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Eli Dawson never expected to find love again. After the death of his longtime lover, he ran away from the hustle and bustle of city life to live alone in peace on a ranch in Montana. 

Jesse Clayton, a man with a heart scarred by betrayal. He ended up in Brighton, Montana to recoup and regroup.

Jesse gets a job helping Eli maintain his ranch. As their bond deepens, they must navigate, not only the harsh realities of frontier life, but jealousy from Jesse's former lover.

Can two men from opposite lives forge a future together? Or will their love be consumed by the ghosts of their past?
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The late afternoon sun dipped low over the horizon, casting long shadows across the small town of Brighton, Montana. Jesse Clayton rode in slowly on his horse surveying the area. He frowned looking at the few buildings scattered along a dirt road. As he passed a handful of townsfolk milling about, they tipped their hats in greeting. Jesse smiled and did the same.

Jesse pulled his hat down lower to shield his eyes from the sun as he guided his horse toward the saloon. He’d been riding for days and, having finished his road rations some time ago, his stomach growled angrily. 

The thick smell of tobacco and whiskey wafted over him when he entered the saloon. A handful of men sat at the bar, their conversations low and steady, while a piano player in the corner added music to the room. 

“Where you from, stranger?” the bartender asked, when Jesse took a seat. 

“All over, but the last place was Virginia City,” Jesse replied.

The bartender poured a shot and slid it across to him.

“The big city, huh? What brings you over’ta Brighton?”

“Lookin’ for work. You know anyone who might need a hand?”

The bartender scratched his chin, glancing over Jesse with a practiced eye. 

“Well, not much work around here this time of year, ‘cept out at the Dawson ranch.” 

Jesse’s interest piqued. “The Dawson ranch?”

“Yep. Eli Dawson. Keeps to himself mostly, but he usually gets some help about now since the busy season is fixin’ to start up.”

“Busy season?”

“Well, it's about to be busy for him, I suppose, with it bein’ September and all. He sells meat to the town so we can store it for cold months. Ranch is a few miles outside of town.”

“This Dawson is a loner, you say?”

“Yep. He only comes to town for supplies and to deliver orders, nothing else.” 

Jesse nodded. “Hmm, I've heard of men like your Eli Dawson. Rugged types who preferred the company of cattle to people,” he muttered with a chuckle.

“I reckon so. No harm in them, though. People can be problematic I suppose. He just likes his own company and his dog.”

“The dog?”

Yep. The dog can be a might friendlier than the man sometimes, but he don’t mean no harm.”

“Yeah. Those types of men don't bother me none. I've worked for all kinds of men in all kinds of places. If Dawson is hiring, I'll take the chance and go see. I need something to eat for the night and a place to sleep. Got any ideas?”

The bartender scratched his beard again as he thought. “Well, you can check with the general store. He just got a shipment off the stage this morning. Then there's the blacksmith who is always backed up, he might could use some help.”

Jesse nodded. “And where can I find that Dawson ranch?” 

“Just ride out east. You’ll come across his land sooner or later. Big operation, for a one-man show.”

Jesse finished his drink in one gulp then tossed a coin onto the counter. 

“Much obliged.”

The bartender tipped his hat in response, and Jesse made his way out of the saloon. 

The sun sank lower in the sky, casting a warm golden hue over Brighton. Jesse's stomach rumbled again, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since earlier in the day. He spotted the general store and wandered that way, hoping the owner might need an extra set of hands. The wooden sign creaked and tapped against the door when he pushed it open. Boxes filled the cramped and cluttered space. Jesse navigated through to the counter. An older man with spectacles perched on his nose rose from behind the counter.

“Can I help you?” the man asked, glancing up with curiosity.

“Name’s Jesse Clayton. Just rolled into town and lookin’ for work. Got a bit of experience with manual labor and wouldn’t mind lendin’ a hand in exchange for supper and a spot to sleep.”

The man studied Jesse for a moment, his gaze sharp. “You a drifter, then?”

“Just for the night. Heard there’s work on a ranch nearby. I'll be heading there in the mornin’.”

The man nodded slowly. “Well, I do need some help restocking the shelves and cleaning up a bit. Just got me a shipment today as you can tell,” he said with a laugh, gesturing toward the boxes. “I could spare you a meal, but I got no place for you to lay your head. You up for it?”

“Sure thing,” Jesse replied with a smile.

“All right, then. I'm Jasper Hargrove.”

“Jesse Clayton.  Pleased to meet you,” Jesse said, extending his hand.

“You can start by sorting the boxes. Open them up and put them near the shelves the supplies go to. This way it's easier to just set them on the shelves. When you're done, put the overflow in the storage room and sweep the floors. Is that too much?”

“No sir. I'll get right to it.”

“Right then. I'll get the inventory done and let the wife know they'll be another mouth for supper. I'll bring your plate when it's done.”

Jesse nodded and set to work. Just as he started to sweep, Mr. Hargrove returned. 

“Here you are, son. Mrs. Hargrove whipped up some beans, cornbread and some pieces of pork belly. I got you a mug of coffee to wash it all down, too,” he said with a smile, setting down the tray on a small table in the corner. 

“Thank you, Mr. Hargrove.”

“You did a bang up job here, Jesse,” Mr Hargrove said looking around. “Sorry I can't give you a place to stay for the night.”

“Dinner is just fine, Mr Hargrove. Thank you.”

“I'll be in the back. Just pull the door behind you when you're done.”

Once he finished his meal, Jesse headed out into the cool evening air. He strolled down the road, when the rhythmic sound of hammering became clearer he followed it. Inside the blacksmith barn, a stout man with undeniable muscles rippling under his shirt was hard at work, shaping a piece of iron. He admired the sturdy forge and tools hanging neatly from the walls. The smell of iron, leather, and hay called him near.

“Hey there,” Jesse called out. 

The blacksmith paused, wiping his brow with a dirty rag. “What can I do for you, stranger?”

“I’m looking to work in exchange for a place to sleep for the night. Any chance you need a hand?”

“Well, I suppose I could use some help with the horses. I got a bunch that need a little shoeing.”

Jesse grinned. “I can handle that. I’ve worked with horses before.”

“Alright then,” the blacksmith said. “I’m Jim.”

“Jesse Clayton,” he said, shaking his extended hand.

“I’ll show you what needs doing. If you do a decent job, I can give you a hot meal and a place in the loft to sleep.”

“Sounds perfect. I'll be leaving in the morning for the Dawson ranch to look for some long term work. Could that meal be rations for the ride?” Jesse asked.

“I reckon I could do that. Come on over here.”

Jim gestured for Jesse to follow him toward the stable in the back of the shop. 

"First thing's first, let's get these horses shoed. They need their hooves ready for the winter. You ever shoed
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