halfway.

Mr. Trask stood there in a clean coat that didn’t belong to this kind of land. His boots hadn’t seen real dirt in years.

“Mrs. Grant,” he said, tipping his hat just enough to pretend manners. “Thought I’d check on my investment.”

“It’s not yours,” Elsie said evenly.

“Not yet.”

His eyes moved past her into the house, measuring.

“Time’s running short,” he went on. “One year isn’t as long as it sounds. Be a shame if this place slipped through your fingers.”

“It won’t.”

He smiled thin.

“See that it doesn’t.”

He turned and walked back toward his horse, leaving the dust to follow him.

Elsie shut the door harder than she meant to.

Her hand rested against it for a long moment.

Then she crossed back to the table, folded the letter once, twice, and slid it into an envelope.

Desperation had a weight to it.
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