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1

Ashes Don’t Lie
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Flames roared skyward, hungry, furious, sending towering columns of smoke twisting into the heavens, a signal of devastation visible for miles. Joy had only just crested the ridge when the acrid stench of burning timber hit her like a blow. Sharp. Suffocating. Unmistakable. 

She turned in her saddle, scanning the valley below, and froze. Her breath caught, then escaped in a strangled gasp. That plume of thick, black smoke rose from the very place she feared most: her sister’s homestead. Her heart nearly stopped.

“No...” The whisper dissolved on her tongue as panic surged through her veins. She dug her heels into her horse’s flanks, urging it into a breakneck gallop. Wind tore at her eyes, but nothing could blur the dreadful clarity of that rising smoke.

When the homestead finally came into view, she leapt from the saddle before the animal had even slowed. What met her eyes was a nightmare stitched into waking life. Fire devoured everything, walls, beams, memories, its roar a monstrous thunder, its crackle a violent chorus of splintering timber. Sparks spun like enraged stars through the smoke-choked air. Coughing against the searing haze, Joy stumbled forward, her voice raw with terror.

“Alice! Alice, where are you?” There was no room for tears, no space for fear. She had to find her sister, her nieces, her brother-in-law.

Her gaze snagged on a glint of metal. Tools leaned haphazardly against the fence. She seized a shovel, lifted it with shaking arms, and drove it into the nearest window. Glass exploded outward, shards scattering across the porch. Flames hissed greedily as the rush of fresh air fed them.

“Alice!” she screamed again, each strike of the shovel matching the frantic drum of her heartbeat. Then she saw it. Through the rolling black smoke in the kitchen, she glimpsed a figure sprawled motionlessly across the floorboards. Her blood iced over.

“No...” The word broke inside her as she clawed at charred boards and shattered glass, trying to force a path inside. The heat seared her face, blinding her, forcing her back. Even from that brief, terrible glimpse, she understood. Her brother-in-law was beyond saving.

Grief lunged for her throat, but she shoved it down. There would be time to mourn later. If she didn’t move now, there would be no one left alive to mourn at all. Skirting the inferno, Joy sprinted toward the back of the house, her lungs burning, eyes stinging, boots slipping in the ash raining down from the collapsing roof. The washroom window, yes, behind the bedroom. If they had found refuge anywhere, it would be there. She hammered both fists against the small pane.

“Alice! Alice, answer me, please!” For a breath, there was only fire. Then, a miracle of miracles, the narrow window scraped open. “Alice!” Joy cried, a sob breaking loose as she grasped her sister’s soot-blackened arms. Behind her, the shrill, terrified wails of the children tore through the smoke. 

“You must get out at once!” Joy urged. But Alice shook her head violently, her hair plastered to her temples with sweat and soot.

“John is still inside. I must find him!”

“No,” Joy barked, the word sharp as steel. “There’s no time. Hand me the children, now!”

Hands trembling, Alice lifted her baby first. Joy pulled the two-month-old close, the child’s tiny body shaking with sobs, and ran. She bolted across the blistering yard toward the pond, the heat clawing at her back like a living thing. The infant wailed as Joy laid her gently in the cool grass, safe. Safe, for the moment. She didn’t pause. Didn’t breathe. Joy wheeled around, sprinting back through the smoke with a single, desperate purpose: she would return for the next child, and then drag her sister to safety before the fire claimed them all.
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Once they reached the pond, the two women collapsed onto the grass as if their legs had simply given out. The children wailed beside them, their cries cutting through the choking veil of smoke with shrill, terrified sharpness. Joy and Alice doubled over, coughing until their ribs throbbed and their chests felt carved open. Every breath dragged fire into their lungs, the taste of ash coating their tongues.

For a long, aching moment, there was nothing but the ragged rasp of their breathing and the frightened sobs of the little ones. Then came the crash. The sound split the air like a cannon blast. Both women whipped their heads toward the homestead just in time to see the roof give way with a deafening, fiery roar. The structure folded inward, flames leaping skyward in triumph as a storm of sparks rained down like burning snow. What had been a home moments ago, was now a collapsing skeleton of fire. 

Alice screamed. It was a sound ripped from the deepest place grief could reach, raw, broken, animal. Before Joy could react, Alice lurched upright and bolted toward the inferno.

“No—Alice, no!” Joy cried, scrambling after her. She caught her sister by the arm and wrenched her backward with every ounce of strength she possessed. Alice fought her like a wild creature, striking and clawing in blind desperation, her face contorted by anguish until Joy scarcely recognized her. But she held on. She had to. Locking her arms around her sister, she dragged her close, forcing her to stop.

“Alice, look at me,” Joy pleaded, her voice hoarse, shaking. She lifted trembling hands to cradle her sister’s soot-streaked cheeks, bringing their foreheads nearly together, as if she could ground her by sheer will. “It’s too late. Do you hear me? It’s too late. He didn’t make it. You can’t go back in there.”

For a heartbeat, Alice’s eyes were wild, uncomprehending. Then she collapsed. Her sobs tore from her in violent, shuddering waves, her whole body folding inward as if grief itself were crushing her. Joy sank with her, wrapping her arms tight around her sister, whispering whatever shaky words of comfort she could muster, even though both knew the truth. No whisper, no embrace, no prayer could mend a wound like this. Not now.

At last, when Alice’s sobs dulled into trembling gasps for breath, Joy guided her back to where the children huddled together in terrified misery. They reached for their mother and aunt at once, clinging with small, desperate hands.

Joy pressed a clean handkerchief into Alice’s shaking palm. Alice swiped at her eyes, though fresh tears kept spilling, streaking new paths through the ash on her face. Still, through sheer force of motherly instinct, she gathered the little ones onto her lap, soothing them with soft, broken murmurs. Joy knelt beside them, lending her presence, her steadiness, her strength, because for now, it was all she had left to give.
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Joy could not sit still. Grief churned inside her, boiling into a restless, jagged fury that refused to be contained. She rose abruptly, fists clenching at her sides, nails biting into her palms as if pain might anchor her. The image of John’s lifeless body burned behind her unrelenting, merciless eyes.

He should have listened. Her father had warned him, had warned them both. Don’t build so far from town. Don’t stake your life on a homestead with no neighbors close enough to come running when trouble strikes.

But John had been stubborn. Proud. Determined to carve out a life on his own terms, to prove he could stand alone against the wilderness. Now that stubbornness lay in ashes. Alice was a widow. The children were fatherless. And a home, every hope bound within its walls, had vanished in a matter of heartbeats.

Joy dragged a shaking breath through smoke-scorched lungs and shook her head, tears stinging her eyes as fiercely as the ash clinging to her lashes. Yet beneath the sorrow, something else stirred. A disquiet she could not ignore. 

Yes, the season was dry. Fires were always a danger this time of year. But this, this had spread too fast. Too violently. The flames had devoured the house as if it were nothing more than stacked kindling, roaring with a fury that made no sense. They hadn’t needed a fire in the hearth. The days were warm. And Alice was meticulous, careful to a fault. She would never leave the stove unattended, never let an ember smolder. There had been no dry brush piled against the walls, no nearby trees close enough to carry flame so suddenly to the roof.

Joy’s gaze swept the yard, sharp and searching. That was when the chill slid down her spine.

Near the wood pile, the dirt bore fresh boot prints, deep, heavy impressions pressed into the soil. Too large to be Alice’s. Too recent to be ignored. Joy crouched, brushing ash aside with careful fingers. Her stomach twisted. And beneath the overpowering reek of smoke, she caught it, a faint, oily tang that did not belong. Sharp. Acrid. Kerosene, perhaps. Or something like it. Wrong.

Her jaw tightened as she slowly straightened, eyes narrowing as they lifted toward the raging ruin of the homestead. The flames crackled and leapt, consuming what little remained, as if mocking her dawning realization.

“No,” she whispered, the word cold and certain. This fire had not been an accident.
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Then it struck her. Her father’s note. She had tucked it into her pocket, meant for John, entrusted to her with strict instructions to deliver it without delay. The thought barely had time to form before her fingers brushed the fabric of her skirt, reaching for it. Movement flickered at the edge of her vision. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

Someone moved along the far side of the barn. At first, it was only a shadow slipping through smoke and heat. Then the distinct, crouched figure of a person emerged, low, deliberate, moving with purpose. Joy went utterly still, breath locked in her throat, pulse roaring in her ears. The stranger tipped a container. Dark liquid spilled in uneven trails along the barn’s foundation, soaking into dirt and timber. Joy didn’t need to step closer to know what it was. Oil.

“Hey!” Her voice cut sharp and fierce through the smoky air. The figure jerked, startled, head snapping up. For one searing instant, their eyes met across the yard, cold, intent, unmistakably aware. But instead of fleeing, the intruder moved faster, splashing more oil in quick, practiced arcs.

“Stop that right now!” Joy shouted, her throat raw, the cry torn loose by fury. The stranger ignored her. Joy spun and bolted for her horse, skirts tangling around her knees as terror and rage collided inside her chest. Her hands shook, but they did not hesitate. She wrenched open the saddlebag, fumbling until her fingers closed around cold metal. Her father’s revolver.

At that same instant, the stranger struck several matches and flung them through the barn’s open doorway. Joy gasped. Flames sprang to life at once, racing along the oiled paths with horrifying speed. Dry hay ignited in an explosive roar, heat and light blasting outward in a violent rush. But worse than the inferno itself were the screams, the shrill, panicked whinnies of trapped horses ripped through the air, piercing Joy like blades.

“My word—no...” she choked, a sob breaking free. Exhaustion dragged at her limbs like lead, but she crushed it down. There was no time for fear. No time for despair. Her gaze snapped to the discarded shovel near the house. Joy sprinted, seized it, and plunged headlong into the choking haze of the burning barn. Flames licked close, singeing her skin, scorching her sleeves, but she hacked and shoved at blazing debris with savage determination, carving a narrow passage toward the stalls. Smoke clawed at her lungs as she battered bolts and shattered latches one after another, until each gate burst open.

The horses surged past her in a thunder of hooves, and terror, wild eyes flashing, bodies brushing close as they fled into the open field beyond. Only when the last animal had escaped did Joy stagger backward, chest heaving, vision swimming. Her whole body trembled, muscles screaming in protest. She let the shovel fall from her grasp and bent double, dragging in ragged gulps of smoke-tainted air.

Then it hit her. The stranger. Joy’s head snapped up, eyes scanning the yard through the wavering heat. Fury surged hotter than the flames themselves as her grip tightened around the revolver. And there he was.
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The stranger had nearly reached a horse tethered at the far edge of the yard. In one swift, desperate motion, he swung into the saddle, heels driving hard into the animal’s flanks in a frantic bid for escape. The horse lurched forward, hooves striking sparks from the scorched ground. Joy’s pulse thundered in her ears.

Fueled by fury and raw desperation, she raised her father’s revolver. Her hands trembled, the weight of the weapon unfamiliar and terrible, but her aim held, locked by sheer will. She drew a breath she did not have time to spare and squeezed the trigger. The gunshot tore through the smoky air like lightning.

A ragged scream of pain followed, raw, high, unmistakably human. The rider pitched violently sideways, tumbling from the saddle to crash to the ground with a bone-jarring thud. The horse reared, shrill with panic, then broke free and bolted, disappearing in a thunder of hooves. 

Joy did not hesitate. She sprinted across the yard, skirts whipping around her legs, breath shredding her throat as she ran. Heat pressed in from every side, smoke stinging her eyes, but she dropped to her knees beside the fallen figure without slowing. Grabbing a fistful of the coat, she wrenched the intruder onto their back. Her breath caught. Her eyes widened in stunned disbelief.

It wasn’t a man.
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A woman lay sprawled before her, groaning, her chest heaving in shallow, uneven bursts. Her face was smeared with grime and soot, features hard and sharp beneath the tilted brim of a dust-caked hat. A tangled strand of blonde hair had slipped free, catching the firelight in dull gold. Blood poured freely from a bullet wound in her shoulder, soaking her shirt until the fabric clung dark and heavy to her skin. Yet even wounded, she clung stubbornly to consciousness, eyes flickering with bitter defiance.

“Who are you?” Joy demanded, her voice edged with a fury that shook her from the inside out. “Why did you set the fire?” She grabbed the woman’s shoulder and shook her hard. When only a low groan answered, Joy’s restraint shattered. Rage surged through her veins, hot and blinding. She kicked the woman’s leg with sudden ferocity.

The stranger howled, unleashing a torrent of curses so vile Joy recoiled, heat flooding her cheeks. Words she would never repeat scorched the air, but they only fed the fire raging in her chest.

“Answer me!” Joy shouted, her voice cracking under the strain. The woman gave a low, rasping chuckle, lips curling in mockery despite the pain.

“Ain’t none o’ yer damn business.”

Joy’s blood boiled. “It is my business,” she snapped. “You killed my brother-in-law!”

“So what?” The words slurred with cruel indifference. “We all gotta die sometime. Some jus’ sooner than others.” She coughed, her body shuddering violently, then fixed Joy with a hard, glinting stare. Venom dripped from every word. 

“’Specially them fancy lawyers like John Haven. Oughta be glad his purty wife an’ them brats ain’t dead. Ain’t yer kin worth nothin’ anyhow.”

The words lashed Joy like a whip. She trembled, not with fear, but with a fury too vast to be contained, by her small frame. With a cry torn from her chest, she seized the woman by the collar, hauled her upright, and slammed her back against a fence post. Wood rattled beneath the impact.

“You disgusting piece of prairie coal!” Joy spat, her voice shaking with righteous wrath. She shoved her again, harder, ignoring the woman’s sharp cry of pain. “I swear, you will pay for this.”

The stranger only scoffed, the sound weak but dripping with mockery. Then her eyes rolled back. Her body went slack. Joy released her, letting the woman crumple to the dirt in a lifeless heap. Only then did her own hands begin to quake violently as the adrenaline drained away. She turned and snatched a coiled rope from the fallen woman’s saddle, clumsy but determined fingers moving fast. She bound the arsonist’s wrists and ankles, jerking the knots tight, looping them repeatedly until escape was impossible. Only then did the weight of everything crash down upon her.

Joy staggered away, toward the pond where her sister and the children waited. Smoke had thickened, pressing into her lungs like a smothering blanket. She coughed hard, each breath shorter, shallower than the last. The ground tilted beneath her feet, the world swaying as a merciless ringing filled her ears.

“Alice...” she rasped, trying to call out. Her knees buckled. Fire and ash spun together, swallowing her vision, and the world went black.
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It was as though someone were calling to her from a great distance, tugging her back through a thick, suffocating fog. Joy fought the weight dragging her down, struggling to surface, until another violent cough tore through her chest and wrenched her eyes open. Alice knelt beside her.

Her shoulders shook with silent sobs. Her face was streaked with soot and tears. She clutched the tiny baby girl close against her breast, while her stepdaughter clung to her skirts, wide-eyed and trembling, knuckles white with fear.

“Joy, oh, thank goodness.” Alice’s voice cracked, relief and grief colliding in the same breath.

Joy tried to speak and managed only a rasp. She pushed herself up on unsteady arms, every muscle protesting. Her body felt weak, her lungs raw and burning, but the sight of the smoldering ruins beyond the pond brought everything crashing back at once. The fire. The woman. John. 

Her throat tightened. Without hesitation, she reached for her sister and pulled her close, holding her fiercely as Alice broke against her shoulder. Joy rocked her gently, murmuring the only words she could offer.

“It’s all right. I’ve got you. I’ve got you.” Her own tears burned hot behind her eyes, but she blinked them back and drew the older child into her lap as well, smoothing soot-matted curls with slow, steady strokes.

“You’re safe, sweetheart,” she whispered. “Auntie’s here.” Yet even as she offered comfort, her heart twisted painfully. Her gaze drifted to the blackened shell of the homestead, its skeletal remains still smoking against the sky. Why? Why had that woman come here, set the farm ablaze, slaughter John without mercy, and nearly killed Alice and the children? What kind of hatred burned hot enough to drive someone to such cruelty?

A faint groan snapped her from her thoughts. Joy’s head turned sharply toward the bound figure near the fence. The arsonist shifted against the ropes, stirring, though her eyes remained closed. For now, she was still unconscious. And then Joy remembered. The note. Her hand flew to her pocket, fingers closing around the folded paper her father had pressed into her hand with such unusual urgency. Her pulse quickened. Had he known? Had he sensed something terrible was coming? 

A chill slid down her spine. What if this wasn’t only about John? What if her parents were in danger, too? Fear surged through her, sharper even than the smoke clawing at her lungs. Joy surged to her feet, startling Alice, who instinctively tightened her hold on the baby.

“We need to get back to town,” Joy said, her voice trembling with urgency. “Now.” Her eyes swept the yard. John’s two horses were gone, scattered in panic, likely miles away by now. Only her own faithful mare and the stranger’s gelding remained. The gelding hadn’t bolted far, tethered and restless, tossing his head as if sensing the peril still hanging in the air.

Alice did not question her. Whether it was the terror threaded through Joy’s tone or the unspoken trust between sisters, she obeyed without hesitation. Cradling her infant and calling softly to her stepdaughter, she rose and hurried after Joy.
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Joy held the baby close while Alice swung herself into the saddle. The infant whimpered softly, soot-smudged cheeks pressed against Joy’s shoulder, as Alice reached down to gather her daughters. Carefully, Joy passed the two girls up to their mother one at a time, steadying them until Alice had them settled as securely as possible against her chest.

As Alice shifted in the saddle, adjusting her grip, her sleeve slid back, just for an instant. Dark, angry bruises marred her arm. Finger-shaped. Unmistakable. Blooming deep beneath the skin. Alice jerked the fabric down at once, but it was far too late. 

Joy’s breath caught. Without hesitation, she seized her sister’s wrist, firm but not bruising, and pushed the sleeve back again, her fingers tightening despite herself.

“Alice...” Her voice dropped sharp with dread. “How did you get these? Did John do this to you?”

Alice flinched as though struck. Tears welled in her eyes, spilling over before she could stop them.

“It was... an accident,” she whispered. “He was stressed. He—he grabbed me harder than he meant to.”

The words sounded rehearsed. Fragile. Even Alice seemed to recoil from them as they left her mouth. Joy’s stomach twisted painfully. Anger flared, hot, protective, demanding, but there was no time to unearth the truth now. Smoke still clung to the air. Danger still lurked too close. Whatever that story truly held, it would have to wait.

“We’ll talk about this later,” Joy said firmly, releasing her sister’s arm. The promise, and the warning, hung between them. She turned and sprinted for the other horse, where the unconscious arsonist still lay bound in the dirt. 

With no hope of lifting the woman outright, Joy urged the gelding to kneel, then dragged the limp body across the animal’s broad back. Muscles screamed as she heaved, but she did not stop. Once the horse rose again, she shoved the woman into the center of the saddle and secured her with the remaining rope, binding it tight to the horn. She checked the knots twice, yanking them hard until she was certain the prisoner couldn’t slip free. Only then did Joy mount behind her.

Alice had watched in silence, her face pale but resolute, the children clinging to her as if they understood the need for stillness. Joy met her gaze and gave a single, sharp nod. No more words were needed. Together, the two sisters turned their horses toward town and rode hard into the smoke-stained horizon, leaving ashes, secrets, and grief behind them, and carrying the weight of reckoning ahead.
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2

Someone Lit the Fuse
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Dark clouds of smoke billowed into the sky, thick and rolling, and Joy felt herself teetering on the brink of collapse. The weight of the day pressed down on her chest until every breath hurt. Alice must have seen it in her face, must have felt it too, because she didn’t argue when Joy urged her to stop at the café.

Joy reached for her nieces, clutching them close as Alice slid stiffly from the saddle. The children whimpered softly, clinging to familiar arms, their small bodies still trembling from terror. Joy did not release them until she was certain her sister had them firmly in her grasp and the café door had closed behind them. Only then did she gather the reins with shaking hands.

Without looking back, Joy turned her horse toward her parents’ home at the edge of town. Her heart hammered so violently it stole her breath, each pounding beat echoing in her ears as though warning her to turn back. She leaned forward, gripping the saddle horn until her knuckles whitened, urging the horse faster. And then the house came into view. Already, flames clawed up its familiar walls.

“No... no, no—” The words spilled from her lips, broken and breathless. Joy leapt from the saddle before the horse had even stopped and ran. Townsmen shouted orders, forming frantic bucket lines, boots pounding the dirt as water sloshed uselessly against the growing blaze. Smoke burned her eyes as she sprinted toward the yard, but before she could reach it, the house shuddered violently. With a groan like a dying thing, it collapsed inward, sparks exploding into the sky in a shower of fire and ash. Just like John’s. A scream ripped from Joy’s chest, raw and agonized.

“Ma! Pa! Nooooo!” She lunged toward the inferno, driven by instinct and despair, but strong arms caught her mid-stride and hauled her back. She fought against the hold, thrashing, clawing, kicking, desperate to break free, to reach them, to do something, anything. The grip that held her was iron.

“Easy, girl,” a deep voice rumbled near her ear, calm but commanding. “You can’t go in there.”

Joy sobbed and kicked harder, grief lending her a final surge of strength, but the man only tightened his hold, steady and unyielding.

“Listen to me,” he said, his voice firm with authority, and something gentler beneath it. “You’ll only burn alive. I won’t let you.” 

At last, her strength shattered. Her body sagged, wracked with sobs, and the sheriff drew her close against his broad chest, one arm solid around her shoulders. His voice softened then, words low and sure, a steady presence anchoring her while everything else fell apart.

“Dave, there is—” the deputy began, then faltered. Through her tears, Joy recognized the younger man’s voice. John’s brother. 

The sheriff said nothing, but the look he gave was enough. The deputy swallowed hard and turned away at once. Time blurred. When at last Joy’s sobs dwindled into broken shudders, the sheriff guided her gently aside, far enough that the flames no longer dominated her vision, far enough that she could breathe without choking on smoke and despair. She lifted her head, and their eyes met. His face was etched with sorrow, lines carved deep by years of bearing witness to tragedy, but his gaze held a steady compassion that did not waver. It was the look of a man who had stood beside too many grieving souls and never turned away.

For a single, suspended breath, the chaos faded. The smoke, the shouting, the crackle of fire, all of it fell away. There was only the strength of a man who had chosen to shoulder her weight when she could not carry it herself. His faint smile was sad, almost fatherly, and the steady hand resting on her shoulder carried no promise but one. She was not alone.
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“Hey, will someone get me off this damn horse?”

Joy froze. The voice cut through the smoke and chaos like a blade, cold, sharp, unmistakable.

The woman. In her grief, Joy had forgotten the prisoner entirely. Now every nerve in her body ignited at once. Fury surged, white-hot. She tore free from the arms holding her and crossed the distance in a heartbeat. Pain fueled her strength. 

With a violent jerk, she dragged the woman from the saddle and sent her crashing into the dirt with a heavy, bone-jarring thud. Before reason, or mercy, could intervene, Joy seized the arsonist by the shirt and slammed her head into the ground. Once. Twice. Again.

“Why?” Joy screamed, the sound raw and ragged, torn straight from her chest. “Why did you do this? What do you have against my family?” Her hands moved of their own accord, fingers clamping around the woman’s throat. The stranger choked, gasping for air, eyes bulging as Joy’s rage tightened its merciless hold. 

For a heartbeat, the men nearby stood frozen, stunned by the sudden ferocity of it all. Then the sheriff surged forward. He caught Joy from behind and wrenched her back, breaking her grip before the woman could lose consciousness.

“Let me go!” Joy thrashed, striking blindly, her voice splintering. “She did it—she did it!”

The sheriff did not let go. He understood this was not cruelty. It was anguish unleashed, grief stripped bare, a heart shattered beyond reason. He pinned her firmly yet carefully against his chest, powerful arms locking her fast without hurting her, absorbing every blow until her strength began to falter.

“Easy now, child... easy,” he murmured, his voice low and steady near her ear. “You’re safe. I’ve got you. Let it go.”

Joy fought him with everything she had left, until she had nothing. Long minutes passed. Her struggles weakened, then dissolved into violent sobs. Her body shook as the fury drained away, leaving only exhaustion and unbearable sorrow in its wake.
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“You need to make her talk, Dave,” Joy cried, tears still clinging to her lashes though she fought to steady herself. Her voice shook with urgency and fury. “She’s behind it. I saw her.”

David Baker’s expression softened at her distress, even as his jaw remained set with grim resolve.

“I’m so sorry about your parents, Joy,” he said quietly. “We heard an explosion, and then another not long after. By the time we reached the house, there was nothing left to save.” His gaze darkened. “Someone used dynamite.”

Joy gasped, horror tightening around her throat like a vice.

“Dynamite?” she whispered. “I don’t understand. John and Alice’s house burned too. That woman, I watched her pour oil. I watched her set the barn on fire.”

David’s eyes widened sharply. Beside him, Matt, John’s brother, stepped closer, his face gone ashen.

“Is everyone all right?” Matt asked, his voice faltering, already bracing for the answer. Joy shook her head, pain carving deep lines into her face.

“I got Alice and the girls out,” she said, her words breaking. “But John was already gone when I reached them.” Her breath hitched. “I’m so sorry. Maybe if I’d come sooner, maybe if I—”

“No,” Matt said quickly, the word brittle but firm. He shook his head, eyes shining. “Don’t do that, Joy. Don’t you dare. You did everything you could, more than anyone could’ve asked.”

David stepped closer then and lifted her chin gently, his calloused fingers steady beneath her jaw until her eyes met his. Around them, smoke churned, men shouted, buckets clanged, but for a moment, the chaos seemed to fall away.

“Listen to me,” he said, his voice low and certain, seasoned by years of bearing hard truths. “We will find the truth. That woman will talk. And whoever set this in motion, whoever thought they could destroy your family and walk away, we’ll uncover them.” His hand shifted to her shoulder, firm and grounding. 

“And Joy,” he added quietly, “you’re not alone in this, my girl. Not while I’m here.” 

Her chest ached with grief so deep it felt hollowed out, but his words gave her something solid to cling to, something steady in the storm threatening to pull her under. His touch held no softness meant to soothe, only strength meant to shield. 

Nearby, Matt and two other men lifted the unconscious woman and hauled her toward the lockup. A doctor hurried forward through the smoke, his satchel swinging as he scanned for the wounded.

David drew Joy into a brief embrace, strong, sure, grounding, before releasing her to the physician’s care. As she was guided toward the clinic, he watched until smoke swallowed her from sight, his jaw tightening with resolve. This was no accident. And David Baker intended to see justice done.
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David and her father, Max, had been best friends for as long as Joy could remember, long before her own memories even began. Back in Sacramento, David had worn the badge as sheriff, a man known and respected for his steady hand, clear judgment, and unshakable sense of justice. People trusted him because he listened, because he weighed truth carefully, and because once he acted, he did so without fear or favor.

When Max chose to move his family to the quieter town of Auburn, seeking peace and a better life for his girls, David had not hesitated. He followed without question, trading city streets for dirt roads and small-town law, simply so he could remain close to the people he loved like family.

To Joy, David had always been more than a family friend. She loved him like a second father.

It was David who placed a revolver in her hands the first time she learned to shoot, his grip firm but gentle as he adjusted her stance, showing her how to line up the sights and breathe steadily before pulling the trigger.

Slow and true, he’d told her. Never rush what matters.

It was David who patched skinned knees and soothed bruised pride, who offered a stern word when she tested boundaries, and who gave a quiet shoulder when the weight of the world pressed too heavily on her young heart.

Whenever Max was away on business, it was David who checked in, making certain Alice, Joy, and their mother had everything they needed. Repairs were made. Wood was chopped. Worries were eased before they had time to grow. He never made a show of it. He simply appeared, steady as sunrise.

Through every season of her childhood and adolescence, through laughter and scraped knuckles, through missteps and hard lessons, through moments of grief she had not yet known how to name, David had been there. A constant. A guardian. And now, as everything familiar lay in ashes, Joy understood with aching clarity just how much that presence meant, and how deeply she would need it in the days ahead.
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Since Joy was still coughing, and struggling to draw a full breath, Doc Perkins pressed a small cloth gently to her face and bade her to breathe in. The sharp tang of chloroform burned her nose, making her wince, but almost at once her lungs loosened. The tightness eased, and her ragged gasps softened into slower, steadier breaths.

“There now,” the physician murmured. “That’s enough.” He eased the cloth away and studied her with practiced eyes before straightening. “I want you to stay here overnight, Joy,” he said, his tone firm but not unkind. “You’ve endured more than any young woman ought to in a single day and breathing in that much smoke is no trifling matter. I need to keep an eye on you.”

Joy shifted restlessly on the narrow cot, her voice hoarse and thin.

“What about Alice?” she asked. “I have to look after her, and my nieces.”

“You must rest,” Doc Perkins replied, lifting one bushy eyebrow in that familiar, no-nonsense way of his. “Alice is with her mother-in-law now, from what I hear, and I’ve no doubt that woman will tend to those girls as if they were her own flesh and blood. They’re safe.” His gaze softened slightly. “Right now, my concern is you.”

Joy’s composure shattered. “I was too late, Doc Perkins,” she blurted, tears spilling hot and unchecked down her soot-streaked cheeks. “If I had just hurried, if I’d ridden faster, maybe I could have saved John.”

The older man sighed, long and heavy, and pulled a chair closer to her bedside. He lowered himself into it, joints creaking in protest, and gently took Joy’s trembling hand in his broad, weathered one. His face was solemn, lined with years of tending the wounded and the grieving, but his eyes held only kindness.

“Don’t you go laying this at your own feet, Joy Collins,” he said quietly, his voice steady as bedrock. “Whatever that woman was about, whatever evil she carried with her, she will answer for it.” He squeezed her hand gently. “But you? You had no part in it. None.”

Joy’s shoulders shook as she tried to still her sobs.

“If anything,” he went on, “you arriving when you did may well have spared Alice and those little girls from a far worse fate.” His thumb brushed lightly over her knuckles, a simple, grounding gesture. “Sometimes, child, we don’t get to choose the outcome,” he said softly. “We only get to choose what we do with the moment we’re given. And today, you met that moment with everything you had. Don’t you forget that.”

Joy ducked her head, overcome. Tears dripping onto the thin blanket. Doc Perkins leaned forward then, lowering his voice even further.

“Your father always said you had his fire,” he added gently. “And I reckon he’d be proud as any man could be if he’d seen you today, standing your ground, protecting your kin, showing more courage than most grown men I’ve known.” He gave her hand one last reassuring squeeze. “Don’t let grief blind you to that truth, young lady.”

The words settled over Joy like a warm blanket, insufficient to ease the ache, perhaps, but enough to keep her from breaking entirely.
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Both Joy and Doc Perkins turned at the sudden, heavy knock on the door. The physician rose from his chair and crossed the room, opening it to admit Matt Haven. His face was pale and drawn, eyes shadowed with fresh grief that had not yet settled into anything like acceptance. Behind him stood David Baker, his expression carved from stone, jaw tight with restrained fury. The mayor followed last, shoulders slumped, looking older and wearier than Joy had ever seen him.

Joy pushed herself upright on the cot, clutching the blanket as though it were the only thing anchoring her.

“Did you get anything out of her?” she asked, her voice hoarse but sharpened by urgency. David exhaled slowly through his nose and shook his head.

“She’s not easy to crack,” he said. “We tried every lawful way we know to make her talk, but she clams up tighter than a bank vault.” His mouth tightened. “All she’s given us is a name, Brenda Garrett. And even that...” He paused, lips pressing into a thin line. “...could be a lie.”

The weight of the words settled heavily over the room. David drew a breath through his teeth, then turned toward the physician, frustration edging his normally controlled tone.

“Doc Perkins, I need you to tend to that woman’s wound. She took a bullet to the shoulder, and I’ll be damned if she slips away before we get answers. I want her alive until we know why she came here, and who sent her.”

Doc Perkins nodded once, solemn and unflinching, already reaching for his medical bag.

“I’ll see to it,” he said. Before leaving, he cast Joy a final glance, steady, reassuring, the silent promise of a man who had no intention of abandoning her in this storm. Then he turned and strode from the room, the door swinging shut behind him as smoke and distant voices bled in from the evening beyond.

Joy’s fingers tightened in the blanket. A name, perhaps false. Two houses in ashes. And enemies still hiding in the dark. The worst of it, she knew, was far from over.
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“How are you doing, Joy?” Matt asked quietly, his gaze lingering on her face with open concern. 

Joy shook her head. She closed her eyes at once, as if shutting them might hold the world at bay, might keep her from having to meet anyone’s gaze or answer a question she didn’t know how to answer. She fought to hold back the tears, but the effort was useless. Too much had happened in a single day. Her heart felt shattered into fragments, barely held together by will alone. The three men watched her in silence.

Her face was pale beneath streaks of ash and dirt. Her cheeks were still wet with tears. Damp strands of hair clung to her temples, darkened by sweat and smoke. To them, it was painfully clear she stood on the edge of breaking, body and spirit wrung to exhaustion.

“Perhaps we should speak outside,” Mayor Hershel suggested softly, lowering his voice as if afraid a harsh word might push her over that edge. Joy shook her head again without opening her eyes.

“No,” she said hoarsely. “I want to hear what you have to say.”

The mayor sighed. In the two years since the Collins family had come to Auburn, he had learned one thing beyond doubt: Joy Collins was stubborn to her core. If they left her behind, she would follow. He exchanged a glance with David and Matt, then nodded. They pulled up chairs and sat down. She deserved answers.

“Have you found out anything?” Joy asked.

“Not yet,” Matt said, his voice rough with strain. “The fire isn’t fully out. Once it is, we’ll search for evidence tomorrow.”

“Joy,” Mayor Hershel said gently, folding his hands. “David told me John’s house was burned as well?” 

She nodded. “Yes. I got my sister and the children out, but...” Her voice faltered, breath hitching. She swallowed and forced herself onward. “...it was too late for John.” 

Then the words came tumbling out, everything. The flames cresting the ridge. The barn. The oil. The strange woman. The horses screaming. The desperate rescue. She spoke quickly, as if afraid she might not be able to finish if she stopped. When she was done, silence settled heavily over the room.

A chair scraped back across the floorboards. Though her eyes remained closed, Joy knew it was Matt who had risen, grief driving him to motion, to something physical he could control. He had lost his brother, after all.

“Pa sent me to John and Alice with this letter,” Joy whispered. Her voice broke as she reached into the pocket of her dress. With trembling fingers, she withdrew the folded paper and, for the first time since the men had entered, lifted her gaze. Her eyes met David’s.

He reached for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze before taking the envelope. Slowly, deliberately, he opened it and read aloud the words written in her father’s familiar hand.


John,



Someone is threatening to murder my family. Get yourself and your family out of there. Jonas Andrews will hire men to investigate.



Max



For a long moment, no one spoke. The letter hung in the air like a shadow, dark, suffocating, impossible to ignore. Joy’s eyes filled again, the words blurring as they echoed in her mind. None of it made sense. Who would threaten her father with something so calculated, so merciless? And how long had the danger been creeping toward them, unseen?

Her thoughts drifted back to when her parents had first come to Auburn a little over two years earlier. They had left behind their life in the heart of Sacramento for the quiet beauty of the foothills. John and Alice had followed not long after. For Max Collins, who traveled often for his work, location had mattered little. Auburn had been chosen with care, a place of peace and promise, where they had quickly fallen in love with the land and forged friendships with the townsfolk. 

After the sudden death of John and Matt’s father, their widowed mother and Matt had come as well, opening a small café that soon became the beating heart of the community. What had seemed like a fresh start for all of them, safe, hopeful, filled with new beginnings, was now blackened by fire and blood. And whatever force had shattered that peace was not finished yet.
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3

The Proposal in the Pew


[image: ]


Joy shot upright in bed, her heart vaulting into her throat as a series of explosions shattered the night. The concussive blasts rattled the windowpanes, vibrating through the walls and straight into her bones. Within seconds, the acrid stench of smoke seeped into the air, thick, unmistakable. A chill swept over her, draining the blood from her face.

No. Not again. She flung back the covers and leapt from the bed, bare feet hitting the floor as she raced to the window. Her breath caught painfully in her chest. Flames clawed skyward, casting a hellish orange glow over the street below. The café was ablaze. So was the bank beside it. Her stomach lurched violently. Alice. Annie. Baby Ruth.

Joy didn’t hesitate. She tore from the clinic and into the night, not caring that she wore nothing but a thin nightgown. The cold bit into her skin, sharp and unforgiving, but she barely felt it. Panic drowned out everything else. She ran. 

The closer she got, the louder the chaos grew, shouts, pounding feet, the crackle and roar of fire devouring wood. Smoke burned her eyes as she sprinted toward the café, only to stumble in sudden, breathless relief. They were outside. Alice and the children stood in the street, clinging to Maureen Haven as if she were the last solid thing in a world falling apart. Alice, however, was undone. She sobbed and gasped, nearly hysterical, her breath coming in sharp, panicked bursts as though her lungs refused to obey her.

Joy reached her just in time, wrapping her sister in a fierce embrace. Only then did Alice’s trembling begin to ease, her face buried against Joy’s shoulder. Annie cried against her grandmother’s skirts, small hands clutching tight, while Baby Ruth wailed in Joy’s arms, thin, desperate cries that pierced straight through her heart. Joy held them all, rocking, whispering, grounding them as best she could while fire raged behind them.

Nearby, David Baker, Matt Haven, and a determined line of townsmen battled the inferno with buckets of water and soaked blankets. They moved like a single organism, passing, shouting, dousing, refusing to yield. For hours they fought, voices hoarse, muscles screaming, smoke choking every breath. 

At last, near dawn, the flames were beaten back. The café lay in smoldering ruin, nothing left but blackened timbers and drifting ash. The bank’s outer walls still stood, scarred and blistered, but the interior had been gutted beyond recognition. Joy stared at the devastation. Her arms wrapped tightly around her family. This was no coincidence. No accident. Someone was systematically destroying everything they loved. And the night was far from over.
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Joy stood rooted to the spot, the world tilting beneath her feet, as Matt came running toward them, his voice sharp with urgency.

“David!” he shouted. “The barred window on the prison cell’s been busted open. The woman is gone!”

The words hit like a blow. Joy’s hands curled into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms as fury and dread surged through her veins in equal measure. The fire. The blood. The destruction, and now this. The woman who had brought such ruin had vanished into the night.

A murmur rippled through the gathered townsfolk, fear and anger mingling in low, unsettled voices. To ease Alice’s rising panic, Doc Perkins stepped in at once. He guided her gently but firmly toward the clinic, murmuring reassurances and promising something to steady her nerves. Alice clung to Joy for a moment longer before finally allowing herself to be led away, her steps unsteady, her face drained of all color.

Reverend Alden’s wife moved without hesitation. She gathered Annie and Baby Ruth into her capable arms, her voice calm and soothing as she pressed the frightened children close. With several adolescent daughters at home, girls already eager to help with little ones, the Alden household would be a place of warmth and safety while Alice recovered. Slowly, painfully, order began to reassert itself.

But the day dragged on beneath a sky still stained with smoke, the air thick with the scent of ash and loss. Auburn reeled, not only from the destruction of buildings and homes, but from the chilling knowledge that the woman responsible was once again free. Somewhere beyond the smoldering ruins, she was out there.
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Joy stepped closer to her sister’s mother-in-law and gently took Maureen’s hand.

“I’m so sorry, Maureen,” she said, her voice trembling despite her effort to keep it steady. “Once we have access to my parents’ money, I’ll help pay for the repairs.”

Anyone watching could see how close she was to breaking, her shoulders held rigid, her jaw clenched as if sheer will, might keep her upright. Maureen stared at her with the same stunned, hollow look Matt had worn the day before. For a long moment, she seemed unable to speak. Then she swallowed and found her voice.

“Before we worry about money,” she said quietly, “we need to find who’s behind this.” Her gaze sharpened as it settled on Joy. “And don’t you dare blame yourself. You had nothing to do with any of it.”

Joy’s jaw set. “Alice and the girls were with you last night,” she said. “I don’t know what’s happening, but someone is coming after our family.” Her breath hitched, then steadied. “We’ll leave as soon as the funerals for Ma, Pa, and John are over.”

Maureen opened her mouth to respond, but David Baker had already closed the distance. He had heard enough. His hand found Joy’s, warm and grounding, and he drew her into a brief embrace. It wasn’t lingering or indulgent, but steady. When he pulled back, his eyes met hers, with quiet understanding before his expression hardened into resolve.

“Joy,” he said firmly, “nobody’s blaming you, or Alice. You belong to this town, and you belong to the Haven family. We are not going to let you wander off into danger just because someone’s targeting you.”

Joy shook her head, small but stubborn.

“We have relatives,” she replied. “My uncle Gerald, Pa’s brother, is mayor in Deer Lodge, Montana. He’s our legal guardian until I come of age in a few months. He and Aunt Eliza will take us in.”

David’s brow furrowed at once.

“Deer Lodge is a long way off,” he said. “Stagecoach travel is slow and dangerous. Robberies. Bad weather. Breakdowns. Two young women and small children traveling alone?” He shook his head. “No. I won’t allow it.”

He motioned Matt over and quickly explained Joy’s plan. Matt didn’t soften it.

“Dave’s right,” he said bluntly. “That’d be reckless.”

Joy lifted her chin. “We’ll manage,” she insisted. “We don’t want to be a burden to the town. And until we know why my parents, and John, were murdered, we won’t stay here and wait for it to happen again.”

David’s hand settled firmly on her shoulder.

“You are not just leaving,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Mayor Hershel and Reverend Alden are calling a town meeting this evening. We’ll decide, together, what’s best for you and Alice.” His gaze held hers, unwavering. “And until then, we’ll make certain you’re protected.”

Joy exhaled slowly, the weight of resistance pressing against her ribs. She did not agree, but she did not pull away either. For now, Auburn would not let her face this alone.
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Joy’s hands trembled as she pushed open the heavy doors of the church. Her nerves were already stretched thin, but the conversation she’d just had with the bank owner gnawed at her relentlessly. Everything her father had kept locked away—documents, records, and securities—was gone. The fire had consumed them all, along with the savings and papers of countless townsfolk. The most vital deeds and contracts were safe with her father’s lawyer in Sacramento, but that knowledge brought little comfort now.

With her father gone, the truth pressed down on her like a physical weight. She was not yet of age. Alice was younger still. By law, their uncle became executor of everything, controlling access to the things Maxwell Collins had worked for. Their future, every decision, every dollar, now lay in another man’s hands. Most of the family’s money remained secure in a Sacramento bank, untouched by the flames, but for the present it might as well have been a world away.

They had nothing. No home. No income. No access to even the smallest coin. Joy drew in a shaky breath and stepped farther inside. The pews were filling quickly. Men and women spoke in hushed, urgent tones, faces drawn and wary. Fear rippled through the congregation like a living thing. The mayor and sheriff had not yet arrived, but their absence only sharpened the tension, leaving the air heavy with unanswered questions.

“Joy.” 

She turned at the sound of her name. Doc Perkins beckoned her over and guided her into a quiet corner near the wall, lowering his voice as the crowd swelled around them. His lined face was grim, his eyes dark with concern.

“After your sister’s breakdown earlier,” he began softly, “I examined her.”

Joy’s stomach tightened.

“Her body is covered in bruises,” he continued, his voice barely above a whisper. “Did you know about that?”

Joy swallowed hard before nodding. 

“I noticed bruises on her arm after I pulled her and the girls out of the house.”

Doc Perkins leaned closer, his whisper edged with barely restrained fury.

“She wouldn’t tell me how she got them. But bruises like that, scattered, some old, some new, they usually only mean one thing.” His eyes locked onto Joy’s. “Did John do that to her?”

The question struck like a blow, even though some part of her had already known the answer. Slowly, she nodded again.

“She didn’t want to tell me either,” Joy said quietly. “When I pressed her, she said he was stressed, that he just... grabbed her too hard. By accident.”

The physician scoffed under his breath.

“By accident,” he muttered. “Is that what she said? Hmph.” His lips thinned, his eyes flashing with anger. Joy’s hands curled into fists at her sides.

“I didn’t know until yesterday,” she said, her voice low but fierce. “If he was like that, he hid it well. We haven’t had a chance to talk since everything happened, but I can tell she’s covering for him.” Her throat tightened. “This wasn’t an accident. Not if her whole body is marked.”

For a moment, they stood in silence, the noise of the church fading into the background. Anger and grief twisted between them, hot, unresolved, heavy with things that could never be said to the dead. Doc Perkins’s weathered face hardened with outrage, while Joy’s heart pounded with a fury she barely knew how to name.

For all John had done, or failed to do, her sister had loved him. And now Alice was left alone, his children in her arms, his shadow still clinging to her skin. Joy closed her eyes briefly, steadying herself. Whatever else came of this night, one truth was painfully clear: the fire had not only taken lives and homes, but it had also stripped away illusions.
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When the last of the townsfolk had taken their seats, Mayor Hershel rose at the front of the church, his shoulders squared, David Baker standing solidly at his side like an anchor of law and resolve. The murmurs dwindled to a restless hush, though the room still hummed with grief and unease. Smoke clung stubbornly to coats and shawls, a bitter reminder of all that had been lost. Doc Perkins cleared his throat and spoke first. His eyes found Joy in the crowd, and his voice, steady, practiced, carried without effort.

“Your sister is in no condition to travel. Losing her husband and parents in a single day would cripple anyone.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “Alice is not like you, Joy. She doesn’t have your grit. With two little ones to care for, she could never endure such a journey right now.”

Joy’s hands tightened in her lap, nails pressing into her palms, but when she spoke, her voice was firm.

“Then we wait until she’s stronger. But we must leave as soon as we’re able.”

A murmur rippled through the pews. Reverend Alden leaned forward, his expression grave.

“We cannot allow you two to travel alone. If anything befell you on the road, this town would never forgive itself.”

Joy rose slowly to her feet. She looked around at the faces she had come to know over two short years, neighbors, friends, men and women who had shared harvests, laughter, and now loss. Compassion and worry met her gaze from every direction, tightening her chest.

“I appreciate you all more than I can say,” she began, drawing a steadying breath. “I don’t want to leave. But if staying here puts this community in further danger, if even one more family suffers because of us...” Her voice wavered, then steadied. “I could not bear it.”

Silence spread.

“Our uncle is now our legal guardian,” she continued. “He will see us sheltered until we can stand on our own feet.”

The stillness that followed was thick with resistance. Men shifted in their seats. Hands tightened on the edges of pews. Jaws set, ready for argument.

“Listen,” Joy pressed on. “I know your fears. I share them. But there may be a way forward.” She lifted her chin. “My father worked closely with the U.S. Marshals as a judge. If we send word, I believe headquarters could assign an escort. Surely there’s an officer already traveling north who could take us under his protection.”

Matt Haven surged to his feet, jaw rigid.

“Why not let Alice and the girls stay here with my mother?” he demanded. “She’d never forgive herself if her daughter-in-law and grandchildren were sent halfway across the country. And you should stay too. We’ll guard this town day and night if we must. We won’t let this happen again.”

The pews erupted at once. The blacksmith, arms crossed like iron bars, called out, “He ain’t wrong. We’ll stand watch in shifts. Let ’em stay put.”

But Martha Grady, the shopkeeper’s wife, shook her head fiercely.

“And risk losin’ more of our men to bullets?” she shot back. “Ain’t we put enough in the ground this year already? Joy’s right, best they move on and pull the danger clear of town.”

A young farmer’s son sprang up, fists clenched. 

“We can stand our ground. Whoever’s huntin’ ’em can come on. We ain’t no cowards takin’ cover behind womenfolk.”

“Sit yourself down,” his father barked, yanking him back by the arm. “Bravery’s one thing, plain foolishness is another. This here’s about keepin’ families alive.”

Voices swelled and clashed, some urging the sisters to stay, others insisting they must go. The tension snapped back and forth like a rope pulled taut, fraying under strain. Joy stepped forward, her eyes blazing.

“And put more men in the ground for our sake?” she demanded. “No. We don’t know who’s behind this, or how many of them there are. I won’t have wives widowed and children fatherless because of us.” Her voice rang through the church. “Pa would never want us to become a burden to this town.” Her words cut through the clamor, silencing some, provoking others.

David exhaled hard through his nose and shook his head. For all the affection and protectiveness, he felt for Joy, her unyielding resolve drove him perilously close to exasperation. In her lifted chin, in her fearless eyes that dared any man to challenge her, he saw Max Collins’s spirit blazing unmistakably through her. At last, Mayor Hershel raised both hands.

“Enough.”

The room stilled.

“We will have order in this meeting,” he said firmly. “Joy has spoken her piece, and this matter will be weighed carefully before any decision is made.” His gaze swept the pews. “Tonight, we will hear all sides, but there will be no rash words and no promises we cannot keep.”

The church quieted, though uneasily. Lamplight flickered across the rafters, casting long, restless shadows as the people sat braced, waiting for the storm of voices to rise again.
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Joy cleared her throat before she spoke again, steadying herself against the tightness pressing on her chest.

“I am not saying we will stay away forever,” she said, her voice calm despite the strain beneath it. “But it isn’t this town’s responsibility to protect and care for us.”

Matt leaned forward abruptly, his hands clenched together, knuckles whitening. When he spoke, his voice was low but urgent.

“What if you and I got married?” he asked. “Would you stay then?”

The words struck her like a blow. Joy gasped, heat flooding her face as the church seemed to tilt beneath her. For a heartbeat, she could only stare at him, certain she had misheard. But the look in his eyes, earnest, desperate, pleading, told her she had not.

“Matt...” she whispered, grasping for breath. “You can’t mean that.”

“I do.” His jaw tightened, eyes shining in the lamplight. “I’ve already lost John. I can’t bear the thought of losing the rest of you too. If marriage is what it takes to keep you here safe, then I’ll do it. You, Alice, the girls... you’re all I have left of him.” His voice cracked. “Don’t take that away from me.”

Joy’s heart twisted painfully at the raw grief in his tone. She drew a slow, steady breath, forcing herself to speak with clarity rather than emotion.

“Matt, I care for you deeply,” she said. “But marrying out of duty or grief won’t heal anything. We both know we are not in love.” Her gaze held his. “And as I’ve said before, I will not make myself a burden, to you, or to anyone in this town.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but she lifted a hand, stopping him.

“And think of your mother,” she continued softly. “She has already lost one son. What would it do to her if she believed she might lose another because of us?”

“It wouldn’t be your fault,” he insisted hoarsely. “But with John gone, it falls to me. Someone must look after the children. Alice can’t shoulder it all alone. And Annie, she isn’t even her blood.”

Joy’s eyes flashed, her voice sharpening.

“Alice is the only mother Annie remembers. She loves her as if she were her own. You are not suggesting tearing them apart, are you?”

Matt shook his head fiercely. Anguish etched into his face.

“No. Of course not. But if you leave, Joy... it will break my mother’s heart.” His voice dropped. “And mine.”

Her throat tightened, but she did not look away.

“Alice lost her husband,” Joy said quietly. “Every corner of this town reminds her of John, and of our parents. Once she is strong enough, she deserves the chance to heal in her own way, even if that means leaving.” Her voice steadied. “She can return when she’s ready. But right now, distance is the only mercy we can give her.”

Before Matt could answer, Mayor Hershel cleared his throat, cutting the moment short.

“Joy,” he said, “do you know if your father made any serious enemies in recent weeks or months? Judges seldom live quiet lives.”

Joy let out a weary breath and lifted her shoulders in a small shrug.

“Pa never spoke much about his cases,” she replied. “After we moved to Auburn, I helped him with paperwork now and then, but if he had dangerous clients, or enemies, he never mentioned them. And as far as I know, John didn’t speak of his work either.” She hesitated. “It’s possible something happened that prompted them to move us out here, traveling between towns as judge and attorney. But if there were threats, neither Pa nor Mama ever said a word.”

Matt pushed himself to his feet, jaw tight, hands curling into fists.

“Then we’ll find out ourselves,” he said grimly. “I’ll take a few men and see if we can track down that woman we jailed yesterday. Tomorrow, I’ll ride out to John’s farm and search for anything that might give us a clue. We’ll comb through the burned buildings here in town, too.” His voice shook with barely contained fury. “There has to be something that points us to who did this.”

Joy understood the fire in him all too well. It wasn’t only duty driving Matt Haven forward. It was grief. And a desperate hunger for justice, for his brother, and for the parents she had loved, with her whole heart.
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With the café reduced to ruin, Joy and Alice took shelter at the clinic. Mrs. Alden came faithfully each day with the baby whenever it was time for her to nurse, her presence calm and reassuring. Annie, meanwhile, was lovingly claimed by the Aldens’ daughters, who surrounded her with the attention and gentle care only a house full of girls could give. For the moment, at least, the children were safe, warm, watched over, and spared the worst of what had been lost. Joy, however, could not rest. 

Sleep came only in fitful snatches, chased away by smoke-scented memories and the relentless drum of unanswered questions. When her lungs were strong enough to bear it, she returned again and again to the charred remains of what had once been her parents’ home. Each visit nearly broke her.

Standing before the blackened shell of the house, the place where laughter and quiet evenings had once lived, left her chest aching with a grief she could scarcely contain. But she forced herself to keep moving, to keep searching. If she didn’t fight, if she didn’t look for answers, there would be no justice. And she owed her parents more than tears.

The devastation was absolute. Charred timbers lay
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