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April Fairchild knew she shouldn’t look, but she did. From the kitchen at the back of the bakery, she was grateful for the narrow window above the worktable that offered a partial glimpse of the street outside. Hawkins strode down Main Street, his hat pulled low against the glare, the silver badge on his vest catching the sunlight. Even from the bakery window, she recognized the easy strength in his stride and the quiet authority that came so naturally to him. Her heart quickened, betraying the secret she had guarded for years. She had loved him all her life, but loving him was forbidden. 

The Fairchilds and the Hawkins family hadn’t always been enemies. When April and Hawkins were children, the two families lived side by side in easy peace. Summers had been filled with long afternoons of fishing at the riverbank, catching frogs in the reeds, and laughing until dusk sent them home. Back then she had known him as Jacob, though everyone in town had taken to calling him by his surname. It had started as a joke, but the name stuck, and even Jacob admitted to her that he preferred it. To her, he would always be both: the boy who had once been Jacob, and the man the town knew only as Hawkins. 

But one summer everything changed. Some claimed it was a fence, others swore it was the bull that wandered into the wrong herd. Whatever the cause, neither of their fathers would yield, and what might have been settled with a handshake hardened into bitterness that cut off every tie between them. The friendship she and Hawkins had cherished was torn apart, replaced by silence, cold looks, and a grudge that lasted into their grown years. 

April forced her gaze back to the counter where a row of tart shells waited. Flour clung to her fingers. The smell of rising bread drifted from the oven, warm and comforting, but her heart was anything but steady. She pressed the dough too firmly, leaving fingerprints where there should have been smooth edges. Foolish girl. What good would come from dreaming of him?

Memories flickered, unbidden. Summer afternoons spent skipping stones across Link River, laughter mingling with the sound of water as they tried to beat each other. It was before sharp words and grudges between their fathers had built a wall too high to climb. Before he had taken up the badge, she had buried her heart beneath duty and family pride.

The bakery’s back door creaked open, letting in a gust of chilly air. Her brother leaned just inside, not bothering to remove his hat. “April, bring a loaf of bread home when you finish up.” His eyes followed hers toward the window, then back again, sharp with unspoken warning. “And keep your mind where it belongs.” He didn’t need to say more. She knew exactly what he meant. 

She bit her lip, bowing her head over the tarts. If only her brother knew how hard she prayed to keep her heart in check. Trust in the Lord with all your heart. The words whispered through her mind, a verse she had learned as a child. But today it felt less like a lesson and more like a lifeline. 

Mrs. Anderson, the owner of the bakery, bustled into the kitchen from the front of the shop. “I’ve run out of cookies already. Do you have more baked?” she asked, brushing a wisp of hair back from her face. “There’s a customer out front who would like to purchase six.”

April quickly wiped her hands on her apron and moved to the cooling rack. “Yes, ma’am. I set aside two trays this morning.” She lifted a neat row of gold-brown cookies onto a plate, forcing her thoughts away from the man who had just walked by the window. Customers came first. Duty came first. Now if she could just convince her heart of that. 

Mrs. Anderson gave her an approving smile. “That’s my girl. Always one step ahead.” Then she hurried back to the front, leaving April in the warm hum of the kitchen once more.

Through the opening in the wall, April caught the low murmur of voices. A man’s low drawl carried easily. “I saw Hawkins just now, wearing that badge like he was born to it. Fine deputy, I’ll grant him that.”

A woman clucked her tongue in reply. “Fine deputy or not, he’ll never mend things with the Fairchilds. Too much water under the bridge for that.”

April’s cheeks burned. She bent her head lower, praying no one would notice. Her hands moved quickly over the tart shells, though her heart ached with every press of dough, as if she could knead away the feeling she had no right to carry. 
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Hawkins kept his stride steady, though his pulse betrayed him the moment he neared the Anderson bakery. He told himself not to glance toward the back window, not to search for the one face he longed to see. But habit was stronger than resolve.

And there she was. April Fairchild, framed by the small window, flour dusting her dark hair, her hands busy with pastry dough. She didn’t know what she did to him with just a glance. Or maybe she did. He forced his eyes forward, tightening his jaw as if that could keep his heart in check.

A lawman had no business pining after the daughter of his father’s oldest enemy. He bore a badge now, and with it came duty to serve the town and steer clear of scandal. Folk still whispered about the Fairchild-Hawkins feud, and if they caught even a hint of his feelings for April, tongues would wag until they burned both families raw. He’d prayed for the strength to let her go, but the Lord hadn’t seen fit to grant it yet.

Still...he couldn’t forget the summers of long ago, when the feud hadn’t yet poisoned every corner of their lives. They hadn’t only run wild along the riverbanks, they raced through April’s mothers sunflowers, their stalks taller than both of them, a secret fortress where laughter hid them from the world. Later, as teenagers, he’d helped her plant new rows of sunflowers at the edge of the garden, pretending it was only neighborly duty, though in truth he would have carried water for her every day of his life if it meant seeing her smile. She had been his friend first, before she became the secret he carried like a brand against his chest. If only there wasn’t a feud between the families.

Hawkins tipped his hat lower against the glare and lengthened his stride. Better to keep walking than risk stepping inside. For if he crossed that threshold, he wasn’t sure his heart or his family’s pride would let him walk back out unscathed. 
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The morning had been busier than usual, and Hawkins prayed it might soon settle. Paperwork waited on his desk, but first he needed to stop by the telegraph office. Yesterday afternoon he had sent a telegram, and the silence since had gnawed at him.

Pushing through the narrow doors of the telegraph office, he tipped his hat at the operator and stepped inside. The faint clicking of the machine reached his ears, sharp against the shuffle of townsfolk outside and the distant rumble of a wagon on the street. 

“Morning, Deputy,” the clerk greeted him with a nod. “No reply for you yet. Wires are running slow today since there were storms over the mountains last night. It may have delayed things.”

Hawkins pressed his lips together and gave a short nod. “Appreciate you letting me know.” With that, he turned back into the chill of the street, though unease lingered at the back of his mind.

He walked briskly down Main Street, his boots striking the boardwalk, until the familiar scent of fresh bread tugged him toward the Anderson bakery. He meant only to pass by, as he always did, but Mrs. Anderson herself walked out the door towards him. 

“Well now, Deputy Hawkins,” she called with a cheerful wave. “You look like a man who could use a sticky bun and a cup of coffee. Come in, come in! My treat.”

He hesitated only a heartbeat before removing his hat. “Much obliged, Mrs. Anderson. Don’t mind if I do.” 

Inside, the warmth and sweetness wrapped around him like an old quilt. Betsy stood at the front counter, busy with a customer, her quick smile flashing as she counted change. Mrs. Anderson led Hawkins through to the back kitchen.

“Sit yourself there,” she said, pointing toward a sturdy chair by a table, near the worktable. “Coffee’s fresh, and these buns are still warm.”

Hawkins settled in, grateful for a brief pause in his morning. April was still working, her hands dusted with flour as she bent over a tray of sticky buns. She kept her eyes on her work, but she could feel his attention as surely as the heat from the ovens. 

Mrs. Anderson bustled between them, setting a steaming cup and a sticky bun on a plate before Hawkins. “There now. Nothing better for keeping a man going.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied, though his voice felt rough. His attention kept sliding back to the woman at the worktable, so close he could hear the soft thump of her rolling pin yet separated by years of silence and a feud neither had caused. 

Mrs. Anderson bustled about the kitchen, humming under her breath as she poured Hawkins a second cup of coffee. “Busy morning for you, I expect? Seems half the town has reason to stop you on the street these days.”

Hawkins offered a polite smile as he took a bite of his sticky bun. Once he was done chewing, he said, “Comes with the badge, ma’am. Folks like to share their troubles, and I do my best to listen.”

“Mm, hmm.” She slid a fresh pan of rolls onto the cooling rack, the scent filling the warm kitchen. “And you do more than listen. You helped us when we had that mystery and trouble. I want to thank you again for your help. I don’t think Betsy and I would have made it through without you and Frank.”

“I was just doing my job,” Hawkins replied, lifting his cup and taking a slow sip of coffee. Hot, black, and just the way he liked it.

Mrs. Anderson nodded briskly. “And I heard you stopped that scuffle at the saloon last week before it turned into a brawl. That’s no small feat.” 

April glanced up then, unable to help herself. Hawkins’s gaze flicked toward her, as quickly as a heartbeat, before returning to Mrs. Anderson. He broke a piece of sticky bun, his fingers steady though she knew too well the strength behind them.

“Ma’am, I only hope to do my duty.” His tone was even, but April caught the faint weariness behind it. Duty. Always duty.

Mrs. Anderson wiped her hands on her apron and turned back toward the front of the shop. “Well, I’d best see to my customers before Betsy sells the place empty. Although that would mean we could close early, I don’t think my customers would appreciate that. You two behave yourselves.” Her laugh trailed after her as she disappeared through the doorway.

April kept her hands moving, but the silence felt louder than the ovens. 

Hawkins set his cup down carefully. “Mrs. Anderson means well,” he said

“She always has,” April answered, her eyes fixed on the dough. “She is one of the few in town who still remembers what it was like before.”

A pause. The rolling pin slowed.

“Do you remember it?” Hawkins asked, his voice lower.

April swallowed. “I remember fishing at the riverbank and thinking the world would always stay kind.”

His gaze held on her a moment. “I prayed last night for peace in this town.”

Her hands stilled, just once. “So did I.”

Neither of them spoke for a heartbeat, but something settled between them, quiet and real.

Then April picked up the rolling pin again. “We should not be talking like this.”

Hawkins nodded once, like it cost him. “No, ma’am. We should not.” 

The kitchen grew quiet but for the sound of April’s rolling pin against the dough. Hawkins sipped his coffee, his eyes drawn to her again despite his best efforts. She focused on the sticky buns she was preparing, her lashes lowered, every nerve in her body keenly aware of his presence so close behind her. 
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The jailhouse stood quiet when Hawkins pushed open the heavy oak door. Morning light slanted across the worn desk, catching on the stack of papers waiting for him. He set his hat on the peg by the door and eased into the chair, reaching for the top sheet.

Paperwork, always paperwork. Arrest records, town complaints, notices to be filed. The kind of duty no one noticed unless it was left undone. He dipped his pen in the ink, though his thoughts strayed to the telegraph office. No reply yet. He’d sent that wire yesterday, and the silence gnawed at him. Not that it was the sort of wire townsfolk ever knew about, it hadn’t gone to anyplace close or the sheriff, but farther East, to men who preferred to remain nameless. 

A sharp rap on the door pulled him back. Hawkins set the pen down as the door creaked open and a ranch hand stepped inside, hat in hand, boots dusted from the trail.

“Deputy,” the young man began, his voice tight, “There’s been trouble out at the Miller’s spread. The fence is down, cattle scattered. Miller swears it wasn’t an accident. Says someone cut the wires clean through.”

Hawkins rose from his chair, every trace of weariness gone. Fence lines again. Trouble that smelled too much like the old grudges between families. He slid a small black notebook into his vest pocket, the same notebook where he kept his notes in a tight shorthand no one else seemed able to read.

“Where exactly?” he asked, reaching for his hat.

“North pasture.” The boy twisted his hat in his hands. “And Miller’s fit to be tied. Says if it happens again, he will take matters into his own hands.”

That was the trouble. Hot tempers and pride. Hawkins grabbed his hat and patted his gunbelt that was on his hips, though he prayed he wouldn’t need it. He had seen too many men lose everything by reaching for iron before answers.

“Tell Miller I’ll be out there within the hour. And make sure he holds steady until I arrive. I don’t want neighbors doing something they’ll regret.”

The boy nodded quickly and hurried out.

Left alone, Hawkins stood still for a moment, staring at the shaft of sunlight cutting across the desk. Fence trouble. Of all things. His gut told him this wasn’t just about Miller’s herd. Not with old grudges still simmering in town. And though no one had said it outright, he feared every cut wire, every broken post, was part of a larger pattern, one his telegram was meant to confirm. Something that would drive the families further apart, keep them looking at one another instead of beyond. Until the reply came, he’d keep his suspicions close. A deputy asked questions for the town, but he asked the kind no one else dared. 

Hawkins settled his hat low and stepped out into the bright morning. The air carried the tang of pine from the tall pine trees all around and the sharper scent of dust stirred by all the horses in town. His boots struck the boardwalk as he crossed to the livery. Within minutes he was mounted, his horse eager beneath him as he turned toward the north pasture.

The ride out to the Miller’s spread was brisk, the trail bordered by fields gone golden with late summer sun. By the time the ranch house came into view, Hawkins could already hear the bawling of scattered cattle echoing across the land.

Miller himself stood by the broken fence line, fists planted on his hips, face flushed from more than the morning heat. Two hands worked nearby, dragging wire and posts back into some kind of order, though the cattle had already wandered far into the meadow.

Hawkins dismounted and looped his reins over the fence post that still stood. “Morning, Miller,” he called evenly. “I hear you’ve had trouble.”

“Trouble?” Miller spat the word, his jaw tight. “Call it sabotage, Deputy. Look at this.” He grabbed a length of wire and held it up. The end was sheared clean. “Ain’t no accident. Somebody cut this, and they meant to.” 

Hawkins crouched, examining the wire. Miller was right; the edges bore the mark of a sharp blade, not the wear of weather. He straightened slowly, brushing the dust from his hands.

“You got any notion who’d do such a thing?” Hawkins asked.

Miller’s eyes narrowed. “Do I? You tell me, Deputy. Who’s been feuding over land and fences longer than anyone else in these parts? Fairchild’s got no business on this side, but I wouldn’t put it past one of his hands.”

Hawkins’s mouth tightened. “Careful, Miller. I’ll see this handled, but until we’ve got proof, keep your men steady. Last thing we need is neighbor against neighbor, and you know how quick tempers catch fire.”

Miller gave a grunt but didn’t argue further, though the anger in his eyes told Hawkins it would take little to spark him. The ranch hands muttered as they worked, glancing at the deputy as if waiting for him to confirm their suspicions. 

Hawkins walked the line, studying the ground. The grass was trampled, hoofprints scattered every which way. But near the cut wire, something caught his eye, a single boot track, sharp and clear in the dirt. Not one of Miller’s men, judging by the tread. 

He crouched again, tracing it with his gaze. Whoever had done this hadn’t been careless. They meant for the herd to break loose.

Hawkins rose, his jaw set. Fence lines, cattle grudges, it all felt too deliberate. And in his gut, he feared Miller was right about one thing: this was no accident. 

He mounted up again, giving Miller a firm nod. “Keep your men on the herd and leave the fence to me. I’ll ask around in town and see what I turn up.”

“You do that, Deputy,” Miller replied, his voice taut. “But mark my words, if this happens again, I won’t be waiting on the law.”

Hawkins’s gaze held steady on him. “You’ll wait, Miller. No good ever came of taking matters into your own hands.”

With that, he turned his horse back toward Klamath Falls. The sun rode higher now, warming his shoulders, but the weight in his chest was colder than ever. He knew where his next stop had to be. 

Fairchild. April’s brother had been restless of late, hot-blooded like their father before him. If Miller was looking for someone to blame, the Fairchild name was already half out of his mouth. Hawkins had no proof, only suspicion. But if April’s kin had been anywhere near Miller’s north pasture last night, Hawkins needed to hear it from the man himself.

And that was the trouble. To keep the peace, Hawkins would have to walk a fine line between duty and the woman whose face still haunted him from a bakery window.

Hawkins turned his horse toward the Fairchild place, the reins tight in his hands. The road wound past fields already touch by autumn gold, the kind of quiet beauty that might have soothed another man. But today his mind churned with Miller’s accusations.

The Fairchild ranch house came into view, sturdy against the backdrop of tall pines. A figure bent near the
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