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Prologue: The First Flame

The match flared in the darkened living room, a thin, bright pulse against the void. Daniel Ward held motionless, Bible pressed against his chest like armor. The house reeked of abandonment: dust thick on windowsills, cobwebs draped across corners. Beneath it all, the sharp chemical bite of gasoline soaked into floorboards and bundled rags.

He touched flame to cloth. Fire caught instantly, racing along the accelerant trails he'd laid with surgical precision. It climbed curtains and blistered paint, transforming the room into a cathedral of heat and light. Daniel whispered as flames gathered strength: "The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it."

To him, this wasn't destruction. It was revelation.

The house belonged to Harold Grayson, a banker who'd foreclosed on seventeen families in two years while his own wealth doubled. Daniel had watched him for months, the practiced smile for handshakes, the eyes that never softened when signing eviction notices. Fire, Daniel believed, was honest. It stripped away pretense. What remained was truth.

The room brightened as flames spread across the ceiling. Heat prickled his exposed skin. Picture frames buckled and fell. He stepped to the doorway and pressed a charred stick against the scorched trim, dragging it slowly, carefully, until the word stood stark and black against pale wood: TRUTH.

He stood back and listened. Fire spoke to him. It showed him how air moved through corners, how heat breathed along joists. He'd learned its language during five years as a firefighter, before they'd taken his badge and left him with nothing but knowledge and fury.

The roof groaned overhead. Embers spiraled upward through broken windows like red insects carried on winter wind. Smoke crawled into the street where a neighbor would soon wake, wondering about the strange orange glow painting her bedroom wall.

Daniel slipped outside, shoulders hunched, canvas bag across his back. He didn't run. Small, deliberate steps carried him past hedges and a stone birdbath, the Bible tucked tight under his arm, a weight that felt like purpose.

At the sidewalk, he turned once more. The house was alive now, fire filling it with pulsing, consuming life. It erased rooms and wiped clean the careful staging of a tidy existence. It did what nothing else would do for this town. It told the truth.

He thought of the other names circled on his map. The mayor. Judge Holt. Pastor Ellis. He thought of ledgers and closed-door meetings and cash slipped under tables. The town smiled through its secrets. Fire didn't smile. Fire didn't bargain. It consumed.

"And ye shall know the truth," he whispered to the cold air. He believed the town would wake to a sermon written in ash and charred letters. He believed the investigator would hear it first, the one who chased smoke and patterns, the one who'd have to decide what truth meant when it burned.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Blue lights flickered against bare trees. Daniel moved along the street, keeping to shadows, passing frost-bent grass and a frozen puddle that held a thin reflection of dancing flames. At the corner he paused, looking up at stars hidden behind smoke.

He didn't pray for forgiveness. He prayed for clarity. He asked for the next step to be revealed as cleanly as this one had been. He asked for the right word when he reached the next door.

When the first engine turned the corner, he'd already faded from view, crossing to a service alley behind a shuttered shop. He knew the angles. He knew where shadows would swallow him whole. He knew exactly how long it took a roof to fail.

At the alley's end he stopped, setting the Bible on his palm, feeling the texture of worn leather where his thumb had smoothed it over countless readings. He lifted it to his chest again and breathed deeply. They would call him a monster. They would call him mad. They would say he hated them.

He didn't. He loved the truth. He wanted it to live here.

Soft snow began to fall, slow and patient. It gathered on fence posts and hissed against hot glass before melting away. Daniel watched for a moment, then turned and walked into the night. He left the ash to speak where words failed. He left the word TRUTH to hang above the door like the final line of a psalm.

By dawn, the investigator would stand in that room. He would smell the gasoline, see the burn patterns fan from the center like a dark flower, photograph the word Daniel had written. And he would know: someone was preaching.

Daniel kept moving. The sermon was only beginning.
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Chapter One: Ashes at Dawn
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The alarm buzzed at 5:47 a.m. Jake Kincaid silenced it and reached for his phone, squinting at the bright screen. A fire report from Laurel Ridge glowed through the darkness. He sat up, careful not to disturb Emma. Her hand rested protectively over her belly, seven months along now, their first child growing steadily despite the complications that had everyone worried.

He kissed her forehead gently. She stirred but didn't wake. Good. She needed rest more than she'd admit.

By the time Jake reached the scene, the house was a blackened skeleton against the pale morning sky. The roof had collapsed inward, windows gaped empty and dark, smoke still curling from hot spots. Firefighters moved with practiced rhythm, hoses hissing against smoldering beams that glowed orange when water hit them.

Captain Ruiz spotted Jake and crossed the lawn, his face grim beneath soot smears. "No one home. Owners are on vacation in Florida. But you need to see inside."

Jake pulled on latex gloves and followed Ruiz through the front door. His boots crunched over ash and debris. The air was thick with the sharp tang of gasoline, unmistakable once you'd smelled it at enough scenes. Burn patterns spread outward from multiple points on the floor, deliberate and controlled, the kind of precision that spoke of knowledge and planning.

Above the doorway, scorched deep into the paint, a single word glared back at him in crude block letters: TRUTH.

Jake's stomach tightened. This wasn't an accident. It wasn't even ordinary arson. This was a message.

He pulled out his camera and began documenting, the word filling his frame at multiple angles. Outside, Ruiz studied the image on Jake's screen, his brow furrowed. "Preaching with fire. That's a first for Laurel Ridge."

Jake didn't answer immediately. He'd investigated plenty of arson scenes, insurance fraud, revenge, teenage vandalism. But this carried a different weight. Intent. Purpose. Someone had burned this house to make a point.

"Get samples from the pour patterns," Jake said. "I want to know exactly what accelerant he used and where he bought it."

Back home two hours later, Emma was at the kitchen sink chopping carrots, her movements slow and careful. She'd been on modified bed rest for three weeks after a bout of elevated blood pressure, and every small task felt like a victory against her body's rebellion. She turned as Jake entered, eyes immediately searching his face with the intensity he'd learned to expect.

"Another fire?"

"Yeah. Laurel Ridge. No one hurt, house was empty." He hesitated, but her gaze held steady, demanding truth. Five years of marriage had taught him she could smell evasion like gasoline.

"Jake, I know there's more. Tell me."

He set his coffee down carefully. "Arson. Deliberate. And someone burned a word into the wall above the door. TRUTH."

Her hand stilled on the knife. She set it down slowly, turning to face him fully. "What does that mean?"

It wasn't just a wife's question. Emma had worked as an investigative journalist at the Laurel Gazette for six years before the pregnancy complications forced her to step back. She'd cut her teeth covering city council meetings that lasted until midnight, digging through budget reports that made her eyes cross, chasing down rumors of kickbacks and backroom deals. She'd broken the story about the previous mayor's nephew getting no-bid contracts. She'd exposed the school board president's affair with a construction company owner whose firm kept winning bids despite higher estimates.

The fire wasn't just crime to her. It was communication. And messages demanded to be read.

"I don't know yet," Jake admitted. "But it's deliberate. Someone's making a statement."

Emma nodded slowly, her mind already working. He could see it in her eyes, that sharp focus that meant she was connecting dots, building frameworks. "The house belonged to Harold Grayson."

Jake blinked. "How did you know that?"

"I still read the news, Jake. I'm on bed rest, not brain rest." A slight smile touched her lips. "Grayson's been in the papers for the last year. Aggressive foreclosures. There was a protest outside his office last month, families claiming predatory lending practices. The Gazette did a whole series."

Jake felt something click into place. "You think someone targeted him specifically?"

"If they're preaching truth, they're picking people they think are hiding something." She moved to the kitchen table and sat down carefully, one hand on her belly. "I want to help with this."

"Em, you need to rest. Doctor's orders."

"I can research
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