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A Little Note Before You Begin 

Hi there, lovely reader!

Thank you so much for picking this book — I’m thrilled you're reading this right now. Every page you turn means the world to me. When you get to the end, If you laughed, smiled, or even just had a tiny spark of “hmm, that was nice,” I’d love it, if you could take a moment to leave a short review using the link below.

Please use this LINK to leave your review, also follow my author page, to see when new books are released. 

With gratitude and a big virtual hug,

Amy 
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Chapter 1: The Prodigal’s Return
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The grey buggy moved with an agonizing slowness, its pace a stark contrast to the roaring, impatient vehicles Samuel King had grown accustomed to over the past five years. Each clop of the horse’s hooves on the sun-baked dirt lane was a deliberate, punishing beat, a drum counting down to a sentence he felt unprepared to serve. He had paid the Englisch driver handsomely to drop him at the edge of the district, a final, futile attempt to delay the inevitable. Now, with a single, worn leather bag in his hand, he stood as a stranger on the threshold of his own life.

Hope Hollow lay before him, drenched in the thick, golden light of a late afternoon. It was a picture of pastoral perfection, a scene plucked from a memory he had tried, and failed, to cauterize. The white clapboard houses, the meticulously kept gardens spilling over with late-summer blooms, the vast, quilted fields of corn and hay—it was all as he had left it. Yet, to his eyes, the postcard beauty had curdled. The silence, once a comfort, now felt heavy and judgmental. The air, clean and sweet with the scent of cut grass and rich earth, was a physical pressure in his lungs. He drew a slow breath, the act feeling more like drowning than sustenance.

Five years. It should have felt like a homecoming. Instead, the familiar landscape felt like a prison whose walls had been growing, brick by brick, in his mind during the long bus ride from Cleveland. He had left a boy, full of restless energy and vague dreams that shimmered just beyond the strict boundaries of the Ordnung. He returned a man, hollowed out and hardened, the Englisch world having sanded down his edges not into refinement, but into a coarse and bitter grit.

His feet, encased in the stiff, new leather of his plain work boots, felt leaden as he started down the lane. He passed the Glick farm, and an elderly man he didn’t recognize paused in his fence-mending to stare, the man’s gaze a physical weight. Samuel kept his eyes forward, his jaw set. He was a ghost returning to a land of the living, and his presence was an unsettling ripple in their placid pond. He could feel the stares from behind lace curtains, the subtle shift in the rhythm of a woman’s hanging of the wash. The news would be on the wind before he even reached his father’s door: Samuel King is back.

The King homestead was just as imposing as he remembered. The large, white house stood stern and upright, its dark green shutters like unblinking eyes. The barn, a massive structure of weathered timber, seemed to loom rather than shelter. It was a place of order, of discipline, of unwavering tradition. Everything had its place, most of all the children of the Bishop.

He paused at the end of the gravel drive, his bag feeling suddenly as heavy as an anvil. The weight wasn't physical; it was the accumulated mass of every expectation, every rule, every disappointed glance he had carried since boyhood. He had traded the cacophony of the city for the deafening quiet of his own history. For a wild, heart-pounding moment, he considered turning around, walking back down the lane, and never stopping.

The front door swung open before he could take a step.

His mother, Ruth, stood there, one hand flying to her mouth. Her face, framed by the stark white of her kapp, was a battlefield of emotions—shock, a fleeting joy, and then a deep, settled sorrow. Her eyes, the same shade of blue as his own, glistened with unshed tears.

“Samuel?” Her voice was a whisper, barely audible across the yard. Then, it broke. “My boy.”

She did not run to him, but her steps were quick and frantic. She stopped an arm’s length away, as if afraid he were an apparition that would vanish if she touched him. Her hands fluttered, unsure, before she finally reached out and grasped his forearm, her grip surprisingly strong.

“You are here,” she said, her voice trembling as her eyes scanned his face, cataloging the changes. The new lines around his mouth, the hardness in his eyes, the way he held himself, coiled and defensive. “You are really here.”

“Mamm,” he said, the old endearment feeling foreign and rough on his tongue. He did not embrace her. The casual physicality of the Englisch world had somehow stolen that simple comfort from him.

“Your Daed... he is in the barn,” she said, her eyes darting nervously toward the large structure. “He will want to see you.”

Samuel gave a single, curt nod. “I expect he will.”

He made to move past her, but her hand tightened on his arm. “Samuel,” she whispered urgently, her voice low and pleading. “He is... he is our Bishop. Remember that.”

The words were a warning and a plea all at once. He is your father, but he holds your soul in his hands. He pulled his arm gently from her grasp and gave another nod, this one feeling like the bowing of his head before an executioner.

The interior of the barn was a cathedral of dust and memory. Slants of sunlight, thick with motes of hay and grain, cut through the dimness, illuminating the familiar scents of aged wood, oiled leather, and animal musk. It was here he had learned the weight of a hammer, the satisfaction of a straight nail, the patient rhythm of a life built by hand. Now, the smell was a trigger, pulling him back to a time when his future was a prescribed path, simple and suffocating.

And there, in the far stall, stood Bishop Amos King.

His father’s back was to him, broad and straight beneath his simple suspenders. He was forking fresh hay with a steady, economical motion, a man whose every movement was an act of purpose. He did not turn, not even when Samuel’s shadow fell across the stall door. The only sound was the rhythmic swish-thud of the pitchfork.

Samuel waited, his bag hanging from his clenched fist. He knew this silence. It was a tool his father wielded with precision, a way to establish control, to make the other person feel the weight of their own presence. Five years ago, that silence would have filled him with a nervous anxiety. Now, it only fed the embers of his resentment.

Finally, Amos set the pitchfork aside with a quiet finality. He turned slowly, his movements deliberate, and his eyes, deep-set and the color of flint, found Samuel’s.

There was no warmth in them. No surprise. No relief. It was as if Samuel had merely been out in the fields for the afternoon and was late for supper.

“Samuel.” His father’s voice was a low rumble, devoid of inflection.

“Daed.”

Amos’s gaze swept over him, from his plain but new haircut to his stiff boots, taking in the subtle, foreign imprint the world had left on him. The inspection was thorough, and utterly dismissive.

“You have decided to return.” It was not a question.

“My Rumspringa is over,” Samuel said, the words tasting like ash. It was the expected thing to say, the only thing that would grant him even a sliver of footing.

“It was over five years ago,” Amos corrected, his tone flat. “You chose to linger in the shadows. A man who lingers finds only decay.”

Samuel felt a muscle twitch in his jaw. He said nothing. Arguing was a futile dance, one his father always led.

“Your mother has kept your room,” Amos continued, turning to run a hand along the smooth wood of the stall door. “It is a woman’s heart to hope. A man’s duty is to provide a reason for that hope. You have much work to do to provide that reason.”

He moved past Samuel into the main aisle of the barn, his presence forcing Samuel to turn and follow. “The Zook farm needs a new milking stall. Eli has started it, but his hands are better with animals than with wood. You will finish it tomorrow.”

The command was absolute, a reinstatement of order. There was no “Welcome home.” No “How was your journey?” He was being slotted back into his place, a tool to be put to use.

“Eli is well?” Samuel asked, the name of his younger brother the first thing that felt real since he’d stepped off the lane.

“He is. A faithful son. He has not strayed from the path Gott set for him.” Amos stopped and faced Samuel fully, his arms crossed over his chest. The Bishop’s posture was now fully in place. “It is time you did the same. This... wandering is at an end. You are of an age to be settled. To take a wife, to build a family that honors Gott.”

Samuel’s stomach tightened. This was the pressure he had dreaded most.

“I have only just returned,” he said, his voice tighter than he intended.

“And you have lost five years,” Amos stated, as if commenting on a spoiled crop. “Time that should have been spent building a foundation. That time is gone. We must look to what can be salvaged.”

He paused, his flinty eyes pinning Samuel in place. “Miriam Zook remains unmarried. She is a devout and quiet woman. Her faith is strong, her reputation without blemish. She would make a suitable wife. I have spoken with her father. He is agreeable.”

The words landed like blows. *Suitable. Agreeable.* It was a transaction, a merging of two respectable names to strengthen the community. There was no mention of love, of companionship, of the shared laughter and whispered dreams that had once filled Samuel’s heart. Those things, he had learned, were fleeting illusions, crushed as easily as a wildflower under a work boot. The woman who had inspired those dreams had proven their fragility.

A coldness seeped into Samuel’s veins, a familiar numbness that had been his only protection in the world beyond. He looked at his father, at the unyielding certainty in his face, and felt the walls of the barn, of the house, of the entire district, pressing in on him. The air grew thick, difficult to draw into his lungs. He had traded one cage for another, and this one was lined with the ghosts of what might have been.

He needed to get out. He needed space.

Without another word, he turned and walked out of the barn, leaving his father standing in the dusty, sun-strewn silence. He barely registered his mother’s worried figure on the porch, her hand once again pressed to her mouth.

His feet, as if with a memory of their own, carried him down the gravel drive and onto the main lane. He walked with no conscious destination, his head down, the somber weight of his return a physical cloak upon his shoulders. The sun dipped lower, casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to reach for him. He walked past the schoolhouse, past the blacksmith’s shop, his pace quickening as if he could outpace the future his father was so carefully constructing for him.

And then, his steps slowed. The air changed, carrying a new, faint scent that cut through the smells of earth and animal. It was a sweet, yeasty, profoundly comforting aroma. The smell of baking bread.

He looked up, and his breath hitched in his chest. He was standing before a small, charming bakery with a neatly painted sign that swung gently in the evening breeze. "Leah's Sweet Hope Bakery."

The name was a physical blow. It was the one place that once held happy memories.
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Chapter 2: The Sunshine and the Shadow
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The sweet, yeasty aroma that had pulled him toward the bakery now felt like a trap, a cloying scent designed to lure him into a past he had sworn to forget. Samuel stood frozen on the opposite side of the lane, his boots rooted to the packed earth as if he had grown there. The sight before him, framed by the pristine window of "Leah's Sweet Hope Bakery," was a tableau of such vibrant, sun-drenched life that it seemed to mock the grey bitterness festering inside him.

And there she was.

Leah Lapp.

Time, it seemed, had been kind to her. More than kind. The girl he remembered, with her lively smile and eyes that held the light of a thousand stars, had been refined into a woman of breathtaking grace. She moved behind the counter with an easy, fluid rhythm, her hands, dusted with a fine coating of flour, exchanging a loaf of crusty bread for a handful of coins. Her kapp was perfectly white, sitting atop hair he knew was the color of rich honey. A smile, genuine and warm, was graced upon the elderly customer, a smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes and transformed her entire face into a beacon of warmth.

She was sunshine itself.

The observation was a shard of glass in his soul. While he had been drowning in the noise and grime of the city, wrestling with a grief so profound it had hollowed him out, she had been here. Building this. Smiling like that. Thriving.

His fingers curled into tight fists at his sides, the nails biting into his calloused palms. The pain was a welcome anchor, a sensation he could understand in the midst of this emotional vertigo. He watched as she laughed at something the old woman said, the sound muffled by the glass but the shape of it clear in the lift of her shoulders and the tilt of her head. That laugh had once been his sole source of light on the darkest of days. He had hoarded the memory of it, a sacred treasure during his self-imposed exile. Now, seeing it bestowed so freely upon a stranger, felt like a profound betrayal.

His gaze, sharp and hungry, devoured the details of the shop. It was small, but pristine. Gleaming glass display cases held pies with perfectly latticed crusts, cookies dusted with sugar, and rows of golden-brown rolls. Baskets overflowed with bread, and the air around the doorway seemed to shimmer with the heat from the ovens. It was a testament to her success, a life built from the ashes of whatever she had felt for him. She had not just moved on; she had flourished.

A movement from the doorway leading to the back room caught his eye, a small, swift blur of blue fabric and flying curls.

A child.

A little girl, no more than four or five, darted out from the back and immediately attached herself to Leah’s skirts, hiding her face
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