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1

The Quiet That Lied
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It was quiet when Hope stepped through the vast front doors of the mansion. Too quiet. Not the gentle hush of a late evening nor the serene stillness of a well-ordered home. This was a hollow, unnatural silence that pressed against her ears. Where were the servants?

She knew her father was away at a medical convention, preparing to present the new treatment and several medications he had created. Her grandmother had accompanied him, of course. But the rest of the household? The staff? The people who kept the estate breathing and moving? They would never abandon their posts, not all at once, not without reason.

Her instincts had not lied to her. A sense of dread had been clawing at her all evening, and now it wrapped itself fully around her. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. A cold, crawling sensation climbed her spine, as though the air itself carried malice.

Hope shivered and stepped farther inside, groping along the wall for a lamp. Why in the world had they left the entrance hall in complete darkness? The servants always lit the sconces before dusk. Even if the family was away, they maintained them, for safety, for propriety, for normalcy. But nothing felt normal tonight.

Her thoughts drifted back to the ball she had fled only an hour before. To Eric. To the look of irritation sharpening his features when she tried to explain her unease. She was growing tired—bone-tired—of his controlling nature. Lately, it seemed to tighten around her like a vise. Every decision questioned, every instinct dismissed.

She had confided in him quietly, telling him of the overwhelming feeling that something dreadful was about to happen, that she had to return home. Instead of concern, he had scolded her.

He reminded her, loudly, that the ball was essential to his budding career as a lawyer, that influential families were in attendance, and that as his fiancée, her duty was to remain at his side.

Hope had lifted her chin and insisted she would follow her intuition. She would leave.

And he, his voice edged with a coldness she was coming to recognize far too often, had informed her he would not allow it.

[image: ]

Hope scoffed under her breath, the memory still burning hot in her chest. Eric had practically caged her at the ball. Every time she tried to excuse herself, he dragged her into yet another conversation with his clients or fellow lawyers, discussions that had nothing to do with her and in which she had no interest whatsoever. He didn’t even glance at her to see if she wished to be included. She was simply... an accessory. A prop on his arm.

And her arm, he kept a firm grip on it. His fingers curled possessively around her elbow, tightening whenever she shifted, making it impossible for her to slip away without causing a scene. To anyone watching, it might have seemed gentlemanly. To her, it felt like a restraint.

As the night dragged on, that dreadful feeling inside her swelled until it was almost suffocating. Her pulse quickened. Her skin prickled. She had to get home. Now. At last, Hope mustered a polite smile and murmured something about needing to use the washroom.

Eric had finally released her arm, but not without a stern warning not to be long. The moment she rounded the corner and disappeared from view, she sprinted. She locked the washroom door behind her, shoved open the window, and climbed out into the crisp night air. Her dress snagged on the sill, ripping in several places as she tumbled onto the grass below. Dirt smeared across the delicate fabric, but she hardly noticed. None of it mattered. All she cared about was getting home. Getting there before whatever was coming arrived first.
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Hope shook her head now, fury mingling with unease. She was utterly appalled by Eric’s behavior, by the entitlement in his voice, the way he had spoken to her as though she were a stubborn child rather than his future wife. Who did he think he was? He did not own her. He never would.

After rummaging through several drawers in the old walnut cabinet, an heirloom that had belonged to her father’s grandfather, Hope finally found a half-empty box of matches. Her hands trembled as she struck one against the side. The flame flared to life, wavering in the draft of the silent hall. She lit the kerosene lamp on the table beside the cabinet, and warm light spilled outward, pushing back only a fraction of the oppressive darkness.

The faint ticking of the grandfather clock echoed through the entrance hall, each second piercing the quiet like a warning. Beyond that... nothing. No footsteps. No voices. Not even the distant clatter of cookware from the kitchen. The silence felt wrong, unnatural. Almost hostile.

“Mama?” Hope called, her voice tentative, swallowed quickly by the cavernous space. She stepped farther in, shrugging off her coat. She had just lifted it toward the hook when a faint sound drifted to her ears. A moan. A whisper. Closer than she expected.

Hope snapped her head up, lifting the lamp higher. Shadows gathered thickly beneath the staircase, and one seemed unnervingly still. She moved toward it quickly, her pulse pounding in her ears. The moment the lamplight hit the figure on the floor, Hope’s breath ripped out in a horrified gasp. Her mother lay crumpled on the polished wood, blood streaking from the corner of her mouth. Her eyes were closed, her complexion ghostly pale. Only the faint, agonized moans slipping from her lips proved she was still alive.

“Mama!” Hope dropped to her knees beside her, setting the lamp carefully on the floor so she could take her mother’s cold, trembling hand. Tears burned her eyes, but she forced them back. Her mother needed clarity, strength, not hysteria.

“Mama, what happened? Where are all the servants?”

Her mother’s eyelids fluttered. Speaking was clearly painful, every breath shallow, every word a battle.

“Hope... what made you come home so early?” she whispered.

“I—I had a feeling. Something pressed me to come home. I couldn’t stay at the ball.” 

But as Hope looked at her mother’s wounded body, she felt the blood drain from her face. The truth struck her with brutal clarity. Her mother was dying. Blood wasn’t just at her lips. It pooled beneath her back, dark and spreading. Her mother drew in a ragged breath.

“Someone... came into the house. I was... shot. Three times. In the back. I think I fell over the banister.” Her gaze drifted toward the stairs before unfocusing again. “I was unconscious... I don’t know how long.”

Hope pressed a trembling hand to her mouth. Panic surged in her chest like a tidal wave, but she forced herself to breathe slowly. Her mother needed calm. She needed hope, even if Hope herself felt none.

“Who did this? Where are the servants?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” her mother breathed, barely audible.

“I need to fetch Doc Baker. He’ll know what to do.” Hope started to rise, but her mother’s grip tightened weakly around her hand.

“No. Don’t leave me,” she gasped, then broke into a violent, choking cough. Blood splattered across her sleeve.

Hope stared in horror. “Mama... oh, Mama...”

Her mother’s breathing was uneven now, every inhale a desperate grasp for air. Hope glanced around helplessly, as though the walls might answer her or offer aid. When she finally found her voice again, it came out thin and cracking.

“Did... did the intruder take anything?”

Her mother nodded faintly. “I think so. He went into my study. Took something from the desk. My diary... I had it with me when I fell. When I woke... it was gone.”

Hope swallowed hard. “How do you know he entered the study?”

“When I came to... I saw his shadow. He was still there. He didn’t just flee. He was searching for something. Something important.” She coughed again, weaker this time, blood staining her lips. Hope squeezed her mother’s hand, trying not to break as she watched her strength fade with each passing breath. 

When the coughing fit finally subsided, her mother’s eyes found hers, glazed, yet filled with fierce love.

“I love you, Hope,” she murmured. “Always listen to your heart. Don’t let anyone... control you.”

Hope’s brow furrowed. “Who would try to control me?” The fear in her voice trembled like a string pulled too taut. Her mother swallowed with difficulty. 

“You’ll find answers... when you find my diary. I need you to—” But the sentence broke off. Her mother’s head slipped to the side. Her chest stilled. 

Hope froze. For one suspended moment, her mind refused to understand. Refused to accept. Then grief slammed into her, sharp enough to steal her breath. A raw, broken sob tore from her throat as she folded over her mother’s still body, clutching her tightly.

“I love you, Mom,” she cried, gasping between sobs. “Please... please don’t leave me...” Her heart felt as though it were shattering, piece by piece, under the weight of loss. So consumed was she by grief that she didn’t hear the door open. Didn’t hear it close. Didn’t hear the footsteps approaching. But she felt the hand, firm, steady, rest on her shoulder.

“Hope,” Doctor Baker said gently, his voice threaded with sorrow, “let me take a look at your mother.”

Hope shook her head, tears streaming down her face.

“It’s too late,” she whispered hoarsely. “Mama is dead.”
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The physician gently eased Hope aside so he could tend to the lifeless form on the floor. Hope allowed it, though her fingers clung to her mother’s gown for a moment before she released it. Tears still streamed down her cheeks, blurring her vision, until movement to her right caught her eye. Mia. Her young maid stood trembling near the base of the stairs, her hands pressed to her mouth as silent sobs shook her shoulders. In the lamplight, her face was blotched red, her eyes wide with horror.

“Mia,” Hope whispered, reaching out. The maid hurried to her, falling to her knees beside her mistress. Hope took the girl’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “Where is everyone? Did you see what happened?”

Mia shook her head, tears spilling freely. 

“No, miss. I—I didn’t see it happen.” Her voice broke as she brushed at her cheeks with her sleeve. “Mr. Pratt dismissed most of the staff for today and tomorrow, told them to go home and spend the time with their families. Those of us without family close by were ordered to remain in the servants’ quarters. He said Mrs. Spencer wished to be left alone, on account of some... bad news she’d received. And that Master Spencer himself had given instructions she was not to be disturbed.”

She inhaled shakily, though her attempt to control her sobs failed. Hope felt her grief twist with unease. Mia’s voice dropped to a frightened whisper.

“I was going to obey, but then I heard gunshots. Loud ones. From downstairs. I asked Mr. Pratt if I could go see if Mrs. Spencer was all right, but he told me not to worry. He said the shots had come from outside.” She shook her head violently. “I knew that wasn’t true. I knew they came from inside the house.”

Hope’s breath hitched, her fingers tightening around Mia’s.

“When I insisted,” Mia continued, “Mr. Pratt said he would check himself. But...” She swallowed hard. “But I never saw him leave the servant quarters. Not once.”

A chill slid down Hope’s spine.

“My heart wouldn’t let me sit still,” Mia whispered. “So, I disobeyed. I crept out. And that’s when I found your mother... l-like this.” A sob tore through her. “I ran as fast as I could to fetch Doc Baker. I’m so sorry, Miss Hope. I’m so sorry I was too late!” She broke completely then, collapsing against Hope in wracking sobs.

Hope, though drowning in her own grief, wrapped her arms around the young maid and held her firmly. She stroked Mia’s hair, soothing her as best she could, even as her own tears continued to fall.

“You did your best, Mia,” she whispered, her voice raw but steady. “None of this is your fault. My mother’s death is not on you.” She pulled the trembling girl tighter against her. “Thank you for trying to save her. Thank you for going for help. You were brave, braver than you know.”

Mia cried harder, clinging to her, and Hope closed her eyes, fiercely holding on to the one small piece of humanity left in the room.
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Doc Baker gave Hope’s shoulder a gentle squeeze before turning to Mia.

“Fetch a blanket,” he said quietly. “We need to cover her.”

Mia nodded through her tears and hurried off, her footsteps echoing through the hollow silence of the house. Hope remained where she was, sinking onto the bottom step of the staircase as though her legs could no longer hold her. She folded her hands in her lap, but they trembled uncontrollably. Tears still streamed down her cheeks, dripping onto her torn dress without her noticing. None of what Mia had said made sense.

Bad news? What bad news could her mother possibly have received that would require total isolation? Had a relative passed away? Had something happened at her father’s convention? No, her mother would have told her. She always told her. And why would her father instruct the butler, of all people, to keep everyone away from her mother? That wasn’t how their household worked. Her father trusted the staff implicitly. He never issued odd, overly strict commands like that. The questions swirled in Hope’s mind, heavy and suffocating.

Why had Mr. Pratt insisted the gunshots came from outside? Why had he refused to let Mia check on her mother? Why claim he would investigate, only to remain in the servant quarters the entire time? Hope pressed a hand to her mouth. The bitter taste of fear filled her lungs. Her mother was dead. Her gentle, loving, fiercely intelligent mother, gone. Shot in the back. Attacked from behind by a coward.

Hope’s breath hitched as another wave of grief crashed over her, stealing what little strength she had left. She wrapped her arms around herself, rocking slightly, as though it might ease the pain splitting her chest.
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Mia returned, clutching a folded blanket to her chest, her shoulders shaking. She set the lantern aside and handed the blanket to Doc Baker. The physician lifted it with solemn care, then draped it over Hope’s mother, covering her still form from the world. Hope swallowed a sob at the sight.

“Mia,” Doc Baker said gently, “find some of the male servants. I need them to help transport Mrs. Spencer’s body to my clinic as soon as possible. We must examine her properly.” His voice was steady, but grief lingered at the edges. Mia nodded, wiping her cheeks with her sleeve before hurrying out again.

Hope watched her go, then stared at the still, blanketed shape on the floor, her mother’s shape, and felt something shift deep inside her. Grief, yes. But something else. Something sharper. Something awakening.
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The physician had just gathered his bag and was preparing to leave when the front door opened again. Cold air swept into the hall, and Hope’s father stepped inside, her grandmother close behind him. Their footsteps faltered as they took in the scene, the lamplight, the physician, the blanket-covered body on the floor. Confusion flickered across their features. Yet not a trace of alarm.
Not a flicker of fear. Not even grief.
“What is going on here?” Winston Spencer demanded, his voice loud, impatient, almost annoyed. Doc Baker stepped forward at once. 

“Mr. Spencer... your wife has passed away. I am deeply sorry.”

Hope didn’t look at her father. She couldn’t. She couldn’t bear to see how little the news would likely affect him. Instead, she turned when she heard brisk footsteps approaching. Her grandmother crossed the room with purpose and stopped directly in front of her.

“Hope Georgiana Spencer,” the older woman snapped, her voice sharp as ice. “Look at your dress. Absolutely ruined. Why can’t you show more care for the fine things you are given?”

Doc Baker stared at her grandmother in disbelief. Hope rose slowly, the movement stiff and controlled. Her face was expressionless, her eyes hollow. She was used to this coldness, this relentless criticism, but the physician felt the weight of it like a blow. No warmth. No sympathy. Not even a question about her welfare.

“Really, Grandmother?” Hope asked quietly, though her voice trembled with restrained fury. “That is the first thing you choose to notice?” She could feel old lessons clawing at her, be polite, be meek, do not raise your voice. But something inside her cracked. Her mother’s blood still stained her hands. Her mother’s body still lay on the cold tile floor. She drew a long, steadying breath.

“These stains,” she said, lifting her dress slightly, “are from my mother’s blood. She was murdered tonight.”

Her grandmother scoffed. “There are more than stains, Hope. You tore several holes in it. And truly, even if tragedy had not struck, you always manage to ruin your beautiful dresses. Your father spends a fortune on you, and this is how you show gratitude? I am ashamed—”

“Yes, I know, Grandmother,” Hope cut in sharply, no longer able to hold back. “You are ashamed of me. You always have been. But while you lecture me about fabric, your daughter-in-law’s body is lying right there.” She pointed to the blanket-covered form on the floor. “Does that matter to you at all?” Her heart pounded wildly. She could hardly breathe. Still, the words poured out, years of hurt, disappointment, and suffocated emotion finally breaking free.

“I’m aware you never cared for Mama or for me,” Hope continued, her voice trembling with pain, “and that you pride yourself on being cold and unimpressed by tragedy. But even someone like you should have the decency to show a shred of compassion tonight.” She met her grandmother’s eyes, bright with anger, grief, and betrayal. The older woman opened her mouth to retort, but Winston stepped between them.

“Let’s everyone calm down,” he said, raising a hand. “Hope has just experienced something... traumatic. Her emotions are understandably heightened.”

“That does not excuse rudeness,” his mother snapped. “Nor destroying an expensive gown.”

Doc Baker exhaled slowly, fighting the urge to speak up. He had not interacted with the Spencers often, but tonight the truth settled heavily in his chest: there was no warmth in this home. No tenderness. Hope, he realized, had just lost the only person who had loved her without condition. And her father still had not even looked at her.

“Mother, it is just a dress,” Winston barked, irritation finally flaring. His sharp tone startled his mother enough that she turned in a huff and stormed up the stairs. 

At that moment, the butler and several servants emerged. They moved quietly, mechanically, lifting the covered body and carrying it toward the door. They passed Hope without so much as a glance, no word of comfort, no expression of sympathy. She stood frozen, unable to move, unable to breathe.

Doc Baker watched this with a tightening jaw. Then he made a decision. Once the servants had stepped outside, he crossed the room to Hope. Without saying a word, he pulled the trembling young woman into his arms. She stiffened in surprise, her hands hovering awkwardly at her sides. Kindness was so foreign here, she scarcely knew how to respond.

After a heartbeat, she leaned into him, slowly at first, then fully, as grief overwhelmed her. Soft, broken sobs shook her slender frame. Doc Baker held her firmly, one hand at her back, offering the comfort she should have received from her own family.

“You’re not alone, Hope,” he murmured quietly. “Not as long as I’m here.” And for the first time that night, Hope allowed herself to believe it.
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Hope did not speak another word to her grandmother or her father after Doc Baker departed. She could not. Grief clogged her throat, fury churned beneath her ribs, and disappointment pressed against her chest like a crushing weight. Instead, she slipped away unnoticed, though unnoticed hardly applied in a household where no one bothered to look at her, and made her way up the sweeping staircase to her room.

Her footsteps felt heavy, each one echoing in the hollow silence of the mansion. A home that should have been filled with frantic concern remained eerily calm, as though nothing of consequence had happened. As though death were simply another inconvenience to be tidied up by morning. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, exhaling shakily. Tears burned behind her eyes, but she was too numb to release them.

She knew her father’s side of the family lacked warmth. She had grown up under their rigid expectations and clipped tones. But her grandmother’s reaction tonight had been frigid even by Spencer standards. It was as if her mother’s death held no significance whatsoever, as if her daughter-in-law had been nothing more than a replaceable inconvenience.

Is this what life and death mean to them? Is this the value of a human life in the Spencer household? A cold shiver ran down Hope’s spine. She wished, more than ever, that she knew her mother’s family, anyone who could anchor her, who could tell her who her mother truly was before she had become Mrs. Spencer. But she had no names. No histories. Not even a place to begin. Only her father’s single, unyielding narrative: They abandoned her. They disowned her the moment she married me. That is all you need to know.

Hope had been ten years old when he had first told her that, eight years ago now. It had been one of the few times she had dared to ask about her mother’s childhood, about the people who had raised her. But the subject had been shut down instantly. Brutally. No one in the household was permitted to speak of the family her mother came from. The servants were instructed to remain silent. Even her mother had seemed afraid to defy her husband on the matter.

Hope remembered the times she had tried to ask again. Quiet questions. Whispers of curiosity. Small pieces of longing she had hoped her mother might answer. Her mother had tried, tried to speak, tried to share, but the moment her father discovered their conversations, his fury had been swift and punishing. For days afterward, Hope had been kept separate from her mother, forbidden to even approach her. Kept away as though she were a danger, not a daughter searching for truth.

The memory ached now, throbbing like a bruise reopening.

Hope sank onto the edge of her bed, her hands buried in the torn, bloodstained fabric of her gown. Her heart felt as though it were splitting between fresh grief and old wounds.

What else had her father kept from her? And why? Tonight, everything she had once accepted as truth began to unravel, and Hope realized that her mother’s death might be only the beginning of a much darker mystery.
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Hope pushed herself up from the bed and crossed the room in slow, deliberate steps. She stopped at the window, resting her hand against the cold glass as she stared into the moonlit darkness outside.

Don’t let anyone control you. Her mother’s final words rang through her mind with startling clarity, sharper now than when they had been spoken through blood and fading breath. Hope inhaled sharply, her eyes widening as realization dawned. Was that the reason her mother had said those words? Had they been far more than a gentle reminder, had they been a warning? Had her father controlled her mother the same way he controlled everyone else? Had he used the one thing her mother cherished most, their bond, Hope’s love, to bend her to his will?

Memories flickered through Hope’s mind like shards of broken glass. Times when her mother had tried to speak about her past. Times when her father had intervened. Times when Hope had been kept away for days afterward, her mother’s eyes hollow with guilt and fear. Had that been punishment? Manipulation? Or something far worse? The thought turned her stomach, leaving her cold and breathless.

She pressed her forehead to the glass and closed her eyes for a moment, trying to steady her racing pulse. She wanted, desperately, to follow that dark trail of thoughts, to examine every painful possibility until she uncovered the truth. But speculation could only take her so far. Guessing would solve nothing. And with her mother gone, the last thing she needed was to drown in half-formed fears. She needed answers. Real answers. Answers that would break through the lies that had wrapped themselves around her life for years. And she would find them. No matter what it cost her.
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2

A Daughter’s Oath


[image: ]


Hope was exhausted, utterly drained in body and spirit. She had attempted to fall asleep more times than she could count, but every time her eyes closed, images from the night before flashed behind them, her mother’s blood, her grandmother’s coldness, her father’s indifference, Mia’s terror. Rest was impossible. Her thoughts circled endlessly, tightening around her chest like a vise. Finally, with a shaky exhale, she pushed the blankets aside.

Maybe fresh air will help. Anything to clear her mind, even for a moment. She reached for her coat draped over the chair beside her vanity, but something beyond the window caught her eye, a flicker of motion. Hoofbeats muffled by the damp morning earth. Hope stepped closer.

A rider approached the estate, passing through the tall wrought-iron gate. The horse was a sheriff’s mount. She recognized the distinct saddle and the gleaming badge pinned to the man’s coat even from a distance. Her pulse quickened. The sheriff. He was here. Which meant he had come to speak with her father about her mother’s murder. Which meant he might already have questions, or answers. Answers Hope needed more desperately than air.

Her heart pounding, she spun away from the window. Fresh air forgotten. Grief forgotten. Fear forgotten. Only one thought remained: I must hear what they say. 

She tore open her bedroom door, her skirts sweeping behind her as she flew down the hallway. The mansion’s silence felt heavier this morning, almost suffocating, but she didn’t let herself slow. She descended the staircase two steps at a time, gripping the banister to steady herself as she rounded the corner. Her father’s study door was just ahead, closed, as always, when things were not meant for her ears. But today, she refused to let that stop her. Hope lifted her chin, braced herself, and hurried toward the door, determined to get answers. No matter what waited on the other side.
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“Hope, what are you doing here?” her father demanded the moment she opened the study door. Irritation creased his brow, as though she were an inconvenience rather than a grieving daughter. She ignored him entirely.

“Sheriff Craig,” Hope said, stepping fully into the room, “do you bring any news? Have you found any evidence, anything at all, that will help us solve my mother’s murder?” She spoke quickly, breathlessly, her whole body leaning toward him with desperate expectation. But the sheriff flicked a brief glance toward her father before answering.

“We can’t yet say whether she was murdered,” he replied carefully. 

Hope stared at him, stunned into silence. Had he truly said that? Even Winston Spencer shook his head at such an absurd statement.

“You’re joking, right?” Hope snapped, shock igniting instantly into anger. “She was shot in the back three times. In what world is that not murder? You’re not about to suggest she died of natural causes, are you?” She took a breath, attempting to steady the tremor in her voice, but the fury boiling inside her would not be contained. 

“Stop treating us like fools and start doing your job,” she continued sharply. “Unless, of course, you’d prefer the entire town to know you’re incompetent at even the simplest tasks. Or are you perhaps a coward?”

“Hope!” her father barked, his tone sharp with warning. He shot her a reproachful look, more performative than sincere. She could tell he agreed with her but wanted to preserve appearances. 

Hope returned her gaze to the sheriff. His face had reddened, jaw tight, clearly fighting the urge to retort. But Winston Spencer was not a man he dared offend.

“Now,” Hope pressed, “what evidence have you found so far?”

Sheriff Craig exhaled, bracing himself. “I’m afraid there is no helpful evidence, Miss Spencer. Whoever planned this knew exactly what he was doing. He left nothing behind.” 

Hope narrowed her eyes. “So, what’s the plan, then? What will you do about it?”

“I’ve sent telegrams to all surrounding towns and districts,” he replied. “Sheriffs have been instructed to keep an eye out for a fugitive. But...” His shoulders lifted slightly. “We know nothing about him. There isn’t much they can do.”

Hope stared at him in disbelief. “That’s it? Have you even checked the house? My mother’s room? The grounds? Did you consider the possibility that the killer dropped something, anything?”

The sheriff glared at her. “I know how to do my job,” he snapped. “And I’m telling you—we have nothing to go on. Whoever killed your mother was experienced. Besides the telegrams, there isn’t anything else we can do.”

Hope’s breath caught. “You’re not going out there to find him? To look for him?”

“It would be a waste of time,” he said through gritted teeth. Perhaps he meant to calm her. Instead, her outrage detonated.

“A waste of time?” she shouted, slamming her palm onto her father’s desk. “My mother was murdered in cold blood by a coward who shot her in the back, and you can’t be bothered to investigate? You’re just going to let him walk free?”

“Hope,” her father snapped, irritation sharpening his voice. “Watch your tone. Remember your manners. You’re becoming hysterical.”

She scoffed. “My mother was killed last night, Father, and the sheriff just admitted he can’t be bothered to pursue her murderer, and you expect me to be calm? I believe I have every right to be hysterical.”

“That’s not what he said,” Winston replied dismissively.

“Yes, it is,” she shot back. “Calling it a ‘waste of time’ means exactly that.”

“There is nothing we can do,” he insisted.

“Of course there is!” she countered. “If the sheriff won’t do his job, hire someone else. Contact the marshal headquarters. Have them investigate.”

“They won’t solve it either.”

Her eyes flashed. “So, you don’t care either?”

“I care,” her father snapped. “But there is nothing we can do.”

“I don’t believe that,” Hope said, her voice trembling with restrained fury. She looked ready to strangle both men with her bare hands.

“Listen,” Winston said, attempting to regain control, “let’s worry about the investigation after the funeral tomorrow.”

Hope gasped. “Tomorrow? Already? Why the rush? Why is no one willing to investigate and get answers?”

“I have a business trip the day after tomorrow,” he said simply. “I’ll be gone several days. It’s best to handle the funeral before I leave.”

Hope bit her lip hard and shook her head slowly. Her father had never been close to her, but this, this was beyond anything she could endure. She stepped closer, her voice shaking with emotion.

“Father, we may not have much of a relationship, but I loved my mother. She was the only person in this house who cared for me. You are a wealthy man. It would take little effort for you to ensure this is thoroughly investigated.” Her blue eyes locked onto his. “I’m asking you, begging you, to try.”

Before he could respond, a knock sounded at the door. Eric Westerwald stepped inside, his presence immediately tightening Hope’s jaw. She spared him only a fleeting glance before returning her focus to her father.

Winston sighed. “I’m sorry, Hope, but my business is in a difficult place right now. I don’t have extra money for private investigators or U.S. marshals.”

Hope’s voice dropped dangerously low. “Your business is more important than your murdered wife?”

“That isn’t fair,” Eric snapped, stepping forward as though assuming authority. His disapproving glare was sharp. “Your father is grieving in his own way.”

“Is he?” Hope asked, coldly. “Do you call it grieving when a man prioritizes profit over justice for the woman he supposedly loved?”

“That is enough,” Eric clipped, his tone scolding, patronizing. “You’re being disrespectful.”

Hope let out a humorless laugh. “How did I not see it? I’m surrounded by heartless men. Not one of you has asked how I’m doing. Not one of you has offered comfort. I want answers, and if none of you will do what needs to be done, then I will investigate.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Eric scoffed. “You’re making a fool of yourself. You’re a woman with no experience. If the sheriff can’t solve this, you certainly won’t.”

“I beg to differ,” Hope said icily. “Simply by making an effort, I’m already doing more than the sheriff.”

“I won’t allow it,” Eric snapped. Hope froze. Her voice turned to steel. 

“Excuse me?”

“I said I won’t allow it,” he repeated loudly. “You are my fiancée and will be my wife soon. I expect perfect obedience from my wife. You answer to me. You’re not of age yet, and you depend on me financially. I forbid you from doing something so foolish. My reputation is at stake, and I will not have my future wife gallivanting around playing sheriff.”

Hope’s expression didn’t waver. Her voice cut through the room like a blade.

“You know what, Eric? You and I are done.” She tore the engagement ring from her finger and threw it at his feet. “I will not be controlled by you, or anyone else. You expect perfect obedience? Good luck finding someone willing to give you that. I never will.”

Eric stared at her, stunned. Outrage quickly replaced shock.

“I don’t accept this. We are still engaged.”

Hope scoffed. “I don’t care what you accept. We’re done. You care only about your reputation, your image, and my father’s wealth. You parade me around like a trophy, but I mean nothing to you. You’re selfish, arrogant, and now you think you can control me? Absolutely not.”

Her father shot to his feet. “Hope, calm yourself. Your behavior is outrageous. I won’t have you speaking to your fiancé like that. If you cannot control your temper, I will send you to a boarding school where obedience is drilled into you.”

Her breath caught, but he wasn’t finished.

“You will not play investigator. I forbid it. This is not how we raised you. Yes, you’re hurting, but that does not give you the right to be disrespectful. Remember who you’re talking to. I intend for you to inherit everything, but only if you are married. I chose Eric as your husband. You will marry him. You do not get a say.”

Hope’s voice was low, trembling. “I don’t get a say in who I marry?”

“That is correct,” her father said coldly. “You will accept the decisions made for you.”

Don’t let anyone control you. Her mother’s dying words surged back like a storm. Hope drew a slow breath, her mind racing. Choose your battles, Hope, her mother had often said. Don’t push him too far. But she also knew she couldn’t stay silent. Not now. Not ever. At last, Hope raised her head. Her voice was calm, eerily calm.

“I don’t want anything from you, Father. Not your money. Not the mansion. None of it. Give it to your other children.” She cast a cold, sweeping glance at all three men. “I’m done.” And with that, she turned and strode out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
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Eric took a step to follow, but Winston grabbed his arm.

“She’s just upset,” he muttered. “Deeply saddened by her mother’s passing. That’s all. She’ll calm down. She’ll come around. She always does. She would never disobey us on purpose.”

But neither man noticed the small, cold truth hanging in the air: Hope Spencer had just reached her breaking point. And she was never coming back from it.
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Hope stormed into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her with enough force to rattle the hinges. She barely made it three steps before her strength gave out. She collapsed onto the bed, burying her face in the coverlet as a fresh wave of tears surged, hot, furious, blinding. Tears of rage. Tears of grief. Tears for everything she had just endured. Her whole body trembled. Every word spoken in that study replayed in her mind, her father’s cold indifference, the sheriff’s dismissive shrug, Eric’s arrogant demands. Their voices blended into a single, suffocating reminder of just how alone she was now. 

Her mother had been the only person who truly saw her, who loved her without conditions or expectations. And now she was gone. A sob escaped Hope’s throat, muffled against the bed linens. She squeezed her eyes shut, fists clenching so tightly her nails bit into her palms.

“I will find out who did this,” she whispered hoarsely. “I will find him. And whoever is behind it, I will uncover the truth.” She pushed herself upright, her breath shaky but her resolve hardening with every word. “I’m going to get justice for you, Mama. I swear it.”

The room was quiet, the silence almost reverent, as though even the walls were listening. Hope wiped her tears and inhaled slowly, letting the fire inside her settle into something sharper. Clearer.

A blade instead of a flame. She didn’t trust her father—not anymore. Not after everything she had seen and heard. Not after years of secrets and silence. A man who rushed a funeral, refused an investigation, and placed business above his wife’s death was capable of far more than neglect. No, she didn’t think he was innocent. But suspicion was not enough. She needed proof. Real, undeniable proof.

Hope stood from the bed, her chin lifting with new purpose. She would not be silenced. She would not be controlled. She would not give up, not until every lie was exposed. And she knew exactly where she would start. Her mother’s diary.
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The funeral was agonizing for Hope. She stood beside her mother’s casket, feeling as though the world had narrowed, to a single point of pain in her chest. Only two people, Doc Baker and Reverend Shaw, showed her any genuine compassion. They remained close by, offering quiet words, steady hands, and the kind of presence that made breathing a little easier. Everyone else had come out of obligation, not love.

Her father stood stiffly near the front, his expression unreadable, as if he were attending a business meeting rather than burying his wife. Her grandmother remained as frosty as ever, lips pursed in disapproval, behaving more like she had been inconvenienced, than bereaved. A few extended relatives drifted about, murmuring polite phrases, but none of them looked truly saddened. None had tears in their eyes. None reached for Hope or asked how she was bearing such a crushing loss. And not one of her stepsiblings bothered to attend at all.

Hope had felt lonely before, but this was something darker. Something heavier. For the first time, loneliness felt like hopelessness, like a shadow settling inside her ribs. Her mother had been her best friend. Her safe place. Her fiercest protector. Georgiana Faith Spencer had always seemed so gentle, so composed, so graceful, but when it came to Hope, she had been a lioness. A shield. A source of warmth in a house built of ice. And now she was gone.

Hope stood apart from her family throughout the service. She did not cling to her father’s side. She did not seek her grandmother’s approval. She avoided the relatives who offered stiff, mechanical condolences. And when the funeral luncheon began, she refused to attend altogether.

She had no desire to sit in a room filled with false sympathy and insincere politeness. She knew the truth. She was the only one who genuinely mourned her mother.

Her grandmother was still offended by the confrontation two nights earlier, and her father avoided looking at her unless absolutely necessary. His indifference was a fresh wound layered atop the old ones. 

Then there was her ‘fiancé’. Eric, who now tried to soften his voice, offer gentle touches, and pretend he was the attentive suitor he had once been, back when he wanted to impress her, back when she believed he was kind. But Hope saw through it now. She recognized the calculated sweetness, the forced tenderness meant to coax her back into compliance. She did not fall for it. Not anymore. Not ever again.

She kept her distance from all of them, choosing instead to sit beside her mother’s grave long after the others had left, letting the silence wrap around her. Because in that silence, she felt closer to her mother than she had during the entire funeral. And in that silence, one truth returned with growing force: She would get justice. She would uncover the truth. She would not let her mother’s death be forgotten or dismissed. Not while she still had breath.
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Her father left for his business trip the following day. Hope didn’t bother to see him off, let alone wish him farewell. He walked past her room without a word, without a glance, only the sound of his polished boots echoing down the hall and the slam of the front door marking his departure.

Her grandmother left shortly after. She announced, rather loudly, that she would be spending several weeks visiting one of Hope’s uncles. She packed hurriedly, made no attempt to check on Hope, and swept out of the house with her usual frostbitten dignity. Hope doubted she would spare a single thought for her granddaughter.

Hope watched both departures from the upstairs landing, unseen and unheard. And for once... she didn’t mind. In fact, she preferred it. Her father and grandmother had a way of making the mansion colder simply by existing in it. Their presence amplified her loneliness, made every room feel heavier, every breath more hollow. When they were home, she felt like a stranger living under her own roof, tiptoeing around their indifference and expectations. 

When they were gone, the silence felt different. Still painful. Still echoing with grief. But not suffocating. Not oppressive. Not laced with disapproval and scrutiny. Hope stood in the empty hallway, listening as the last carriage wheels faded into the distance. For the first time since her mother’s death, she exhaled without feeling as though her chest might crack open. 

Yes, she was alone. But she had always been alone with them here. Now, at least, she could think. She could breathe. She could begin to plan. And she would finally have the space to chase the answers everyone else was determined to bury.
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It was early afternoon when Hope finally gathered the courage, and determination, to begin searching the house. The oppressive stillness of the mansion wrapped around her like a warning, but she pushed it aside. She was certain now that Sheriff Craig had lied. He had not looked for evidence. He had not examined the scene. He had not even cared. So, she would.

Hope moved slowly along the upstairs banister, her fingers brushing the polished wood as she scanned every inch for anything out of place. A smudge. A misplaced object. A sign of struggle, anything. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest with each step. She descended the stairs and approached the spot where she had found her mother. The memory hit her like a punch to the stomach, but she forced herself to look closely at the floorboards, the walls, the banister. Nothing obvious remained.

Holding her breath, she made her way to her mother’s study next. The room smelled faintly of lavender and old parchment, a scent she had always associated with comfort and conversation. Now it felt haunted. Hope circled the study multiple times, checking beneath furniture, behind curtains, and along the edges of the rug. It wasn’t until her third inspection that something caught her eye. A sliver of white between the desk and the closet.

Hope dropped to her knees and reached for it. The paper was wedged tightly, but after a moment of tugging, she managed to free it. She unfolded it and felt her stomach flip. A ferry ticket.

San Francisco → Oakland. She stared at it in disbelief. If the killer had dropped this, then he had a plan. A clear plan. And he was heading toward the mainland. But for what purpose? Where would he go next?

Hope tucked the ticket into the hidden pocket of her dress and resumed her search. She walked toward the windows, examining the frames and locks, then paused to look outside. A few birds hopped across the garden path, pecking at the ground. Then she saw it. Another slip of paper, lodged in a small bush directly below the main window. Her pulse spiked.

She hurried downstairs, nearly tripping over her skirts in her haste. The wind had begun to pick up, rustling the leaves as she dashed across the porch. She reached the bush just in time to snatch the paper before the wind could carry it away. Hope unfolded it with trembling fingers. A letter, short, hastily penned, addressed to someone named Mr. Anthony Whitmer. Her breath caught as she read:


Anthony,



I booked the ferry for you. Once you are in Oakland, you will take the train to Sacramento and travel from there to Winnemucca, Elko, and several other stops until you reach Cheyenne in Wyoming. Cheyenne is only a small town, but there is another woman who has knowledge of our plans, and we need to take care of her as soon as possible.

Meet me at the saloon in Elko, so we can discuss your next assignment in more detail.



Lester



Hope’s heart pounded so hard she thought it might burst. Another woman. Knowledge of their plans. Assignment. Murder. Her mother’s death was not an isolated crime. It was part of something much, much bigger. And Hope had just uncovered the first thread.
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Lester. Hope stared at the name written at the bottom of the letter, her mind racing. Who was Lester? And more importantly, who was the woman they intended to murder next? A cold shiver ran down her spine. Hope’s breath hitched, but only for a moment. Something inside her hardened. Right then, right there, she made up her mind. She would go after her mother’s killer herself.

She knew the risk. She knew the danger. But she also knew that no one else would lift a finger. Her father wouldn’t. The sheriff refused. Eric wouldn’t even allow her to leave the house, let alone travel alone. Hope clenched the letter tighter in her fist. If justice was going to happen, she would have to pursue it.

She hurried back into the house, climbed the stairs two at a time, and slipped into her room. With a trembling but determined hand, she spread the ticket and the letter across her writing desk and reached for paper and ink. She began making a list, items she would need, disguises she would use, money she had to gather, and the route she would follow.

Once the list was complete, she stood before her wardrobe and pulled open the doors. A cascade of elegant, expensive dresses stared back at her, silk and taffeta, lace and ribbon, things she had never asked for, never wanted. She touched one with the tip of her fingers, then exhaled sharply. They would all go.

She rang for her maid. When Mia appeared, Hope instructed her to pack nearly all the fine gowns worn only once—and return them to the dressmaker. Along with the dresses, Hope wrote a firmly worded letter requesting full reimbursement in cash. Mia blinked at the request but obediently gathered the clothing, her arms full of silk and satin as she left to deliver the parcels.

The moment the girl was gone, Hope darted into the hallway and slipped into her half-brothers’ old rooms. Dust coated most surfaces. Neither boy had visited in years. She rummaged through their closets, searching for trousers, shirts, jackets, anything rugged or plain enough to disguise her. If she traveled as herself, the killer, or anyone sent to watch her, would spot her easily. If she traveled as a young man, she might pass unnoticed.

Hope stuffed several articles of clothing into her carpet bag, choosing garments that could be layered, altered, or worn for weeks on end. She packed as lightly as she dared, but with enough essentials to last the journey. 

Returning to her room, she laid everything out across her bed. Her heartbeat thudded with a mix of fear and adrenaline. It was unfortunate that the letter gave no date for the killer’s departure, but the ferry ticket told her enough. The murderer had left San Francisco the day after her mother was killed.

Hope unfolded the letter again, studying every detail. At the bottom, in a different hand, sharper, more slanted, someone had scribbled a list of hotel names. Her pulse raced. The killer must have written those names himself. Hotels he planned to stay in along the way. Landmarks to track him. It was a trail. A dangerous one, but a trail nonetheless.

Hope pressed a hand to her heart, steadying herself. Whatever it took, she would follow it.

And she would not stop until she found him.
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When Mia returned later that afternoon, she carried a small drawstring pouch in her hands. Hope opened it and counted the money, far more than she expected, enough to fund the first stages of her journey. Relief washed through her, though it was quickly replaced by renewed determination. Every coin would have to be used wisely.

“Thank you, Mia,” she said softly, squeezing the maid’s hand. The girl nodded, unaware of the magnitude of what Hope was about to do.

Once Mia left the room, Hope sat at her desk and spread out her findings. The original letter lay before her, weighted at the corners by inkwells to keep it flat. She didn’t trust anyone, not even the marshals, to simply hand it back after reviewing it. Evidence tended to disappear in cases involving powerful men, and her father had influence, whether he chose to use it or not.

So, Hope took a fresh sheet of paper and carefully copied the entire letter, line for line. She made sure the handwriting looked natural enough to pass as a second copy, then folded it neatly and left it in the center of her desk. At least she would have something to fall back on if the marshals kept, or ‘lost’ the original. She also scribbled down the ferry ticket information: the departure point, the date, the destination. Everything she might possibly need if someone tried to claim she had misread or misunderstood the details.

As she finished writing, her stomach tightened with nerves. She didn’t know how the U.S. Marshal headquarters would respond. Would they take her seriously? Would they help? Or would they dismiss her the same way the sheriff had? Still, she had to try.

Hope straightened, folded the letter, tucked it securely into her bodice, and walked downstairs without hesitation. She found the butler polishing silverware in the kitchen corridor and cleared her throat.

“Mr. Pratt,” she said, her voice steady and polite, masking the storm inside her, “please arrange for a carriage at once. I need to go into town.”

The man blinked in surprise but bowed stiffly. 

“Of course, Miss Spencer. I will see to it immediately.”

Within minutes, Hope stood in the entry hall, purse hidden beneath her cloak, determination hardening her expression. She was going to the U.S. Marshal headquarters. She was going to present her evidence. And she was going to fight, no matter who tried to stop her.
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3

When the Law Refused to Listen
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On the way to the U.S. Marshal headquarters, Hope couldn’t help questioning herself. Was this truly a good idea? Would they take her seriously, or would she be dismissed once again, this time by federal officers instead of a lazy sheriff? But deep down, she already knew the answer. She had to try.

She needed to know, without a shadow of doubt, that she had done everything in her power before throwing herself into the dangerous journey ahead. She was terrified of what her plan required, frightened of stepping into a world where killers lurked and conspiracies stretched across state lines. But she had no choice now. She knew too much. And she knew they planned to kill another woman. She could not sit idle and let someone else die, not when she held a piece of the truth in her hand.

As soon as the carriage pulled up in front of the U.S. Marshal headquarters, Hope leaned forward.

“Please wait for me,” she instructed the driver. “I won’t be long.” Then she hurried inside. The headquarters bustled with activity, deputies, marshals, and clerks moving about with purpose. Hope straightened her shoulders and approached the front desk, rehearsing every detail in her mind. She explained the letter she had found, the ferry ticket, the sheriff’s suspicious behavior, and the fact that another woman’s life might be in danger. 

They listened. They didn’t laugh at her. But their expressions told her everything. They did not believe her. Hope felt anger surge through her, hot and bright, but she did not argue. She did not beg. If even federal marshals refused to listen, then she would not waste her breath pleading with them. They didn’t even ask to see the evidence she had brought. That was answer enough.
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When she stepped back outside, the cool air struck her like a slap. Hope clenched her jaw and climbed into the carriage with renewed determination.

“Stop at the ferry station before we return,” she said. The driver nodded, and they set off.

At the station, she inquired about the next ferry departure, pretending to be a curious traveler. The attendant flipped through his schedule book before confirming, “Next boat leaves at six o’clock tomorrow morning, miss.”

Hope thanked him and returned to the carriage. Once seated, she leaned forward again and spoke softly but firmly to the driver.

“Please be at my house tomorrow morning at five.”

The man tipped his hat. “Of course, Miss Spencer.”

Hope settled back against the cushions as the carriage rolled toward her father’s estate. Her heart pounded with fear, but beneath it, something stronger pulsed. Resolve. Purpose. And the certainty that she was done relying on anyone else to save her mother, or the next victim. The journey would begin at dawn. And she would be ready.
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When Hope returned to her room, there wasn’t much she could do except wait. She laid out her clothing, simple, practical garments she could layer or alter if her disguise required it and double-checked the hidden pockets she had sewn into her reticule. The small compartments would keep her money safe, even if someone rifled through her belongings. She paced the room restlessly, glancing at the clock every few minutes.

She planned to gather provisions for the journey later, once the servants retired to their quarters and no one would question why she was packing food and water. Her plan was nearly complete. All she needed now was time.

She was about to go downstairs for supper when the door opened quietly and Mia stepped inside.

“Miss Spencer,” the maid said softly, “Doc Baker and Reverend Shaw are here to see you.”

Hope blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected visitors, certainly not them. For a moment, she simply stared, her breath catching with a mixture of astonishment and warmth. Doc Baker and Reverend Shaw had been her mother’s closest friends, the only two people her mother trusted without reservation. They had been steady figures in Hope’s life as well, kind, compassionate, and protective in ways her own family had never been. And during the last few days, Doc Baker had offered more comfort than her father had shown her in eighteen years. Hope’s throat tightened.

“Thank you, Mia,” she said at last. “I will come downstairs shortly. Please ask them to wait in the parlor.”

The young maid nodded and slipped out. Hope turned back toward
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