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Chapter One
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Maggie Ellison arrived in Copper Springs with one carpetbag, one black trunk, and a heart full of uncertainty.

The stagecoach stopped in front of the depot just as the morning sun climbed over the red hills. Dust drifted through the street, soft and golden. Across the way stood a mercantile, a small café, a church with a white steeple, and a land office with a flag hanging still in the warm air.

Maggie stepped down carefully and looked around.

Copper Springs was smaller than she had imagined. It seemed too quiet for a place where a person could make an important decision. Yet that was why she had come.

Her late uncle, Samuel Ellison, had left her his small ranch outside of town. The lawyer’s letter said she must appear in Copper Springs by the end of the month to sign the final papers. She could sell the place before sunset that very day, take the money, and return east.

That had been her plan.

She had no knowledge of ranching. No husband. No family left nearby. Keeping land in a country she did not understand seemed foolish.

“Maggie Ellison?”

She turned.

A tall man stood near a buckboard at the edge of the depot platform. He wore a faded blue shirt, dark trousers, and a weathered hat. His face was sun-browned, serious, and kind in a quiet way.

“Yes,” she said. “I am Maggie Ellison.”

“I’m Wade Harlan. I had a letter from Mr. Mercer, the lawyer. He asked me to meet your stage.”

Maggie studied him. “You knew my uncle?”

“Yes, ma’am. Samuel was my neighbor and my friend.”

The answer was simple, but there was respect in it.

Wade lifted her trunk with ease and carried it to the buckboard.

“I can take you to the land office first,” he said, “or out to your uncle’s place.”

Maggie looked toward the small building with the sign that read Land Office.

“If I sign today,” she said, “it must be done before sunset, correct?”

“That is what Mr. Mercer told me.”

“And if I do not?”

“Then the ranch remains yours.”

Maggie glanced toward the road leading out of town.

“I suppose I should see it before I decide.”

Wade nodded. “That would be wise.”

The ride out of Copper Springs was quiet at first. Maggie watched the land roll by in shades of red, gold, and green. The country was dry, but not lifeless. Wildflowers grew in stubborn patches along the road, and far off, the hills rose like painted walls against the blue sky.

“My uncle loved this place?” she asked.

“He did.”

“I hardly knew him. He visited us once when I was a girl.”

“He spoke of you often,” Wade said.

Maggie looked at him in surprise.

Wade kept his eyes on the team. “He hoped one day you might come west and see what he had built.”

The words unsettled her.

She had come to sell a ranch.

But suddenly, she wondered if she had also come to meet the last part of a man she had barely known.
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The Ellison place sat in a shallow valley with red hills behind it and a thin line of cottonwoods marking a creek.

Maggie saw the house first. It was small, weathered, and plain, with a deep porch across the front and blue curtains in the windows. A barn stood nearby, along with a chicken coop, a smokehouse, and a garden surrounded by a low rail fence.

It was not grand.

But it was peaceful.

Wade stopped the buckboard near the porch and climbed down.

“This is it,” he said.

Maggie remained seated for a moment, staring at the house. “It looks cared for.”

“It has been.”

“By you?”

Wade looked almost uncomfortable. “Your uncle asked me to keep an eye on things if anything happened to him.”

“And you did?”

“I gave him my word.”

Maggie stepped down and walked slowly toward the porch. The boards creaked beneath her feet. A rocking chair sat near the door, and beside it was a small table with a chipped blue cup.

“My uncle’s?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Inside, the house was simple and tidy. There was a stove, a table, two chairs, shelves of dishes, and a Bible on a small stand near the window. A bedroom opened off one side, and another small room held trunks, tools, and folded blankets.

Maggie ran her hand over the table.

“I thought it would feel empty,” she said.

Wade stood near the door. “Samuel had a way of leaving warmth behind.”

On the table lay a stack of letters tied with brown string.

Wade removed his hat. “Those were for you.”

“For me?”

“He wrote them during his last winter. He told me to see that you got them if you came.”

Maggie sat down slowly and untied the string.

The first letter began in a careful hand.

My dear Maggie, if you are reading this, then you have come to Copper Springs. I wish I could be there to show you the place myself.

Maggie blinked hard and read on.

Your father was my brother, and though life took us down different roads, I never forgot family. This ranch is not much by some standards, but every post, board, and furrow holds a piece of my life. I leave it to you, not as a burden, but as a choice.

Maggie lowered the letter.

“A choice,” she whispered.

Wade said nothing.

She looked up. “Did he want me to keep it?”

“He wanted you to see it honestly.”

“And what do you want?”

Wade’s eyes met hers. “It is not my place to want anything.”

“But you must have an opinion.”

He looked toward the window, where the cottonwoods moved in the breeze.

“I think some places are worth knowing before they are given up.”

Maggie folded the letter carefully.

The sun was climbing higher. Sunset was still hours away.

Yet the decision already felt less simple than it had that morning.
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By noon, Maggie had walked through the house twice, read three of her uncle’s letters, and stood silent in the garden until Wade asked if she was all right.

“I am,” she said. “I only keep finding pieces of him.”

They had found his pipe on the mantel, his worn gloves hanging near the door, and a row of seed packets tucked inside a cupboard. The letters told small stories—how he had planted the cottonwoods, how he had built the porch with help from neighbors, how he had once hoped to add two rooms if family ever came to stay.

That line stayed with Maggie.

If family ever came to stay.

Wade brought water from the well and set it on the porch table.

“You should rest a spell,” he said.

Maggie sat in the rocking chair. “You speak as if I belong here.”

“I speak as if you have had a long morning.”

She smiled despite herself.

Wade leaned against the porch rail, hat in hand. He was not a man who crowded a person with words. Maggie found that restful. Back east, people had filled every silence with advice. Sell the place. Do not be foolish. Take the money. Start over where life is civilized.

But here, Wade simply let the day speak.

“Why did you stay in Copper Springs?” Maggie asked.

He looked out over the yard. “My family had land west of here. After they passed, I kept it.”

“Were you lonely?”

“At times.”

“Did you ever think of leaving?”

“Yes.”

“What made you stay?”

Wade was quiet for a moment. “The land needed me. Maybe I needed it too.”

Maggie looked toward the hills. She did not understand that completely, but she wanted to.

After a simple meal of bread, cheese, and apples Wade had brought from his ranch, they walked to the creek. The water was narrow but clear, moving over smooth stones beneath the cottonwoods.

“My uncle wrote that this was his favorite place,” Maggie said.

“It was.”

“He said he made you promise something here.”

Wade’s expression changed.

Maggie unfolded the letter she had carried with her and read aloud.

Wade Harlan gave me his word that if you ever came, he would show you the ranch before you made your decision. Trust him, Maggie. He is a good man.

Her voice softened on the last words.

Wade looked down. “Samuel put too much faith in me.”

“Did he?”

“I only did what any neighbor should do.”

“No,” Maggie said gently. “You did more than that.”

Their eyes met beneath the cottonwoods.

For the first time since arriving, Maggie felt not like a stranger being shown property, but like a woman standing at the edge of a new life.

And Wade Harlan was part of that feeling.
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