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Chapter One – Arrival in Red Bluff
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The stagecoach creaked to a halt with a cloud of dust and the sharp scent of horse sweat hanging in the air. Clara Ellison pressed a gloved hand to her bonnet, steadying it as she stepped down into the worn street of Red Bluff, Montana Territory. The town looked exactly as she’d imagined—and nothing like it at all.

Wooden buildings leaned into the wind like they were tired of standing. The saloon was the largest structure in sight, its windows dim and swinging doors flapping like tongues in the breeze. A blacksmith’s forge glowed in the distance. A church bell tolled noon—but no one waited for her.

Not him.

Not Thomas Granger.

The man she’d crossed half a continent to marry.

Clara glanced at the folded letter in her hand—the one with its careful script and firm words:

"You will be safe here. I have a cabin of my own, and hands to help me on the range. Come before the first snow. I will be waiting."

—Thomas Granger

But the first snow had already dusted the hills, and no man with kind eyes or a cowboy’s gait stood waiting.

She cleared her throat, trying not to show the ache in her chest. A wiry man with a greasy apron and a mop of gray hair sauntered toward her, eyeing her trunk and parasol.

“You the gal come to marry Thomas Granger?” he asked, not unkindly.

“I am. Clara Ellison.”

The man scratched his chin. “Well, you’re about three weeks late and two months unlucky. Granger ain’t been seen since the cattle auction up in Butte. Folks say he headed into the hills and never came back.”

Clara’s fingers tightened around the letter.

“You mean... he’s missing?”

“That’s one way to put it,” the man said. “Another is that he ran off. Or got hisself killed. No one’s sure, and no one’s looking.”

She felt her knees threaten to give, but steadied herself.

“Is there... somewhere I can stay?” she asked.

Before the man could answer, a deep voice behind her said, “She can stay at my place. Until she figures things out.”

Clara turned.

A tall man stood behind her, sleeves rolled past his forearms, soot-smudged from work at the forge. His eyes were gray as a mountain sky, and his voice calm as a river before spring thaw.

“I’m Elias Burke,” he said. “The blacksmith.”

Clara nodded slowly.

She didn’t know where this trail led—but the wind had brought her to Red Bluff. And for now, that would have to be enough.
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Chapter Two – A Stranger’s Offer
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Clara hadn’t expected kindness from a stranger. Not in a town like Red Bluff, where folks kept their eyes low and their words short. But Elias Burke lifted her trunk like it was filled with feathers, gave a brief nod to the saloonkeeper, and walked her across the street to his modest home.
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