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​Chapter 1: The Unwelcome Guest
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The stagecoach lurched to a stop, throwing Elizabeth forward into the seat. She caught herself against the worn leather, her gloved hands bracing for impact. Through the dust-streaked window, Shiloh Springs materialized like a watercolor left too long in the sun: faded storefronts, weathered boardwalks, and a main street that looked more like a suggestion than a certainty.

This was it. Her new beginning.

Elizabeth gathered her carpetbag and stepped down onto the coach's iron footrest. Her boot sank into mud thick as molasses. Perfect. She gripped the door frame and pulled herself free with an unladylike grunt, then turned to survey her new home with what she hoped resembled optimism rather than dread.

The driver tossed her trunk down with all the care of a man throwing slop to hogs. It landed with a wet squelch that made her wince.

"Schoolhouse is that way, ma'am." He jerked his chin toward a whitewashed building at the far end of town, then climbed back onto his perch without another word.

Elizabeth opened her mouth to thank him, but the crack of his whip sent the horses lurching forward. Mud sprayed across her skirt in thick brown arcs.

She stood there for a long moment, utterly still save for the muddy water dripping from her hem, while the stagecoach rattled and clattered away down the rutted road, growing smaller and smaller until it disappeared into the shimmering heat haze on the horizon.

"Welcome to the frontier, Elizabeth," she muttered under her breath, her jaw tight as she looked down at the damage. She brushed ineffectually at the hopeless brown stains that now decorated her skirt like some sort of grotesque embroidery, knowing full well that no amount of scrubbing would restore the fabric to its former respectability.

A shout exploded from somewhere behind her. Elizabeth spun around just as a massive bay horse rounded the corner at a full gallop, nostrils flared, ears pinned back. Atop the animal's back, a boy no older than eight clung to the saddle horn, his face pale as fresh cream.

"Whoa!" The child's voice cracked and broke with pure terror, rising into a desperate shriek that echoed off the false fronts of the buildings lining the dusty street. "Whoa, boy! Please! Whoa!"

The horse had absolutely no intention of stopping. If anything, the boy's panicked cries only seemed to spur the animal faster. It barreled straight toward Elizabeth, hooves pounding the packed earth like thunder, throwing up clods of mud and debris with each stride. The distance between them closed with terrifying speed, thirty yards, twenty, ten.

Elizabeth's body moved before her mind caught up. She threw herself sideways, landing hard on her hip in the mud. The horse thundered past, close enough that she felt the wind of its passing, smelled the sharp tang of sweat and panic. The boy's scream dopplered into the distance.

She lay there for a moment, heart hammering against her ribs, mud seeping through every layer of fabric.

"And people say Philadelphia is dangerous," she wheezed.

A woman burst from the general store, wiping her hands on her apron. "Good Lord, are you hurt?"

Elizabeth accepted the offered hand and hauled herself upright. Her second-best traveling dress was now her worst. "Only my pride."

"That was the Galloway boy." The woman shook her head, mouth tight with disapproval. "Those children run wilder than mustangs. Somebody ought to do something."

Elizabeth's stomach twisted. The Galloway ranch. Her destination.

She'd accepted the position as teacher for the Galloway family in exchange for room and board, a small salary, and the promise of respectable work far from Philadelphia's prying eyes. The advertisement had mentioned children in need of education. It had failed to mention they might kill her before she ever opened a primer.

"The ranch," Elizabeth said, forcing the words past her still-racing heart. "The Galloway ranch. How far is it from here?"

The woman's gaze followed the direction the runaway horse had taken, then she turned and pointed northwest, toward where the road disappeared into a haze of dust and heat. "Three miles that way, maybe a touch more depending on how fast you walk." She paused, taking in Elizabeth's mud-splattered state with obvious concern. "But surely you'll want to clean up first? Get yourself presentable? There's a washroom at the boarding house just down the street, and Mrs. Henderson keeps it clean as a whistle."

Elizabeth looked down at herself. Mud caked her boots, splattered her skirt, streaked her sleeves. Her carefully pinned hair had come loose on one side, dangling against her neck in a soggy rope.

She thought of the boy's terrified face, the horse's wild eyes.

"Thank you, but no." She retrieved her carpetbag from where it had fallen, then gripped her trunk's leather handle. "Some things can't wait."

The woman's eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. "Suit yourself. Though I'd wager Caleb Galloway won't be much impressed by a mud-soaked schoolmarm."

Elizabeth didn't answer. She simply started walking.



The trunk grew heavier with each step. Elizabeth switched hands every few minutes, her fingers cramping around the handle, her shoulder screaming. The road narrowed to twin ruts separated by a ridge of dead grass. Dust hung in the air like a veil, coating her tongue, gritting between her teeth.

She'd imagined the West as something from a dime novel with vast horizons, purple mountains, noble cowboys on noble steeds. The reality was mud and dust and the burning ache in her back.

But she'd chosen this. Chosen it over scandal and whispers and the gradual suffocation of her mother's parlor. Chosen honest work over dishonest marriage proposals.

The Galloway ranch appeared first as a smudge of buildings against the pale sky, then resolved into a sprawling collection of structures: a two-story house with a sagging porch, a massive barn, several smaller outbuildings, and corrals that stretched toward the horizon. Smoke rose from somewhere behind the main house.

A lot of smoke.

Elizabeth picked up her pace despite the protest of her muscles. The closer she drew, the clearer the sounds became: children shrieking, a dog barking, something metal clanging against something else.

She reached the porch steps at last and dropped her trunk with profound relief, her aching fingers finally releasing their death grip on the handle. The moment her burden hit the weathered planks, the shouting inside the house intensified to an almost frantic pitch.

"It's burning! It's burning!"

"I told you not to put wood in there!"

"That wasn't wood, that was your primer!"

"Someone get the bucket!"

"I can't reach the bucket! It's too high!"

Elizabeth straightened, pressing one hand briefly against the small of her back where the muscles had knotted themselves into painful rebellion. She climbed the three shallow steps to the porch, her boots heavy against the creaking boards. The structure sagged slightly underfoot, giving the unsettling impression that the entire thing might collapse at any moment. She crossed the weathered planks in quick strides, skirting around a broken rocking chair and what appeared to be a forgotten horseshoe, and reached for the door handle.

She tried it. Unlocked, naturally.

Taking a breath to steady herself, though what she was steadying herself for, she couldn't quite say, Elizabeth pushed the door open wide.

Smoke billowed out in a gray wave, acrid and thick. Through the haze, she could make out a central room, a fireplace, a long wooden table covered in clutter, chairs knocked askew. To her left, the kitchen doorway framed a scene of pure chaos.

A girl of perhaps ten stood on a chair, flapping a dishcloth at the smoke pouring from the cast-iron stove. A smaller boy tried to haul a bucket half his size across the floor, water slopping over the rim with each step. A third child, maybe six, sat beneath the table with his hands over his ears, rocking back and forth.

The girl spotted Elizabeth first through the billowing smoke. Her eyes, already watering from the acrid haze, went impossibly wide with shock and surprise at the sight of a strange woman standing in their doorway.

"Who are you?" she demanded, her voice pitched high with alarm and confusion, the dishcloth still clutched in one white-knuckled fist.

The boy with the bucket froze mid-step, his small arms trembling from the weight of the container he'd been dragging across the floor. Water sloshed over the rim and puddled around his feet, spreading across the rough wooden planks in an ever-widening pool that soaked into the worn grain.

Elizabeth stepped inside, dropped her carpetbag, and drew a deep breath despite the smoke. Then she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.

The sound cut through the chaos like a knife through butter. Every child went still. Even the dog stopped barking.

"Right," Elizabeth said into the sudden silence. "Everyone out of the kitchen. Now."

The girl's jaw worked. "But the stove—"

"Out."

Something in Elizabeth's voice must have penetrated. The children scrambled from the kitchen, the girl hopping down from her chair, the boy abandoning his bucket. They clustered together near the table, staring at her with identical expressions of shock.

Elizabeth moved past them into the smoke-filled kitchen. The stove door hung open, flames licking up from what had once been dinner and was now charcoal. She grabbed a pot holder from the hook, used it to shield her hand, and slammed the door shut. Then she located the damper and closed it, starving the fire.

The smoke began to thin.

She found a window and shoved it open, then another. Fresh air rushed in, sweet and clean.

When she turned back to the main room, all three children were still frozen in place, watching her like she'd descended from the clouds on a beam of light.

"What's your name?" She pointed at the girl.

"S-Sarah."

"Sarah, fetch me a mop and rags. You." She indicated the boy with the bucket. "What's your name?"

"James."

"James, dump that water outside and refill it from the pump. Clean water. And you." She crouched down to meet the eyes of the smallest child, still huddled beneath the table. "What's your name, sweetheart?"

He blinked at her. Tear tracks cut through the soot on his face.

"Thomas," he whispered.

"Thomas, I need you to open the front door wide so the smoke can get out. Can you do that for me?"

He nodded slowly, then crawled out from under the table and ran for the door on unsteady legs.

The children scattered to their tasks. Elizabeth straightened, pressing a hand to the small of her back. Every inch of her ached. Her dress was ruined, her hair a disaster, and she smelled like a chimney.

But the smoke was indeed clearing now, thinning with each gust of wind that swept through the open windows and door. She could see the far wall properly again, could make out the worn wooden planks and the faded curtains that had been invisible moments before. The children were safe, perhaps frightened, certainly bewildered by this whirlwind that had descended upon their household, but safe.

Elizabeth had handled far worse than this. Much worse.

The front door banged all the way open just as Thomas reached it. The boy stumbled backward with a yelp.

A man filled the doorway.

No. Not just a man. A wall of muscle and fury wrapped in dusty denim and worn leather. He stood well over six feet, shoulders broad enough to block the light, dark hair disheveled, stormy blue eyes blazing with an intensity that made Elizabeth's breath catch.

In his hands, he held a rifle.

He swept the room with the weapon, taking in the smoke, the scattered children, and finally Elizabeth herself. His jaw tightened, a muscle jumping beneath tanned skin.

"Who are you," he said in a voice like distant thunder, "and why are you terrorizing my family?"

The question hung in the air between them. Elizabeth became acutely aware of how she must look, covered in mud, reeking of smoke, standing in his kitchen like she owned it.

She lifted her chin anyway.

"I'm Elizabeth Vance." Her voice came out steady despite the way her pulse hammered in her throat. "The teacher you hired."
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​Chapter 2: The Ejection
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The woman standing in his kitchen didn't flinch.

Caleb had seen men twice her size take a step back when he raised his voice. But this slip of a thing, covered head to toe in mud and soot, just stood there with her chin up and her shoulders square like she had every right to be in his house.

The teacher.

He lowered the rifle slowly, feeling the weight of it grow heavier in his hands as his mind struggled to catch up with his temper. The word settled between them like dust after a windstorm.

"The teacher." He said it again, slower this time, tasting the syllables as if they might make more sense the second time around. They didn't.

"Yes." She didn't elaborate. Didn't apologize for the smoke still curling through his windows or the chaos she'd walked into or the fact that she was dripping mud all over his floor.

Behind him, Thomas let out a shaky breath. Sarah and James hovered near the table, their eyes darting between him and the stranger.

Caleb propped the rifle against the wall by the door and dragged a hand through his hair. The movement pulled at muscles already sore from a day spent mending fence line in the north pasture. "I didn't hire a teacher."

"Someone did." She gestured toward the carpetbag near her feet. "I have the letter."

"What letter?"

Instead of answering, she bent and rummaged through the bag. Caleb found himself noticing the curve of her neck, the way ash-blonde hair had come loose from its pins to curl against her skin. He jerked his gaze away and focused on Thomas instead.

His youngest nephew had soot streaked across his face like war paint, and fear swimming in his wide eyes, the kind of fear that came from knowing things had spiraled beyond a child's ability to fix them. Caleb felt his chest tighten, the familiar weight of responsibility settling heavier on shoulders already bowed beneath it.

"What happened here?" he asked, forcing his voice gentler than he felt.

"Dinner burned." Sarah's voice trembled, and she twisted her apron between her small, work-roughened hands. The fabric was stained with ash and what looked like gravy. "I tried to fix it, but the fire got too big, and then Thomas spilled the water bucket trying to help, and—" Her words tumbled over each other in a rush to explain, to justify, to somehow make it better.

Caleb held up a hand, cutting her off before she could work herself into tears. "Where's your Aunt Mary?"

The question dropped into sudden silence. The children exchanged glances, a wordless conversation passing between them that made Caleb's jaw tighten. They knew something. Something they didn't want to tell him.

"She went to town this morning," James finally admitted, his gaze fixed on the floorboards near Caleb's boots. "Said she'd be back before supper."

Of course she did. Caleb bit back the words he wanted to say and settled for a curt nod. Mary had been disappearing more and more lately, leaving him alone with three children he had no idea how to raise and a ranch that demanded every waking hour.

The teacher straightened, holding a folded piece of paper. She crossed the room and held it out to him.

Caleb took it without touching her fingers. The paper crackled as he unfolded it, and even before he saw the handwriting, he knew.

Mary's careful script stared back at him.

Dear Miss Vance,

We are in urgent need of a teacher for three children, ages 5, 8, and 11. Room and board provided, plus a small salary. Please arrive on the afternoon stage.

His jaw clenched so hard his teeth ached. "When did she send this?"

"Three weeks ago."

Three weeks. Mary had been planning this for three weeks and hadn't said a word. Probably knew exactly what he'd say if she asked.

They couldn't afford a teacher. Could barely afford to keep the children fed and clothed. The ranch was hanging on by a thread after the drought last summer and the hard winter that followed. Every cent went toward seed, feed, repairs. There was nothing left for luxuries like hired help.

Caleb refolded the letter and shoved it in his pocket. "The children are fine."

The teacher's eyebrows rose. Just a fraction, but enough to show what she thought of that statement.

"They nearly burned down the house."

"But they didn't."

"Because I happened to arrive when I did." She glanced at the stove, then back at him. "What if I'd been an hour later?"

The question hit harder than he wanted to admit. He'd been in the barn, checking on the mare that had gone lame yesterday. Completely unaware that his house was filling with smoke and his children were panicking.

Caleb pushed the thought aside. "You can stay the night. The stage comes back through tomorrow afternoon. I'll pay your fare back to wherever you came from."

Surprise and disappointment flickered in her eyes, though he couldn't quite tell which. Her gaze held his for a long moment, steady and measuring, as if she were taking stock of him the same way he'd been assessing her.

When she finally spoke, her voice was calm and even, with just the faintest edge of steel beneath the politeness. "I signed a contract."

"A contract my sister had no authority to offer." He kept his voice level, but the anger simmered beneath. Not at this woman, really. At Mary. At the whole impossible situation. "I run this ranch. Not her."

"Then perhaps you should discuss that with her."

The words were mild, but they landed like a slap. Caleb's hands curled into fists at his sides.

Before he could respond, hoofbeats sounded outside. A moment later, Mary appeared in the doorway, a basket over one arm and her cheeks flushed from the ride.

She stopped short when she saw Elizabeth. Then her gaze traveled to Caleb, and her face went pale.

"You're home early."

"Fence took less time than I thought." He nodded toward Elizabeth. "Care to explain why there's a stranger in my kitchen?"

Mary set the basket down carefully on the table. Her hands shook. "The children need a teacher, Caleb."

"The children need food and shoes and a roof that doesn't leak." He kept his voice low, aware of three pairs of young ears listening. "They don't need some city woman who'll be gone in a month."

"I'm not from the city," Elizabeth said.

Both of them ignored her.

"They're running wild." Mary's voice broke. "Sarah tried to cook dinner because I was in town, and she's eleven years old. Thomas doesn't know his letters. James hasn't been to church in six months because we can't get him clean enough."

"That's not—" Caleb stopped. Started again. "We're managing."

"We're drowning." Mary's eyes shone with unshed tears. "You're working yourself to death, I'm barely holding the house together, and those children need more than we can give them."

The truth of it sat heavy in the room.

Caleb looked at his nephews and niece. Really looked. Sarah's dress was too short, the hem let down as far as it would go. James had a hole in his boot. Thomas's hair needed cutting.

When had that happened? When had he stopped seeing them as children and started seeing them as just one more responsibility he couldn't quite manage?

"How much?" The question scraped out of his throat, rough as unplaned timber
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