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Ohio 1860

Tilly held her breath as she slipped through the shadows, one step away from freedom and one mistake away from getting caught. 

She moved swiftly and silently through the dimly lit house, her heart pounding in her chest. If luck was on her side, she would make it outside before her mother saw her.

She had overheard her parents talking last night again. They thought she was asleep, but she had been wide awake, listening from the shadows.

Her mother had always fretted over her, worrying about how she preferred wearing her brother’s trousers and learning to shoot her grandfather’s rifle, rather than practicing embroidery. Tilly was a better shot than her brother or his friends. She could shimmy up a tree faster than her brother, and could outride him on horseback every time. Her father had quieted her mother’s concerns when she was younger, reassuring her that Tilly’s wild spirit would settle in time. 

But now that she was nearly twenty, things had changed. Her mother had grown more insistent, scolding her for dressing like a boy and reminding her daily that it was time she started acting like a proper young lady. In Tilly’s defense she did wear dresses when it was necessary, and she could cook and clean, but it appeared that was not enough to appease her mother. 

Tilly clutched her boots in one hand, her bare feet whispering across the wooden floor as she crept toward the door. She knew every creaky spot by heart. She took a careful step to the right, narrowly avoiding the traitorous board that would give her away. 

Wiping the tears from her eyes, her mother’s words echoed in her mind. “It’s time to take drastic measures.” 

Her father had sighed. “None of the men want to marry a woman who can outshoot them and ride better than them. It’s not her fault that God blessed her with those skills.”

It sounded as if her father wasn’t sure why the men in town couldn’t see past that either.  

“I guess you’re right. We must do something,” her mother had said.

“I agree,” her father replied.

Then her mother’s voice had dropped lower, as if she already felt guilty about what she was going to say next. “I found an advertisement for mail-order brides. My sister brought it to my attention. She even circled a few men for me to consider. I don’t want to do this but...”

“We have no choice,” her father had said firmly. “None of the men here are interested in her.”

The weight of their conversation had settled heavily on Tilly’s chest. They were planning to send her away to a stranger. A man she didn’t know, and who might not understand her any better than the men in town. Panic had clawed at her throat, but she had forced herself to stay silent, and hidden. She didn’t sleep that night, but she had prayed since that was all she could do besides crying. 

Now, as she tiptoed toward the door, she knew one thing for certain. She had to leave before they made the choice for her, or before she said something she might regret. She knew she couldn’t avoid what was coming, no matter how much she wished she could. But she needed time to think, pray before facing her parents and the future they were about to force upon her.

Tilly made it outside just as she heard her mother yell her name. Not looking back, she ran to the barn, her heart pounding in her chest. She quickly saddled her horse, Lightning, her hands trembling as she worked.

There was no time to stop and put on her brother’s old boots. She hated being in the barn barefoot, but she hated the thought of staying even more. If she’d had the time, she would have put them on already.

She slid her rifle into the scabbard on her saddle, her movements rushed but sure. You never went anywhere without your rifle, even if you were a female. 

Cringing as she swung the saddle onto the horse, she cinched the straps tightly. 

With a quick motion, she scooped up her boots, clutching them in one hand, while gripping the saddle horn and reins with the other as she swung up on her horse. 

“Come on, Lightning. Let’s go for a run. I’ll put my boots on later.”

She leaned low over the saddle, urging the horse faster, the wind whipping against her tear-streaked face. Thank goodness she hadn’t run into her father or her brother. She wasn’t sure she could face them, not now. 

Not really sure where she was going as she rode out, she knew she just needed time to herself and for God. The open land stretched before her, endless and wild, offering her the only kind of freedom she had ever known. Finally, she slowed Lightning as they approached a winding creek nestled between a grove of towering trees. The morning sunlight shimmered on the water’s surface, casting dancing reflections on the rippling stream. 

Walking her horse the last few steps to cool her down, Tilly inhaled deeply, allowing the crisp air to calm her frayed nerves. As she dismounted, she ran a gentle hand along Lightning’s damp neck before rubbing the velvety bridge of her nose.

“I’m sorry, girl,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “I just needed to get away. But I’m sure you enjoyed the run.”

Lightning nickered softly, nudging Tilly’s shoulder as if in understanding. A small sad smile tugged at Tilly’s lips as she stared at the rushing creek, lost in thought. She had escaped for now, but she couldn’t outrun the decision looming over her. With a heavy heart, she knelt by the water’s edge, dipping her fingers into the cool water. 

“Lord, what am I supposed to do?” she whispered, the question carried away by the gentle breeze.

Tilly wasn’t sure how long she sat there, whispering her prayers into the quiet morning air. The steady murmur of the creek and the rustling leaves felt like God’s gentle reassurance, yet the weight in her heart remained. A sharp pang in her stomach pulled her from her thoughts. She sighed. She had slipped out so early, desperate to escape, that she had missed breakfast entirely. Now, hunger gnawed at her, but it was nothing compared to the uncertainty pressing in on her soul.

Finally, she pulled on her socks and boots, the worn leather molding to her feet felt like an old friend. A sense of peace settled over her, as though God Himself had wrapped her in a reassuring embrace. She didn’t have all the answers, but she knew one thing for certain, she wasn’t alone.

She had always thought God would bring her someone to marry and she would live close to her parents. Apparently, that was not going to happen. 

Tilly looked around. This was her favorite spot, and she would miss this place when she was gone. 

Mounting Lightning, she turned her toward home. Squaring her shoulders, Tilly took a deep breath. Even if she didn’t want to, she knew she needed to honor her mother and father as the Bible commanded. “It’s time to face what comes next. But whatever it is, you and God will be by my side.”

With a gentle nudge, she urged Lightning forward. The wind carried the scent of sun warmed grass, the familiar landscape stretching out before her. 

Her heart felt lighter than before, even as the weight of the unknown lay ahead. 

If only the men here weren’t so intimidated by her and her skills. They had stopped allowing her to enter shooting contests last year because she always won. The thought made her chest tighten. Was that all she was to them? A challenge to their pride? A woman was supposed to be soft-spoken and delicate, not someone who could outshoot and outride most men.

But she was more than a sharpshooter and skilled rider. She could cook and bake though her biscuits never quite fluffed up like her mother’s. And she didn’t mind wearing a dress when the occasion called for it. In fact, she enjoyed wearing them. But when it came to riding, hunting, or working around the ranch, trousers were simply more practical. Why was it so wrong for a woman to wear what made sense?

Still, no matter what people thought, she would not pretend to be someone she wasn’t. She would rather be alone than live a lie.

As their family barn came into view, she slowed Lightning to a walk, her fingers trailing through the horse’s mane. Once inside, she dismounted and led him to her stall, her movements slow and deliberate. After slipping off her saddle, she ran a soothing hand along her flank before brushing her down. 

She had spent her whole life watching her father work the land, caring for their animals with quiet patience and steady hands. She had even worked right beside him. If only she could earn the same respect he did, instead of being seen as a problem that needed fixing. 

Tilly made sure Lightning had plenty of food and fresh water before finally turning toward the house. She lingered for a moment, resting her hand on the barn door as she whispered a quiet prayer.

“Lord, guide my words. Open doors you want me to go through and close the ones that are not meant for me. Please, choose the right husband for me. I will try to be the woman you want me to be. Amen.”

With a deep breath, she stepped out into the afternoon sun, her boots scuffing against the dry earth as she made her way toward the house. Her heart pounded harder with each step. If she were lucky, she could slip upstairs before her mother saw her. 

Carefully, she eased the door open and stepped inside, hoping to move unnoticed. The scent of warm bread and stew filled the air, but before she could take another step.

“There you are, Tilly. I was getting worried about you.” Her mother’s voice was soft, but there was no missing the knowing tone beneath it. Tilly froze as her mother turned from the stove, a ladle in her hand, steam curling in the air between them. 

“You missed breakfast and lunch,” her mother said, eyeing her with a quiet concern. “I saved you some food.”

Tilly swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. She had run off this morning trying to escape a decision that loomed over her, but now that she was home, there was no avoiding it. 

“I’m not hungry,” Tilly said, glancing toward the door. “I have chores that need doing... unless you need my help in the kitchen?”

Her mother turned fully toward her, ladle still in hand, studying her with quiet concern. “Are you feeling alright?”

Tilly hesitated, then simply met her mother’s gaze. She had no words to offer, at least, nothing she could say without giving away her heart.

A flicker of understanding crossed her mother’s face. Her voice softened to a whisper. “You overheard what your father and I were talking about last night, didn’t you?”

Tilly lowered her eyes and gave a single, slow nod.

Her mother let out a heavy sigh, sorrow etching lines of regret across her face. “Oh, dear. We never meant for you to find out that way.” 

Turning to the table, she quickly wrapped a biscuit and a piece of cheese in a cloth. “We love you, Tilly. We’re only trying to do what we think is best for you.” She pressed the small bundle into her daughter’s hands. “We’ll talk about it after dinner tonight.” 

Tilly hesitated but took the offering, the warmth of the biscuit seeping through the cloth. It wasn’t just food, it was her mother’s way of saying she cared, even if they didn’t see things the same way. 

She clutched it tightly, swallowing the lump rising in her throat. 

“Go on and tend to your chores,” her mother said gently. “I have the kitchen under control. Thank you, though.” 

Tilly gave a small nod of understanding, unable to find her voice. She turned toward the back door, her vision blurring as she wiped a lone tear from her check.

Stepping outside, she inhaled deeply. No matter what came next, she had to be strong.
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Arthur stood in the doorway of his big, empty house, staring at the quiet, lifeless space before him. The floors gleamed, the furniture was well-kept, and a faint scent of fresh bread still lingered from the housekeeper’s afternoon visit. But it wasn’t enough. 

A man could build a ranch, break horses, and carve out a future with his own two hands, but what was it all worth if he had no one to share it with?

With a heavy sigh, he stepped onto the porch, the wood creaking beneath his boots. The land stretched wide before him, golden in the late afternoon sun, his cattle grazing in the distance. When he bought this ranch, he had envisioned a future filled with family, laughter, and love. He had hired a foreman to oversee the daily operations, while he balanced his time between town and the land he longed to call home permanently.

For now, duty kept him tethered to his position at the telegraph office, a job that came with responsibilities far beyond sending and receiving messages. It wasn’t safe work, not really. Not when secrets lurked beneath the surface. If he married, he would be putting his wife in danger. And he couldn’t tell her that. He had his own secret that he could not reveal to her. 

He had courted a young woman once, believing marriage was on the horizon, but that had fallen through. Thank the good Lord for that. She had been the kind of woman who shrieked at a mouse and fretted over a little dust on her skirts. That wasn’t what he had wanted-not by a long shot.

Arthur needed someone strong. A woman with fire in her soul. Someone who wouldn’t back down from a challenge, who could stand beside him through the storms that life was bound to bring. A touch of humor wouldn’t hurt either. 

His jaw tightened. Maybe it was time to stop waiting for fate to bring him a wife. Maybe it was time to take matter into his own hands. 

Arthur had heard whispers of a well-respected matrimonial agency, one that advertised in newspapers across the country, particularly in larger cities. Its main office was in New York City, with another branch in Chicago. Men out on the frontier, ranchers like himself, had found wives through its services, women willing to leave the comforts of the East behind for a new life in the untamed West.

He had always dismissed the idea. A man ought to find a wife the old-fashioned way through church socials, town dances, or simple courtship. But how could he do that when the women he met either feared hard work or were too delicate to handle ranch life? Not to mention the shortage of women.

After praying over the decision, Arthur walked into the house. He went into his office and pulled out a sheet of paper.

Mrs. Ester Winters,

Matrimonial Agency

New York City, New York

Dear Madam, 

I write to you in the hope of securing a match. I am a man of steady means, owner of a ranch in the West, and in search of a wife who is strong of heart and willing to embrace a life built on hard work and honesty.

I seek a woman who possesses courage, and kindness, a lady who can stand by my side through whatever trials come our way. I am praying she will be a Christian. If she can shoot a rifle and actually hit something that would be a welcome bonus.

He paused, tapping his finger on the desk. Would that last part come across as improper? He smirked to himself. It was true, and any woman meant for him wouldn’t be offended by plain honesty. 

He dipped his quill back into the inkwell and continued.

I trust in your reputation and expertise, Mrs. Winters, and I look forward to your recommendation.

Sincerely

Arthur Brown

He read over the letter once, then carefully folded it and slid it into an envelope. Sealing it with a firm press of his fingers, he leaned back in his chair, exhaling slowly. 

It was done. He would drop it at the post office tomorrow when he took a break. 

Now, all he could do was wait and pray that somewhere out there, a woman existed who was strong enough to be his partner in both life and love. 

Arthur stepped off the porch, the weight of the letter still lingering in his thoughts as he made his way toward the corral. The evening air was crisp, carrying a scent of horses and fresh hay. He leaned against the fence, watching the animals shift and stir in the fading light. 

He should have added riding to his list. What kind of rancher’s wife couldn’t ride? Shaking his head, he exhaled a short laugh. If he listed every quality he hoped for, that letter would have been a mile long. 

Instead, he’d have to trust in something greater than an agency’s matching skills.

With his arms resting on top of the rail, he gazed across the open land stretching toward the mountains. God knew the kind of woman he needed-strong, steady and his. Somewhere out there, she was waiting. 

And when the time came, he would be ready. 

The sound of hoofbeats in the distance pulled Arthur’s attention from the horses. Squinting against the setting sun, he spotted the lone rider approaching, dust trailing behind him.

“Arthur,” the man called as he drew near.

“John,” Arthur greeted with a nod. “Good to see you. Care for a cup of coffee?”

“That’d be nice,” John said, swinging down from his saddle. He looped the reins around the hitching post and gave his horse a firm pat on the neck. 

Arthur eyed him curiously. “To what do I owe the honor of a visit from the sheriff?”

John dusted off his hat, glancing around before
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