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Chapter One: Arrival
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Francis Flag sat atop her trunk at the edge of the platform, hands folded loosely in her lap, the wind tugging at the hem of her brown traveling coat. The morning sky over the Texas plains was pale and wide, as though the land itself were holding its breath.

She had traveled three days by rail to reach this place—farther than she had ever gone from home—and now that the train had hissed away behind her, the stillness felt louder than any station bell.

Her hat was plain felt, modest in shape, secured neatly above her pinned curls. Mrs. Hudson would have approved. Nothing about Francis’s appearance called attention to itself. That, too, had been part of her training.

A schoolteacher was expected to be respectable before she was expected to be clever.

At twenty-two, Francis Flag was a recent graduate of Mrs. Hudson’s Finishing School, a place known more for discipline than indulgence. There she had learned posture, penmanship, arithmetic, and the careful control of her expression. A lady, Mrs. Hudson often said, must never look uncertain—even when she is.

Still, uncertainty sat with her now.

Texas was not Virginia. She knew this from newspapers, from travelers’ stories, and from the caution that had flickered across Mrs. Hudson’s face when the offer arrived. A position teaching children on a cattle ranch was not the sort of placement the school typically recommended.

But it was an honest one.

Francis had read the letter three times before accepting. The hand was firm, the language respectful. Mr. Lance Ferguson, owner of one of the largest cattle operations in the county, sought a teacher for the children living and working on his land. The ranch had been inherited from his father, and with it, the responsibility of families who depended upon it.

He had written that he would meet her at the station himself.

Francis glanced down the track, then toward the dusty road that ran alongside the platform. No wagon yet. No rider.

She reached down and lifted her small carpetbag, checking the clasp out of habit. Inside were her certificates, a Bible, a change of linen, and Mrs. Hudson’s final letter—short, precise, and unmistakably firm.

Remember who you are, it read. And be cautious of who others expect you to be.

Francis straightened her shoulders.

She had not come this far to be timid.

A figure appeared in the distance, horse and rider cutting a steady line through the heat shimmer. As he drew nearer, she could see the broad brim of his hat, the easy seat in the saddle, the way he reined in without haste.

He dismounted a respectful distance away and removed his hat before speaking.

“Miss Flag?”

“Yes,” Francis replied, rising from the trunk. “You must be Mr. Ferguson.”

“I am,” he said, offering a small nod. “Lance Ferguson. I’m glad you made it safely.”

His voice was calm, measured. There was no trace of surprise in his eyes—only assessment, the kind made by a man accustomed to responsibility.

Francis met his gaze steadily.

“I’m glad to be here,” she said.
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