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Preface
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A compelling, easy-to-read Christian historical romance set in the 1890s...

In a town where reputation carries more weight than truth, and justice can bind strangers together for life, love is not freely given—it is tested.

When a judge orders marriage instead of punishment, lives collide under pressure, expectation, and watchful eyes. What begins as obligation slowly unfolds into something neither expected—something deeper, riskier, and undeniably real.

This story weaves faith, resilience, and emotional tension into a journey of transformation, where hearts must choose between pride and covenant, fear and trust.

Written with depth yet designed as an easy, engaging read, this novel is perfect for:

	book clubs

	women’s ministries

	readers who enjoy meaningful romance without overwhelming complexity
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Chapter One
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In 1890,the train groaned to a halt at Cedar Falls, Kansas, Missouri  the final stop announced with a tired clang that matched the condition of its passengers, and inside the last car five women sat upright despite fourteen days of travel that had pressed dust into their hems and weariness into their bones, each one bearing the same last name—Pretty—and each carrying herself with a quiet, unspoken resolve that had carried them across miles of uncertainty together; Poppy Pretty adjusted her hat with a small exhale and murmured, “If this is the place, let it be worth it,” while Pearl Pretty gave a faint, steady nod, Prudence Pretty clasped her gloved hands tighter, Patience Pretty whispered, “We said we would stay together,” and Posy Pretty, though tired, managed a soft, “Then we do just that,” before the conductor opened the door and the five of them rose as one, gathering their cases and stepping down into the light of a town that had been, until this moment, only words on paper.

On the platform stood five men whose presence spoke of land, money, and discipline, each bearing the last name Ranche, each broad and upright, their coats cut well, their boots worn honestly, their stance confident from years that had once been spent enforcing order along the rails as former officers of the Union Pacific Railroad Police, now turned ranchers whose prosperity showed in the easy way they carried themselves; Roland Ranche leaned slightly toward Richard Ranche and said under his breath, “At last,” while Robert Ranche gave a short approving hum, Rufus Ranche adjusted his cuffs, Roderick Ranche stood with arms loosely folded, and Raleigh Ranche allowed himself a quiet, “We shall see,” their anticipation shared without flourish as they watched the women descend.

For a brief moment, expectation held steady, the women stepping forward, their faces strong, their eyes clear, their presence undeniably beautiful in a way that was not delicate but full and grounded, and then the shift came, quick and silent among the men as glances passed between them, expressions tightening just enough to signal agreement without words; Roland spoke first, his tone controlled though already decided, “Ladies, arrangements have been made for your stay,” and when Poppy tilted her head slightly and asked, “Our stay?” he continued without pause, “One week at the boardinghouse, and then return tickets will be provided, first class,” Richard adding, more bluntly, “This will not proceed,” while Pearl’s voice sharpened despite her fatigue, “Not proceed?” and Rufus answered, “You are not... suitable,” the word settling heavier than any insult.

For a heartbeat the women stood still, absorbing, and then the quiet broke, Prudence stepping forward with a firmness that cut through exhaustion as she said, “We traveled fourteen days for dismissal at a glance?” and Patience added, “You wrote for educated women,” while Posy’s voice, softer but edged, followed, “You did not write for dainty,” and at that word Robert lifted his chin slightly and replied, “We had expectations,” to which Poppy answered, “And we had dignity,” the air tightening between them as voices began to overlap, the men attempting explanation, the women refusing to receive it, until frustration rose too quickly to contain.

Hat pins came free in swift motions, small flashes of metal in tired but steady hands, and before caution could return, Poppy jabbed forward with a sharp, “Unsuitable?” landing more insult than injury, Pearl following with, “You insult us and expect silence?” as Prudence added, “We are not parcels to be returned,” their movements quick, their words quicker, the men stepping back instinctively, Roland raising his hands with a strained, “Now wait—” only to be met with Patience’s retort, “We have waited fourteen days,” and Posy, with surprising aim, slipped off one shoe and sent it forward, the heel striking dust near Raleigh’s boots as she declared, “Take your expectations and keep them,” the moment unraveling completely as more shoes followed, then handfuls of dirt, small stones, whatever could be gathered and thrown in indignation that had been building mile after mile.

The men moved then, no longer attempting calm but control, catching wrists, blocking strikes, voices rising in defense as Richard said sharply, “Enough of this,” and Rufus added, “You have made your point,” while Prudence snapped back, “We have only begun,” the struggle tightening as hands met resistance, footing slipped on loose dirt, and suddenly all ten were entangled in a rolling clash that had no refinement left in it at all, skirts gathered, coats pulled, dust rising in thick clouds as Poppy found herself grappling with Roland, Pearl pushing against Robert, Prudence and Richard locked in a stubborn stand, Patience resisting Rufus’s grip, and Posy twisting free only to be caught again by Raleigh, voices blending into one continuous exchange of accusation and defense, “You called us unsuitable,” “You were not what we requested,” “We are more than what you see,” “We have a right to choose,” the words as heated as the struggle itself.

A crowd formed quickly, drawn by noise and spectacle, townspeople lining the edges with widening eyes and murmured commentary as dignity dissolved into dust, until the arrival of Sheriff Samuel Adler cut through the chaos, his voice carrying authority as he pushed forward with his deputies, “That will be enough,” and when the tangle did not immediately break, he stepped in with force, separating pairs with firm hands, deputies pulling arms apart, steadying feet, restoring order not gently but effectively, each of the ten still speaking, still protesting, still unwilling to concede even as they were restrained.

Within minutes they stood apart but no calmer, clothing disordered, faces flushed, and as the sheriff looked from one to the other and said, “All of you are coming with me,” Poppy lifted her chin and answered, “Gladly,” while Roland muttered, “This is unnecessary,” Pearl replied, “So was your refusal,” and Richard added under his breath, “We offered proper arrangements,” to which Prudence responded, “You offered dismissal,” the argument continuing without pause as they were led through the watching crowd, past murmurs and raised brows, straight toward the jail.

Behind iron bars, separation did nothing to quiet them, the women on one side, the men on the other, voices carrying easily across the space as Posy called, “If this is your idea of refinement, I prefer the dust,” and Raleigh answered, “You brought the dust with you,” Patience replying, “And you brought the insult,” while Robert said, “We exercised choice,” and Pearl answered sharply, “You exercised arrogance,” the exchange continuing, sharp and unrelenting, until even exhaustion could not quiet it, each side certain of its right, unaware that the decision made in anger on that platform would soon be bound by something far less temporary than pride.

Inside the jail at Cedar Falls the dust settled only in the air, not in the tempers, and Sheriff Samuel Adler stood just beyond the bars with a small ledger in his hand, hat pushed back, expression set in the kind of patience that had learned to wait out storms, though this one spoke loudly from both sides at once; he lifted a hand, not sharply but firmly, and said, “One at a time, or none of it will be written,” yet even as he spoke, Posy Pretty’s voice cut through with, “Write that they called us unsuitable before they knew a single thing,” while Raleigh Ranche answered across the bars, “Write that we were misled in what was presented,” and Sheriff Adler exhaled once, slow, then pointed with the end of his pencil and said, “You first, ma’am—name,” to which Poppy Pretty straightened despite her disordered hat and replied, “Poppy Pretty,” adding with a steadiness that carried more weight than volume, “We answered a lawful request, traveled fourteen days, and were dismissed at first sight as if we were freight returned to sender,” while behind her Pearl murmured, “Put that down exactly,” and Prudence added, “And note the insult,” though the sheriff did not look up, writing carefully as he asked, “And the disturbance?” and Poppy answered without hesitation, “We defended ourselves,” which drew a short, incredulous sound from Roland Ranche as he said, “By stabbing with hat pins?” and Patience responded, “By responding to offense,” Posy adding lightly, “And perhaps one shoe,” to which Raleigh muttered, “More than one,” earning from her a quick, “Then you were paying attention.”

The sheriff shifted his stance and turned slightly, indicating the opposite cell with his pencil, “You—name,” and Roland Ranche stepped forward, shoulders squared though his coat still bore the marks of dust, and said, “Roland Ranche,” his tone controlled, “We requested suitable companions and found a situation not in accordance with what was expected,” at which point “Pearl”—spoke up, “You mean not in accordance with what you imagined,” while Richard Ranche added, “We offered proper lodging and return passage,” and Prudence answered sharply, “We are not parcels,” the sheriff pausing his writing just long enough to say, “I will have quiet,” though quiet lasted only a breath before Posy murmured, “You might also note they intended to send us back before we had set down our cases,” and Raleigh replied, “Because the matter was already clear,” to which Patience said, “Clear to you, not to us,” and Robert Ranche, from just behind Roland, added, “We exercised our right to refuse,” drawing from Pearl the immediate answer, “And we exercised ours not to be dismissed.”

Sheriff Adler resumed writing, his pencil moving steadily as he recorded, “Parties engaged in public altercation at rail platform,” then looking up briefly to ask, “Who struck first?” which opened the matter rather than settled it, voices rising again as Posy said, “We did not strike—we corrected,” and Roland answered, “You advanced with pins,” while Poppy stated plainly, “We responded to insult,” and Richard countered, “You escalated beyond reason,” Prudence adding, “Reason left when you spoke,” and Rufus Ranche, who had been quiet until now, said, “You threw stones,” to which Patience replied, “We threw what was at hand,” the exchange layering upon itself until the sheriff tapped the pencil lightly against the ledger and said, “Enough—I will mark it mutual,” writing the word with finality that suggested experience had taught him where truth often settled when both sides spoke at once.

From there the report continued in measured lines—“Use of objects: hat pins, footwear, loose debris”—though as he spoke the words aloud to confirm them, Posy could not help but add, “You might include accuracy,” and Raleigh answered dryly, “And persistence,” which drew a brief, almost unwilling curve at the corner of the sheriff’s mouth before it vanished beneath duty as he went on, “Injuries minor, dignity questionable,” and at that Pearl said, “Our dignity remains intact,” while Roland replied, “As does ours,” the sheriff glancing up only long enough to say, “That will be for the court to determine,” before returning to his writing.

Still, the voices did not cease, accusations threading through the formal process as Robert said, “You misrepresented yourselves,” and Poppy answered, “We presented ourselves exactly,” Richard adding, “There was no mention—” stopping just short of the word he had avoided earlier, though Posy finished it for him with a light, cutting, “Dainty?” and when he did not deny it, she lifted her chin slightly and said, “Then perhaps you should have written more plainly,” while Rufus muttered, “Perhaps you should have understood,” and Prudence replied, “We understood enough to come,” Patience adding, “And enough to stay,” the last words settling with a quiet certainty that did not match the noise that surrounded them.

Sheriff Adler closed the ledger at last with a soft but decisive sound, slipping the pencil into its place as he looked from one side to the other, ten faces still set in opposition, and said, “I have what I need,” though even then Posy called across, “Be sure it reads that we were refused,” and Roland answered, “Be sure it reads we had cause,” the sheriff lifting a hand once more, not to silence but to conclude, “It will read that you all chose to continue,” and with that he turned, leaving them to their words that carried on behind him—name calling, sharp remarks, lingering insults—echoing against iron and stone, each voice certain, none yielding, the report complete but the matter far from settled.
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Sheriff Samuel Adler crossed the short stretch from the jail to the courthouse with his ledger tucked beneath his arm, dust still clinging to his boots from the morning’s disturbance, and entered the chambers of Judge Whitaker, a man whose reputation had traveled farther than most rail lines—known not only for firm rulings but for an unusual pattern that had become the quiet talk of surrounding towns: court-ordered marriages that, more often than not, restored order where pride had made ruin; the judge stood near the window when the sheriff entered, hands folded behind his back, gaze steady, and turned with recognition as Adler said, “I have ten in custody—five men, five women—public brawl at the station,” placing the ledger forward, while the judge nodded once and replied, “I heard the noise carried before the report did,” his tone calm but thoughtful, “tell me what began it,” and as Adler summarized—refusal, insult, retaliation, escalation—the judge listened without interruption, only asking once, “Were there injuries?” to which Adler answered, “Only to pride, and perhaps a few hats beyond repair.”

There was a pause then, not empty but deliberate, and the judge moved toward his desk, resting his hand upon it as he said, “This town is growing, Sheriff, but not always wisely,” to which Adler gave a small, knowing breath, “Growth brings friction,” and the judge answered, “It must also bring order,” then, without further comment, he bowed his head slightly and said, “Let us pray,” and Adler, accustomed to this habit, did the same as the judge spoke quietly, “Lord, give us wisdom as it is written in the Bible, ‘If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally,’” his voice steady, drawing from Epistle of James, then continuing, “Establish the work of our hands and the peace of this place, as it is written, ‘Except the Lord build the house, they labor in vain that build it,’” echoing Psalms, and after a brief silence he added, “Let justice and mercy meet together,” before lifting his head again, the moment of prayer passing into decision as naturally as breath.

“I will see them in court tomorrow,” Judge Whitaker said at last, his tone settled, not hurried, not uncertain, and Adler inclined his head slightly, “They are not likely to quiet before then,” to which the judge replied, with the faintest trace of dry understanding, “Then let them speak themselves empty,” before adding, “Make sure they are fed,” and Adler, turning toward the door, paused as the judge said, almost as an afterthought yet not without intention, “Have the men arrange the meal and bear the cost—it may remind them of responsibility,” the sheriff allowing himself the smallest nod of agreement before stepping back into the corridor.

By the time Adler returned to the jail, the volume inside had not lessened but merely shifted, voices no longer shouting but still sharp, still edged, and as he stepped in he said, “You will be provided a meal,” which drew immediate response from both sides, Roland Ranche asking, “Provided by whom?” and Adler answering, “By you,” gesturing lightly toward the men, “all of you,” while Richard Ranche let out a short breath and said, “Of course,” and Rufus added, “Then we will see it done,” though Raleigh, with a glance toward the opposite cell, muttered just low enough to be heard, “They will likely eat more than the meal itself,” and Robert, not bothering to soften it, added, “Perhaps even the pans,” which brought an immediate lift of voices from the women as Poppy Pretty stepped forward and said, “We eat what we earn, sir,” Pearl adding, “And we do not take insult as seasoning,” Prudence’s tone firm as she said, “If food is provided, we will accept it without your commentary,” while Posy, unable to resist, added lightly, “And should there be pans, we shall leave them for you,” Patience concluding with a calm that carried more weight than sharpness, “Eat what you please, but it will not improve your appearance.”

The exchange might have risen again, but the sheriff lifted a hand in quiet authority, not silencing entirely but settling enough to restore order, and as the men began discussing arrangements in lower tones—what could be ordered, who would fetch it, how quickly it could arrive—the women withdrew slightly, not in retreat but in refusal to continue the same argument, though their expressions held no less resolve; across the room, just beyond the line of sight, two deputies exchanged a glance, one pressing his lips together while the other turned slightly as if to adjust his stance, both suppressing what threatened to become laughter,
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Chapter Three
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Dinner arrived as the light shifted toward evening, a deputy carrying in covered tins that released the steady scent of cooked meat and bread the moment they were set upon the narrow table, and though hunger had already been pressing on both sides, the presence of food did not quiet the room so much as redirect it; Poppy Pretty stepped forward first and said with measured firmness, “We would like to wash before we eat,” and Sheriff Samuel Adler gave a brief nod, “One at a time,” while Pearl added, “And the outhouse,” to which he replied, “You will be escorted,” the deputies moving to unlock the women’s cell as Prudence gathered her composure, Patience smoothing her skirt, and Posy muttering lightly, “At least we shall not dine in dust,” though her eyes still carried the sharpness of earlier words. They went in turn, returning a little more settled, hands clean, faces cooled, dignity gathered where it could be, and when they were secured again, the men were allowed the same, Roland Ranche pausing only to say, “We will not take long,” and Raleigh adding under his breath, “There is little ceremony required,” though even in that, fatigue had begun to replace some of the earlier edge.

Once all were returned to their respective cells, the food was divided and passed through, and for a brief stretch there was only the sound of eating—utensils against tin, quiet movement, the shared recognition of hunger that no argument could fully
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