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Prologue
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When the mob came, the stars vanished behind a veil of fire. Paige Clarke had been only eleven, clutching her cousin’s hand in the darkness as their world burned to ash. Years later, standing at her schoolhouse window, she could still hear the echo of that night—the screams, the prayers, and the vow she’d made to never again let fear steal her faith.

Time had softened the edges of that terrible night, but never the memory itself. It lived quietly in her dreams and surfaced in her prayers—a constant reminder of what hate could destroy and what faith could rebuild.

She had promised herself she would not let fear shape her future. San Francisco might be a world away from Missouri, but it was here, among the fog and the faithful few, that Paige intended to rise from the ashes.

Now, as she stood before the tall window of the girls’ school, her reflection shimmered faintly in the glass—like the ghost of the child she had once been.

Beyond it, laughter drifted across the yard—bright, airy, and full of life. The younger girls skipped and twirled, ribbons streaming from their braids. A few of the older ones lingered beneath the maple tree, whispering and giggling as though the world had never known sorrow.

Paige smiled, though her heart ached. Once, she too had laughed so freely—before loss stripped away her innocence and forced her to cling to faith in the dark.

Watching the girls now, she wondered if they realized how blessed they were to grow up in safety, untouched by memories of fire... and by the screams that still, at times, chased her awake in the night.

After her family was taken from her, Paige and her cousin Jean were sent to San Francisco to live with their great-uncle.

But the man wanted nothing to do with them.

She never once saw his face.

The moment she and Jean arrived—small, frightened, and exhausted from the journey—they were placed under the care of Reverend Jonas O’Neal and his wife, Mary-Beth. At her uncle’s direction, it was the O’Neals who brought them to the boarding school for girls managed by Headmaster and Headmistress Sherwin.

At first, Paige had been terrified—of strangers, of the bustling, unfamiliar city, and most of all, of the silence that followed loss. But time and love had a way of mending broken pieces. Slowly, she came to see the O’Neals and the Sherwins not merely as caretakers, but as family.

Reverend O’Neal, with his gentle eyes and steady voice, became the father she no longer had. He sat with her through sleepless nights when nightmares clawed their way back, holding her hand and whispering prayers until the trembling eased.

Closing her eyes now, Paige pressed her fingertips to the cool glass. The memories were still vivid—too vivid.

She would never forget the night everything changed.

It had begun as a night of joy. Their small settlement in Missouri had gathered for a simple celebration—music, laughter, and the warm glow of lanterns chasing away the shadows. Children played outside, darting between cabins, while the adults shared stories and hymns. Her mother’s laughter had been the last sound of peace Paige remembered.

Then came the shouting.

Harsh voices rose from the saloon—drunken, angry, dripping with venom. Her mother’s face had gone pale as she gripped Paige’s shoulders and whispered, “Take Jean and hide in the woods. Don’t come out, no matter what happens.”

Paige obeyed.

Dragging her cousin toward the hollow trunk of a still-standing tree, she clutched Jean’s hand in terror. From their hiding place, they watched as chaos consumed their settlement.

A mob of wild-eyed men, staggering from drink, descended upon their homes, cursing the Mormon settlers they despised. Torches lit the sky in a ghastly orange glow. The sharp scent of smoke and burning timber filled the air.

The girls covered their ears, but the screams still reached them—the screams of people they loved.

Her father and uncles were among those dragged into the street, tarred, feathered, and hanged as the mob jeered. The image seared itself into her memory.

Jean buried her face in Paige’s shoulder, and Paige whispered prayers through broken sobs, clutching the two small books she always carried—the Bible and the Book of Mormon.

She read aloud to steady them, her voice trembling but resolute as she reached Joshua 1:9:

“...be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

The verse anchored her—a lifeline of faith even as the world around them burned.

By morning, the settlement had been reduced to charred ruins. And the mob, still unsatisfied with the devastation, swept on to other towns, threatening every Latter-day Saint community in their path.

Those who survived fled westward, following the same trails the early Saints had taken years before, seeking peace once more in the Utah Territory.

Neither Paige nor Jean had any family left to claim them.

They traveled with other Saints, first by wagon and then by train, until they reached the Salt Lake Valley. From there, they were placed with families continuing westward to California. Eventually, the journey carried them to San Francisco, where Reverend O’Neal and Mary-Beth welcomed them as though they were their own daughters.

From that day forward, the O’Neals became their anchor in a world entirely foreign. Yet even the kind reverend never knew the full truth of what the two frightened girls had endured.

Paige and Jean never spoke of that night—not to him, not to Mary-Beth, and not even to each other.

Their great-uncle, not a member of The Church of Jesus Christ, remained distant and uninvolved—a name on paper rather than a presence in their lives. Because of this, the girls rarely had the chance to gather with fellow Latter-day Saints. Mary-Beth took them when she could, but more often they attended Reverend O’Neal’s Protestant services.

Paige did not mind.

His sermons were gentle and full of hope, reminding her that God’s love extended far beyond the walls of any meetinghouse or denomination. Still, she and Jean clung quietly to their own faith. Each evening, they read from the Book of Mormon together, their whispered prayers weaving a bridge between the world they had lost and the future they longed for.

Despite everything, the loss, the fear, the horror, they never let go of their testimony.

Paige’s faith became her lifeline.

She believed with all her heart that one day she would see her parents and siblings again. And she made herself a solemn promise: one day, she would stand within the sacred walls of an LDS temple and be sealed to her family for time and all eternity.

Perhaps, if the Lord willed it, she would even find love—a man of courage and conviction with whom she could build the kind of home that had once been stolen from her.

That dream, fragile yet fiercely bright, kept her moving forward.

Sometimes, in the stillness before sleep, Paige imagined her mother’s voice whispering through the remembered flames:

Be brave, my little one.

She held tight to those words like a promise.

Whatever lay ahead—joy or sorrow, loss or love—she knew she would face it with the courage born the night the stars went out.
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As Is Fitting in the Lord
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Paige glanced nervously toward Reverend and Mrs. O’Neal as she sat in the front pew of the small, whitewashed chapel. Morning light streamed through the stained-glass windows, scattering soft colors across the wooden floor. Her hands trembled slightly as she folded them in her lap, the familiar scent of oil lamps and old hymnbooks settling around her like a quiet embrace.

Today, for the first time, she would meet her intended, a man her great-uncle had promised her to several years earlier. The thought alone made her stomach twist. She knew almost nothing about him except his name, Mr. Easton Wilson, and that he had lived in Boston before making the long journey west to San Francisco to meet and marry her.

According to her great-uncle’s letter, they were to wed quickly and then travel north to Oregon to start a farm together. It all sounded practical enough on paper. Yet to Paige, the arrangement felt like the business of strangers rather than the promise of a future.

She had received her great-uncle’s letter on her sixteenth birthday. It had been brief and unyielding: a reminder of an old agreement, an assurance that she would be in good hands, and the claim that her intended came from a respectable and prosperous family. A separate note from the attorney explained that if the marriage did not take place before she reached her majority, the choice would ultimately be hers. Paige had turned twenty-one just last month.

Until now, she had heard nothing from Mr. Wilson except a single curt message announcing that he was leaving Boston to fulfill the promise made on his behalf.

In the meantime, Paige had built a life of her own. She had been accepted as a teacher at the Sherwins’ boarding school, working tirelessly to prove herself. She and her cousin Jean had saved every penny they earned, determined never again to depend on the uncertain goodwill of distant relatives.

But fate, or perhaps obligation, had other plans.

Because Mr. Wilson was unknown in San Francisco and, as Reverend O’Neal had noted, a devout Catholic from one of the immigrant families who had come to America in the 1850s, he suggested their meeting take place on neutral ground, inside the church, an hour before services began.

Now, as the minutes stretched on, Paige opened her Book of Mormon in an effort to calm her nerves. Her eyes skimmed the page, but her thoughts refused to settle. Every word blurred into the next...

Until the soft creak of the chapel door startled her.

She turned sharply as Reverend O’Neal rose to greet the newcomer.

“Mr. Easton Wilson?” he asked warmly.

The man gave a brief nod and removed his hat with a stiff motion.

Paige’s heart jolted.

He was older than she had expected, perhaps in his mid-to-late thirties, with nearly black hair combed severely back and a neatly trimmed beard. His attire was fine but travel-worn, and though he was not an unattractive man, something about him immediately unsettled her.

His gray eyes swept over the chapel, then fixed on her with an intensity that made her spine stiffen.

There was no warmth in his gaze.

Only ownership.

Suppressing the urge to recoil, Paige repeated Reverend O’Neal’s counsel in her mind: Do not judge too quickly.

She rose from her pew, smoothed her skirt, and forced a polite smile as the two men approached.

“Miss Clarke?” Mr. Wilson’s voice was low and steady, but something in his tone made her pulse quicken—for all the wrong reasons.

“Yes,” she said softly. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Wilson.”

His gaze swept over her—openly, deliberately—from the tilt of her chin to the curve of her waist. He assessed her as though she were livestock at a fair.

Paige lifted her shoulders, her composure tightening, while her eyes flicked anxiously toward Reverend O’Neal. The reverend’s reassuring smile steadied her... but not enough.

“Well,” Mr. Wilson finally said, his lips curling faintly, “I suppose you’re pretty enough.” His eyes lingered. “Good hips for breeding,” he muttered under his breath.

Paige’s breath caught.

Then her temper sparked like a struck match.

“I beg your pardon?” she demanded, her voice ringing through the quiet chapel. “Are you looking for a wife, or a heifer?”

Reverend O’Neal coughed into his hand. Beside him, Mary-Beth quickly lowered her gaze, her shoulders trembling with barely concealed laughter. Paige’s sharp tongue surfaced rarely—but always for good reason. Mr. Wilson’s expression darkened.

“I recommend you watch your tone, little missy,” he snapped. “I will not have my wife backtalk me. You should be grateful I take an interest in you at all. I could have any woman I want.”

Paige’s brows lifted, disbelief sliding swiftly into quiet fury.

“Then why don’t you marry one of them?” she replied evenly, though her hands clenched at her sides.

His jaw tightened.

“Careful now, Miss Clarke. Your great-uncle was a good friend to my father. He promised you to me, along with your dowry.”

She met his gaze squarely. “I don’t have a dowry, Mr. Wilson.”

His smirk returned, smug and humorless.

“Then I suppose your uncle failed to mention it. But no matter. A woman’s dowry is never hers. It belongs to her husband the moment the vows are spoken.”

Paige drew a long, steady breath. There was no way, under any circumstance, that she would agree to marry such an arrogant fool.

She closed her eyes for a moment, steadying herself. Though her parents had been taken from her years ago, their voices still lived within her—soft echoes rising whenever she faced hardship or doubt. Her mother’s gentle kindness and her father’s steady wisdom had both shaped the woman she had become.

One lesson from her father, in particular, rose with crystalline clarity, as if he were standing beside her even now.

“Paige,” he had said one summer evening as they sat together on the porch, “never allow a boy or a man to treat you without respect. The Bible says in Ephesians 5:22, ‘Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.’”

He had paused then, his tone firm but kind, his eyes full of quiet conviction.

“That verse has been twisted by too many men who do not understand it. Submission does not mean surrender, nor does it give a husband the right to rule over his wife. A godly man must first submit himself to the Lord. Only then can he lead with love and humility. Remember this, my girl—obedience in marriage is not about power, but about partnership. A good man never seeks to break a woman’s spirit, only to honor it.”

The memory washed over her like a warm breeze, chasing away the sting of Mr. Wilson’s arrogance. Her father’s words had been her compass since childhood, and now, more than ever, she clung to them.

Whatever her future held, she would never bind herself to a man who mistook cruelty for strength, or domination for love.

Once again, Paige drew a slow, steady breath, willing herself to calm. Perhaps, she reasoned, they had simply gotten off on the wrong foot. Surely even a man as rigid as Mr. Wilson could not be all arrogance and bluster. But when she spoke again, her voice carried the quiet strength of conviction.

“You speak of a wife as though she were something to be owned,” she said evenly. “But that is not what the Bible teaches.”

Mr. Wilson’s cold gray eyes flicked over her, assessing, dismissing, yet faintly curious.

“You are but a child,” he said sharply. “What could you possibly know about what the Bible teaches?”

Paige lifted her chin, her pulse quickening but her tone unwavering.

“I am twenty-one and was raised in the Word of God and the gospel of Jesus Christ,” she replied. “Yes, I am younger than you, but that does not mean you understand Scripture better than I do. Tell me, Mr. Wilson, have you ever read the Bible for what it truly says, or only for what you wish it said?”

His brows snapped together in irritation.

“Many times,” he shot back. “I once intended to become a priest.” His mouth twisted, his tone dripping with disdain. “And Ephesians makes it clear that a woman must submit herself to her husband.”

Paige almost laughed—almost. Instead, she folded her hands tightly before her and exhaled through her nose, reminding herself of her father’s words. It was painfully clear that Mr. Wilson was precisely the sort of man her father had warned her about, one who twisted Scripture to feed his pride.

“I am afraid, sir,” she said calmly, “that you misunderstand the verse. Submission is not about power or inferiority. It is about respect, trust, and faith in the Lord. Scripture also commands the husband to love his wife as Christ loved the Church.” She paused, then added gently, “And since you seem to prefer reminders, there is another verse you might ponder—Colossians 3:18: ‘Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.’”

Her eyes met his, clear and unwavering.

“As is fitting in the Lord, Mr. Wilson,” she said quietly. “Not as is fitting to a man’s temper or ego.”

A hush fell over the small chapel. Neither Paige nor Mr. Wilson realized that as their exchange grew more spirited, the first of the congregation had begun drifting quietly into the pews for morning service.

Reverend O’Neal, standing slightly to the side, noticed the widening eyes and stifled whispers spreading among the parishioners. Still, he said nothing. For his part, the reverend was torn between amusement and admiration. Paige had always been strong in her faith, but seeing her stand so resolutely against arrogance masquerading as piety stirred something deep within him.

Paige, oblivious to her growing audience, held her ground. Though her pulse quickened, her voice carried through the sanctuary like a bell—clear, steady, and unshaken.

“Husbands are supposed to submit to the Lord, Mr. Wilson,” she said evenly. “And men who truly obey God would never try to control their wives.”

He gave a derisive snort, but before he could interrupt, she continued, repeating the very words her father had once spoken to her.

“My father always said that a good and godly man never seeks to command a woman’s obedience. He leads by example, by his submission to God. Any man who must demand respect has already lost it.”

Mr. Wilson’s eyes narrowed to slits.

“Get that nonsense out of your head, girl,” he snapped, his voice rising. “As my wife, you will obey me in everything and submit yourself fully to me, not to the Lord.”

Paige’s breath caught in disbelief. How could a man who had once aspired to be a priest speak such blasphemy? Did he truly place himself above God?

Before she could respond, his gaze shifted to the small Book of Mormon resting on the pew where she had been sitting. His expression changed instantly, from irritation to seething fury.

“Are you one of those Mormons?” he spat.

With a sudden, violent motion, he snatched up the book and hurled it across the chapel. It struck the far wall and fell to the floor with a dull thud.

“No wonder you are so stubborn and full of defiance! You are possessed by the devil!”

A collective gasp rippled through the sanctuary.

Paige turned in shock, realizing for the first time that nearly half the congregation had already gathered for the morning service. Whispers spread like wildfire through the pews, wide eyes following every movement. Her heart twisted painfully, but she refused to let anger, or humiliation, disturb the sacred peace of the Lord’s house.

Drawing herself up, she spoke with quiet steadiness.

“I see that you and I will never see eye to eye, Mr. Wilson. Let us move on so Reverend O’Neal may begin his sermon.”

Mr. Wilson sneered.

“There is no moving on, Miss Clarke. I will not allow my wife to worship Satan. You aren’t even a Christian—you shouldn’t be in this church at all!”

For a moment, Paige closed her eyes and offered a silent prayer.

Heavenly Father, help me speak calmly and truthfully.

When she opened them again, her fear had vanished, replaced by quiet, resolute strength.

“First of all, Mr. Wilson,” she began, her voice composed despite the tremor in her heart, “Mormon is simply a nickname. Mormon was an ancient prophet who compiled the records of others onto the golden plates, and his son Moroni completed the work. The true name of our church is The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. We prefer to be called by that name, or simply the Church of Jesus Christ, if you must shorten it.”

She held his gaze as she continued.

“Second, we do not worship Satan. We worship Jesus Christ, as the very name of our church proclaims. We believe in the same Savior, the same mercy, and the same God who commands us to love one another.”

Mr. Wilson stared at her, briefly stunned into silence. For a heartbeat, Paige thought she saw uncertainty flicker across his expression—but it vanished almost instantly, replaced by cold disdain. His lips thinned into a sneer.

Paige drew another deep breath.

For a fleeting moment, she pitied him. Not for his arrogance, but for his blindness.

He had no idea who he was speaking to. No idea that the timid girl her great-uncle remembered had grown into a woman anchored by faith, conviction, and courage.

“As for a marriage between us,” she said quietly, her tone firm and unshakeable, “you needn’t worry that your wife might follow the devil. I would not marry you if the future of the world depended on it.”

A stunned silence filled the chapel. Even the whispering ceased.

Then, from the pulpit, Reverend O’Neal’s deep, steady voice broke the stillness.

“Amen.”

The single word echoed through the sanctuary like a blessing.

Paige stepped forward, bent to retrieve her Book of Mormon, brushed the dust gently from its cover, and gathered her Bible beside it. Straightening, she lifted her chin and walked down the aisle toward the doors.

Sunlight spilling through the open doorway caught the brim of her bonnet and haloed her in gold as she stepped outside.

She did not look back.

Reverend O’Neal and the entire congregation watched in stunned silence as the petite, yet unyielding young woman withdrew from the chapel. The echo of her footsteps lingered like a drumbeat of quiet defiance against the wooden floorboards.

No one moved. No one breathed.

Every eye followed her graceful figure as she reached the door, her head held high, her dignity untouched.

Jean, who had just slipped quietly into the church, froze at the sight before her. She had expected to join the morning service, not step into the aftermath of a storm.
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Echoes of Missouri
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From the front pew, Mary-Beth O’Neal pressed a hand to her heart, her motherly instincts flaring.

“Jonas,” she whispered urgently, “she shouldn’t be alone right now.”

Before he could respond, movement near the altar drew his eye. Mr. Wilson, his face flushed and jaw rigid with fury, abruptly turned and strode down the aisle after Paige. The congregation gasped as his boots struck the floorboards in a harsh, thunderous rhythm, shattering what little remained of the chapel’s holy quiet.

“Mr. Wilson!” Reverend O’Neal’s voice carried firm authority, but the man did not slow. Rage was etched into every rigid line of his posture, and something in the way he squared his shoulders made several parishioners rise instinctively, ready to intervene.

“Go, dear, don’t let him reach her first!” Mary-Beth urged Jean, who was already halfway to the doors. Jean nodded once and darted outside, her bonnet ribbons flying behind her as sunlight spilled across the church steps.

Reverend O’Neal followed more swiftly now, his calm demeanor replaced by determined urgency. He had seen pride and cruelty before, but never had he allowed either to touch one of his girls.

[image: An object with a white handle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Paige drew a deep breath the moment she stepped outside. Cool air filled her lungs. She closed her eyes, trying to steady her racing heart. Sunlight, birdsong, the distant rumble of wagon wheels—all felt strangely fragile after the storm she had just endured.

She hurried down the steps, seeking the quiet of the churchyard, when suddenly a rough hand seized her arm and yanked her backward.

She gasped, stumbling, and froze as Mr. Wilson towered over her, his face flushed with rage, his eyes wild and cold.

“You deserve to be beaten,” he hissed, “until you learn to submit—willingly and without pause. I have never met such a hard-headed, obstinate, prideful woman in all my life. And I swear, once we are married, I will punish every ounce of your defiance until you obey me blindly.”

Paige’s pulse pounded in her ears, but she forced herself to meet his gaze.

“There will be no marriage between us,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “My great-uncle’s attorney included a legal note in his letter. If we were not wed before my twenty-first birthday, the choice would be mine—and I have made it. You have no claim over me, Mr. Wilson. None.”

Rage contorted his features. He grabbed both her arms so roughly she nearly cried out.

“You ungrateful heretic!” he thundered, his voice echoing across the street. “Your kind—you Mormons—should never have been allowed to exist. You deserve to be wiped from the face of the earth!”

People along the walk stopped in alarm. Mothers pulled their children close. A team of horses reared at the shouting.

Mr. Wilson raised his hand to strike her—

—but before the blow could fall, Reverend O’Neal was there.

With surprising speed and strength, he stepped between them and seized the man’s wrist in an iron grip.

“That’s enough,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “You will not lay a hand on her. Not in front of this church, and not anywhere else.”

For a heartbeat, the two men stood locked in a tense standoff. Mr. Wilson’s chest heaved, but the righteous fury in the reverend’s eyes made him hesitate.

Jean reached her cousin just as Paige’s knees weakened. She pulled her close, whispering, “It’s all right, dearest. It’s all right.”

But something inside Paige shifted—snapped.

The hatred in Mr. Wilson’s words ignited memories she had buried deep. Slowly, gently freeing herself from Jean’s arms, she turned to face him again. Her cheeks were wet with tears that glistened in the sunlight.

“That is what so many have thought,” she said hoarsely, her voice trembling but growing steadier with every word. “And the hatred you carry in your heart—that is what turns those thoughts into reality. Tell me, Mr. Wilson, who spreads evil? Who kills in the name of God? It is not God Himself. It is the devil, who twists the hatred of men and makes them believe they speak for the Lord.”

Her voice cracked as years of pain surged forward.

“In Missouri, I saw that hatred. I saw homes burned to the ground and people murdered because they were members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. My parents, my brothers, my sisters, my uncles, my aunts—they all died that night because of men who thought exactly as you do.”

The crowd had fallen utterly silent. Mr. Wilson’s glare wavered, but Paige pressed on, her grief and courage rising like twin flames.

“You are a Catholic,” she said. “Have you not known persecution? Have you not seen the world judge and hate your faith? Why, then, would you allow Satan to take hold of your heart and make you the persecutor? Why destroy good people simply for believing differently than you?”

Her tears threatened to spill, but she stood tall.

“My faith gives me peace and hope because I know I will see my family again. Through Jesus Christ, death is not the end. That belief is all I have left, and it sustains me.”

She blinked away a few tears and lifted her chin.

“I do not understand why we cannot live in peace, side by side. We need not agree. We need not share doctrine. But why must we hate? My faith does not threaten you, Mr. Wilson. I am not asking you to join my church or change who you are. I ask only for the same respect I offer in return.”

Her voice softened, but it carried unmistakable resolve.

“I will not deny my faith or my testimony for you, or for anyone. And I will not marry a man who seeks to take away my agency and force me into a submission that dishonors both God and myself.”

Her words hung in the air—fierce, trembling, and filled with truth.

Then her composure broke.

Gathering her skirts, she turned and ran across the path toward the lake beside the church. Her bonnet ribbons streamed behind her as she slipped through the gate and vanished among the willows and tall grass, her sobs blending with the rustling leaves and the gentle ripple of the water.

Reverend O’Neal watched her go, his expression grave yet filled with pride.

Jean started after her, glancing back only once, just long enough to see the reverend still standing before Mr. Wilson, his presence a silent warning.

The girl the man had tried to break was not alone.
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The sheriff stepped forward and planted himself beside the two men, his broad shoulders filling the space like a barricade.

William Mitchell’s jaw looked carved from granite, his eyes cold, sharp steel. He had watched the entire exchange from the back of the chapel and had followed them outside without a moment’s hesitation.

Whatever business this stranger had brought into their town, it would not be allowed to spill blood or terror onto church grounds, not while William Mitchell was sheriff.

“Jonas, I’ve got this,” he said quietly, his voice carrying authority rather than anger. “Go after her.”

Reverend O’Neal did not need to be told twice. He gave a firm nod and hurried down the path, his robes flaring behind him like banners caught in the wind. The sermon could wait. His flock’s safety could not. Protecting the vulnerable had always been his first calling.

The congregation, still frozen in shock, watched him go. Stifled whispers rippled through the doorway as parishioners leaned toward one another, their faces pale, their expressions stunned. Yet beneath the murmurs there was no judgment—only understanding, sympathy, and rising concern.

One by one, their gazes shifted back toward the open doorway, following the path Paige had taken.

Their silence spoke volumes.

Whatever came next, none of them would forget the sight of her courage... or the danger that had followed her into the sunlight.
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Easton Wilson pushed forward as if to follow Paige, but the sheriff’s hand was already on his arm—firm, immovable, and impossible to ignore.

“Mr. Wilson,” Sheriff Mitchell said, his tone low and flat, “I recommend you leave now. Otherwise, I will place you under arrest.”

Wilson’s lips curled into a scornful sneer.

“Arrest me for what, Sheriff? For having the gall to speak plainly? For attempting to secure what is rightfully mine?”

“For threatening and manhandling a young woman on public property,” Mitchell replied evenly. “For intimidating her. For creating a disturbance in a house of worship. Those are offenses, Mr. Wilson.”

A ripple of murmurs moved through the gathered crowd. Mothers pulled their children close. Men straightened in instinctive protectiveness. All eyes fixed on the confrontation.

Mary-Beth O’Neal stood at the top of the steps, her hands pressed tightly together, every line of her face drawn with fear for the girl she loved like a daughter.

Wilson laughed—a harsh, brittle sound.

“You can’t be serious, Sheriff. She is only a woman. Besides, I did not actually hurt her.”

“The way you grabbed her says otherwise,” Mitchell said sharply. “Do not mistake restraint for weakness. Had Reverend O’Neal not intervened, you would have struck her—and there’s no telling what else you might have done. A man who believes he may lay hands on a woman to force obedience has no business being near one.”

“She is my intended,” Wilson spat. “My bride. I will take what is mine.”

Mitchell did not flinch.

“I heard her,” he replied. “She spoke plainly. She is of age, she refuses you, and by law she has the right to choose. If you wish to pursue this matter in court, then do so, but you will not make threats or attempt violence in the meantime.”

Wilson’s face flushed a dangerous shade of red, rage and wounded pride warring behind his eyes. He pressed his lips together until they whitened, then hissed, “Very well. I will consult my lawyer.”

“Please do,” the sheriff said coolly. “We will ensure Miss Clarke’s attorney is informed as well.” He inclined his head toward the gate. “Now leave, Mr. Wilson, unless you wish to go in irons.”

For a long, taut moment, Wilson stared at him as if weighing the consequences of defiance. Then, with a scornful snort and one last venomous glance toward the lakeshore, Easton Wilson turned on his heel and stalked away. His boots thudded angrily on the boardwalk as he disappeared down the street, muttering curses under his breath.

A few townsfolk followed him with dark, unwelcoming stares until he was out of sight.
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Only when Easton Wilson had disappeared from sight did the sheriff’s stance ease by an inch. The rigid set of his shoulders softened, though his gaze lingered down the street a moment longer, watchful, as if daring the man to return.

Then William Mitchell turned to Mary-Beth O’Neal and gave her a small, reassuring nod.

“He won’t be back here this morning,” William said quietly. “Not if he has any sense at all. But I’ll have a deputy posted nearby just the same.” His jaw tightened. “If he comes looking for trouble, we’ll arrest him. No warnings.”

Mary-Beth let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She stepped forward, clasping her hands together, emotion tightening her voice.

“Thank you, Sheriff. Truly, thank you.”

William inclined his head, accepting her gratitude with quiet humility.

“You take care of her,” he said gently. “And let me know if she needs anything. This town won’t turn its back on a young woman who stood her ground.”

Mary-Beth’s eyes shone as she nodded.

“She’s stronger than she knows,” she murmured. “But it helps to know she isn’t standing alone.”

“She isn’t,” William said firmly.
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“Keep watch for her at the lake,” Reverend O’Neal called as he reappeared from the path, breathless. Concern radiated from every step he took. He had not run merely as a minister, but as a guardian.

Jean hurried back as well, stopping near the rail and peering toward the thinning willows.

“She’s gone into the trees somewhere,” Jean panted. “She ran from me when I called to her.”

“I’ll fetch her,” the reverend said immediately. “And William, wait here for a moment, will you? Once I have Paige, I’d like a word.”

The sheriff nodded. “I’ll post a man at the gate. If the fellow returns with a lawyer, let him. But if he tries anything else, we’ll be ready.”

The congregation began to stir, soft prayers rising, a few women dabbing at reddened eyes, while a quiet, protective stillness settled over the morning like a warm mantle. On the road beyond, the clop of a horse’s hooves echoed closer—a courier, perhaps, or a farmer returning from market. Life, in its imperfect way, resumed around them.

Reverend O’Neal drew a ragged breath and straightened his collar, smoothing the front of his vest as if preparing himself before continuing on. He cast the sheriff a grateful look, then turned and hurried down the path toward the lake.

As he disappeared among the willows, Sheriff Mitchell remained where he stood a moment longer, sweeping his gaze over the chapel steps and the watchful faces gathered there. Then he signaled to two constables who had stepped through the doorway. They moved at once to stand on either side of the gate, visible, steady, and unmistakably ready.
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Outside the church, the air felt lighter, but the ripple of what had passed would reach far deeper than the morning itself. At the edge of the trees, Reverend O’Neal moved with quiet purpose, reeds and willows parting before him as he pressed on toward the water. The lake shimmered with late-morning light, and in the hush that followed, the townspeople slowly returned to their pews, to whispered prayers, to bowed heads, and to the shared conviction that, in that small but decisive moment, their community had stood firmly for what mattered most.

Paige ran until her lungs burned and her skirts tangled around her legs. At last, she reached the cluster of ancient willow trees that drooped over the lake like silent sentinels. Their long, graceful branches skimmed the water’s surface, whispering softly in the breeze. Beneath them stood an old wooden bench, weathered by years of sun and rain.

She sank onto it, burying her face in her hands. The tears came at once, deep, aching sobs that tore through her chest. It wasn’t only that her great-uncle had promised her to such a vile, arrogant man. It was that the entire encounter had ripped open wounds she had spent years trying to heal.

“Oh, Pa...” she whispered brokenly. “If only you were here.”

She longed for the comforting weight of her father’s arm around her shoulders, for her mother’s gentle humming, for the laughter of her older brothers and sisters. How many nights had she dreamed of them, only to wake and remember they were gone?

The pain came in waves—grief, anger, helplessness—until her whole body trembled. She clutched the folds of her skirt as though holding herself together, but the sobs shook her so violently that she scarcely heard the footsteps approaching through the grass.

When a firm yet gentle hand closed over hers, she flinched in surprise, then looked up through tear-blurred eyes.

“Reverend O’Neal...” she breathed.

Without a word, he pulled her from the bench and gathered her into his arms. The dam broke again. Her cries deepened, muffled against his shoulder. He held her close, his embrace strong and protective, as though shielding her from every cruelty the world had dealt her.

Paige felt what she had missed most: a father’s love.

The reverend said nothing. He simply let her cry, his hand resting lightly against her back, his own eyes glistening with compassion. Only when her sobs began to soften did he tilt her chin upward with gentle fingers.

“Oh, Paige,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. “My heart breaks for you, and for your cousin. I had no idea what horrors you had endured, or how much you had borne in silence.”

She leaned weakly against his chest, her voice no more than a whisper. “Jean and I never spoke of it. Not to each other, not to anyone. We thought if we didn’t talk about it, the memories would fade. But they never did. That night still lives in my dreams.”

He kissed the top of her head, a paternal gesture full of warmth and sorrow.

“I can hardly imagine it,” he said softly. “You were just children. How did you escape those monsters?”

Paige’s gaze drifted toward the lake, where sunlight shimmered across the rippling surface.

“Mama told me to take Jean and hide in the woods. We were the youngest in our families, nearly the same age. I knew I had to protect her. She was so shy and gentle, she would not have survived alone.” Her voice caught. “We hid inside a hollow tree trunk. It wasn’t far enough away to shut out the screams. We could still hear... everything.”

The reverend’s throat tightened. “And all of that,” he said quietly, “because you were members of the Church of Jesus Christ?”

Paige nodded slowly. “Yes. The Missouri governor, Lilburn Boggs, issued Executive Order 44 in 1838, what they called the Mormon Extermination Order. It gave people the right to treat members of our faith as enemies, to drive them out... or kill them.” Her voice trembled. “That law still stands to this day.”

Reverend O’Neal drew back, aghast.

“Still? That is unspeakable evil. How could anyone stand for such hatred?”

Paige lifted a trembling hand to wipe her tears, her voice quiet but steady.

“Because Satan knows how to twist hearts, Reverend. He makes people believe lies until they can no longer tell good from evil. It was the same during the Salem witch trials. Innocent women condemned because they were different, because they had no voice. Misogyny, fear, pride—they never really disappear. The faces change, but the hatred stays the same.” She sighed, looking down at her clasped hands. “The devil delights in that. He turns light into darkness and calls it righteousness. It’s easier for people to believe a comforting lie than to seek the uncomfortable truth.”

Reverend O’Neal reached out and gently covered her hands with his own.

“Then may God give us the strength to keep searching,” he said softly. “You have endured what no child ever should, yet your faith still shines. That is no small miracle, Paige.”

She managed a faint, watery smile.

“It’s the only thing that kept me alive.”

The reverend nodded, his voice low and reverent.

“Then let that same faith remind you,” he said, squeezing her hands gently, “that you are not alone anymore.”
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Bring Them Home
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Marshal Leif Erickson slid his correspondence into the leather blotter and straightened as a firm knock sounded at his office door. The sheriff’s office smelled faintly of oil and gunmetal. A lamp burned low on the desk, casting an amber pool of light across the room.

“Enter,” he called.

The door swung open, and two strapping U.S. marshals filled the frame, dust from the road still freckling their boots and hems. Erickson rose, inclined his head, and motioned toward the chairs before his desk.

“Marshal Stirling. Marshal Jones. Please, sit.”

Johnathon Stirling and Isaiah Jones took their seats, their postures taut and alert, men accustomed to movement, danger, and long hours in the saddle. Erickson regarded them for a long moment, his stern features softening with something like paternal respect.

“We’re sorry to see you go,” he said gruffly, though his voice carried genuine appreciation. “You’ve both done exceptional work in the service. But you’re young. You want land, a steadier life. I pray God blesses you with whatever you’re seeking.”

The marshals inclined their heads.

“Thank you, sir,” Johnathon said quietly.

“That said,” Marshal Erickson continued, “we have one last assignment for you.”

Isaiah’s attention drifted to the map tacked to the wall—Silverton, Oregon, circled in ink. Erickson followed his gaze.

“I know you’ve already laid claim to property around Silverton, Stirling. This assignment will get you right where you want to be.”

Johnathon leaned forward. “What is it?”

Erickson’s shoulders sagged with weary gravity.

“Several district headquarters have been receiving complaints, serious ones, about two men leading wagon trains from the East to California and Oregon. The same names keep resurfacing: Elmer Carpenter and Woodson Granger.”

Isaiah’s jaw tightened. “What sort of complaints?”

“For the first few years,” Erickson explained, “they did as advertised. Guiding families, hired hands, and a few single men and women across the plains to new settlements. But lately, we’ve had repeated reports. Every train they lead, a handful of single young women disappear.”

A thin, shocked sound escaped Isaiah. “Disappear? Murdered?”

“Not necessarily,” Erickson said. “Not in the sense of bodies hidden on the prairie. These vanishings happen near towns, places with traders and saloons. The women simply don’t come back. Families report them missing the next morning.”

Johnathon’s face hardened.

“You think they’re taken when the train halts? Sold off somewhere?”

Erickson nodded grimly. “That’s the suspicion. My fear is they’re being trafficked, sold to men in towns, maybe to brothels. If so, they’re being moved fast, handed into networks that know how to make girls disappear.”

“That would require help,” Johnathon said, his eyes narrowing. “Carpenter and Granger couldn’t do that alone. They’d need contacts, hotel owners, saloon keepers, outlaws... corrupt lawmen.”

“Exactly.” Erickson rubbed the bridge of his nose. “And every time we try to investigate, there’s little proof. The trains move on, the trail goes cold, and witnesses get scared. But what we do have are patterns: the same men, the same routes, the same kinds of disappearances.”

Isaiah leaned forward, his voice low and steady.

“So, what’s the plan?”

Erickson folded his hands and fixed both marshals with a sober look.

“Carpenter and Granger no longer run the long cross-country trains. They’re focusing on shorter routes now, south to north. They’re due to lead a small party out of San Francisco shortly: families, farmhands, and several young single women seeking new starts.” He paused. “I want you two to join the train. Pose as miners, lumberjacks, farmers—men with an eye for land. Blend in. Gain the trust of the leaders and the migrant groups. Watch who comes and goes in the towns. Pay attention to who approaches the girls, and who the missing ones are last seen with.”

Johnathon exchanged a glance with Isaiah.

“You want an undercover operation,” he said. “Embed ourselves, gather evidence, and then?”

“Then you expose them,” Erickson answered. “Arrest them if possible. Bring their accomplices to light. If there’s a ring—a brothel master, corrupt merchants, constables who look the other way—you break it. We’ll send warrants and couriers to coordinate with territorial officials in Oregon. But first, Carpenter and Granger must believe you’re one of them... while you quietly gain the trust of the young women.”

Isaiah’s mouth tightened with resolve.

“We’ll need aliases. Papers. Something credible—deposits, supply shares. If they suspect lawmen, they’ll vanish.”

Erickson nodded. “You’ll have false manifests, letters of reference, and solid covers. You’ll buy into the train, pay your share, sleep by the wagons, be one of the hands. Don’t stand out. Keep your eyes open by day, your questions polite at night. And keep your pistols close, but quiet.”

Johnathon’s fingers brushed the map, tracing the route toward Silverton, toward the life he hoped to build.

“If we catch them,” he said softly, “we put an end to this.”

“And maybe expose the men in town who profit from it,” Erickson added. “We’ll have to move quickly to protect witnesses. If rumors leak, victims vanish—or worse. One missing girl from a previous train was sighted as far south as San Jose.”

Isaiah’s face hardened. “Then we’ll have to be smarter than they are.”

Erickson regarded them with grave pride.

“This won’t be a glory run, boys. It’ll be dirty work. You’ll sleep under wagons, stoke fires, haul water, and endure the suspicion of men who might sniff out lawmen. But if you do this right, you’ll save lives. And you’ll send a message no one will forget.”

Johnathon inhaled slowly. He’d bought land near Silverton dreaming of a home, a ranch, a place to plant roots. It was also where Adam and Riley McCall lived. Riley, the spirited young woman he’d helped rescue the year before, was now expecting her first child. He wanted a woman like her someday, a woman with fire, courage, and tenderness.

Perhaps he would find one in Silverton. Perhaps not. But this mission would test everything he hoped to stand for.

“We’ll do it,” he said, his voice steady.

Isaiah nodded immediately.

Erickson allowed himself a small, wry smile. 

“I thought you would. You leave in three days. Buy what you need, memorize your new names, learn your lines. I’ll send a courier with the manifests and references. You’ll meet the train on the grassy grounds behind the ferry station. Carpenter and Granger like to parade new recruits there.”

A constable appeared in the doorway carrying a leather portfolio.

“There’s more, sir,” he said. “A woman, Mrs. Harriet Bell, came in this morning. Says her niece vanished from the last train.”

Erickson’s face tightened. “Bring her in. We’ll take her statement. If her story aligns with the others, we may have enough to move on warrants, if we catch them red-handed.”

Johnathon rose, settling the weight of the assignment across his shoulders like a chosen pack.

“We’ll be ready.”

Isaiah tightened the straps of his satchel as he stood.

“For the women.”

Erickson extended a rough, calloused hand.

“Bring them home,” he said simply.

The marshals clasped palms, a brief oath between men prepared to ride into danger. Outside the office window, San Francisco exhaled into late afternoon: ships creaking at their moorings, gulls crying overhead, and distant industry clanging along the harbor. Down at the ferry station, the first stirrings of the next caravan would begin with dawn.
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4

A Legacy of Quiet Love
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Easton Wilson wasted no time retaining counsel in his bid to force Paige by law. Accustomed to having his way through paperwork and bluster, he fully expected to steamroll the matter with threats thinly veiled as legal argument. What he had not counted on was the meticulous care with which Great-Uncle Benjamin Clarke had protected her.

The note attached to his correspondence was no casual admonition, nor a gentleman’s promise left open to interpretation. It was a legally binding instrument, properly drafted, witnessed, approved by a sitting judge, and countersigned by Benjamin Clarke’s attorney. It stated, in unambiguous terms, that should the marriage not take place before Paige reached her majority, the choice would rest solely with her, free from coercion or penalty of any kind.

Wilson’s solicitor protested. Arguments were made. Letters were exchanged. They amounted to nothing. Within days, it became clear that there was no legal ground upon which Wilson could stand. His threats dissolved like dust in the wind, leaving only wounded pride and quiet outrage in their wake. With the law firmly on Paige’s side, and the town aware of his conduct, Easton Wilson withdrew, his ambitions thwarted at last.

Once the unpleasantness with Mr. Wilson had been laid decisively to rest, another summons arrived. A sealed letter, formal and stark, informed Paige and Jean that their great-uncle had died. They were instructed to present themselves for the reading of his Will.
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“Ladies,” Gregory Phelps said as they stepped into his mahogany-lined office and took the chairs he indicated. He folded his hands over an open ledger and inclined his head courteously. “Thank you for coming.”

Paige, uneasy and curious, could not hide the question in her eyes.

“I must say, I was surprised to receive your letter, Mr. Phelps. Great-Uncle Benjamin never struck me as the sort to take much interest in people. I wrote to him often, thanking him for his help and for sending us to such an excellent school, but he never replied.”

Mr. Phelps’s expression softened. He set aside the papers and leaned forward slightly.

“There was a reason for his silence, Miss Clarke. He avoided you on purpose, not because he did not care, but because he was very ill.”

Paige startled. “Ill? What was wrong with him? Perhaps we could have helped.”

The attorney’s eyes clouded with sorrow.

“I’m afraid there was nothing to be done. Your great-uncle was a proud man who did not wish anyone, save his servants and myself, to see him in his declining years. He suffered for many years from severe rheumatoid arthritis, and in the end, he bore the additional burden of leprosy.”

Both cousins gasped.

“How awful,” Jean breathed. “He should have told us. Nobody should die alone.”

Paige blinked back tears, a tide of guilt rising. If only I had pressed him to meet us...

Mr. Phelps rose and stepped to the window for a moment, as though gathering his thoughts, then returned
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