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CHAPTER ONE
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Clementine Harper had learned something about men on the frontier:

If you owned a clean cabin, a steady hand, and a patch of land that could grow beans in dry years, they would come calling like flies to molasses.

They didn’t always come for the same reason. Some came for company. Some came for comfort. Some came because a woman alone made them uneasy, as if her independence was a mistake they felt obliged to correct.

Clementine didn’t invite any of them.

That didn’t stop them.

The morning was bright and breezy, the sky a wide wash of blue, and the prairie grass leaned with the wind as if listening. Clementine swept the porch boards with slow, even strokes, keeping her gaze on her work and not on the dust cloud rising in the distance.

A rider.

She sighed softly and kept sweeping.

Boone, her dog, lifted his head from the shade and gave a low, warning rumble. Boone had the patience of an old ranch hand and the judgment of a preacher—he didn’t waste either. If he rumbled, there was reason.

“It’s only another hat,” Clementine murmured to him.

Boone’s ears stayed forward.

The horse came closer, hooves steady, not hurried. Clementine kept sweeping until the rider reached the fence line and stopped as if waiting to be welcomed.

He didn’t call out right away. That was something at least.

When he finally spoke, his voice carried polite and practiced, the kind men used when they hoped to be well received.

“Mornin’, Miss Clementine.”

She lifted her eyes.

Clifford Beane sat his saddle like he’d been born on it, boots polished, hat shaped just so. His shirt looked new enough to still remember the store shelf. A red kerchief sat at his throat like a ribbon on a gift.

Clementine rested both hands on the broom handle. “Morning, Mr. Beane.”

He smiled as though her saying his name was encouragement. “Thought I’d ride by and see if you needed anything. Fence work, wood split, a trip into town—”

“No,” she said gently, the way you might speak to a horse that wanted to bolt. “But I appreciate the offer.”

Clifford shifted in the saddle, unwilling to take the word the first time. “A woman shouldn’t have to do everything herself.”

Clementine’s smile was small. “Then it’s lucky I’m not a woman who minds doing it.”

Boone stood, stretched, and walked to the edge of the porch. He looked at Clifford with calm distrust.

Clifford cleared his throat. “I brought you something.”

He reached into his saddlebag and produced a small sack. He held it out like proof of good intentions.

Clementine didn’t move from the porch. “What is it?”

“Sugar,” he said quickly. “Real sugar. Not the dark stuff. Folks in town got a shipment. Thought you might like it for your coffee.”

She could have refused. She should have refused. But sugar was expensive, and winter didn’t care about pride.

She descended the steps, took the sack, and nodded once. “Thank you.”

Clifford’s smile returned broader. “I can come by Sunday too, if you’d like. Take you to church.”

“I don’t need escorting to church,” Clementine said. “And I won’t be going Sunday.”

Clifford blinked. “Why not?”

“Because,” she said evenly, “I’ll be here.”

He looked disappointed, then determined again, as if the matter were only a negotiation.

“Miss Clementine... a man like me could help you.”

“I’m sure you believe that.”

Clifford’s smile strained. “I don’t mean offense. It’s just... folks talk.”

Clementine met his eyes. “Let them.”

For a moment, the wind seemed to pause, and the only sound was Boone’s slow breathing and the soft creak of the cabin roof settling in the sun.
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