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Chapter 1: Ember of Hope
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Rain hammered the sagging rooftops of Willow Creek, a fictional town nestled between whispering pine forests and the lazy bend of Copper River. The streets were narrow, lined with faded clapboard houses from a bygone lumber boom, now sustained by stubborn farmers, a single diner, and the quiet grit of its 2,000 residents. Daniel Hayes, 42, wiped sweat from his brow as he drove the final rusty nail into the warped door of his woodworking workshop. The shed—little more than 20x20 feet of salvaged pine—reeked of fresh sawdust, varnish, and the faint desperation of a man clinging to his trade.

For twenty years, Daniel had crafted tables, chairs, and cabinets for neighbors who paid in eggs, cordwood, or IOUs. His hands, callused and scarred, told stories of endless labor. Tonight, they trembled slightly from fatigue as he stepped back, admiring the patch job on the leaking roof. Inside, half-finished oak dining sets waited for a buyer who might never come.

"Dad? Supper's just beans again," came Tommy's voice from their cramped two-room home next door. The 12-year-old stood in the doorway, blond curls damp from the downpour, blue eyes mirroring his late mother's. At 4'10" and all elbows and knees, Tommy was a whirlwind of energy, forever sprinting imaginary races in the yard.

Daniel forced a grin, slinging his hammer into his belt. "Best beans in Willow Creek, champ. I'll grate extra cheese on top."

Tommy peered past him at the workshop. "Door fixed solid now? Mr. Grady finally pay for that table he ordered three months back?"

"Soon enough," Daniel replied, ruffling his son's wet hair as they ducked inside. Truth was, Grady's farm was failing, and the $400 debt hung like a storm cloud. Daniel set mismatched plates on their wobbly kitchen table under the flicker of a single hanging lantern—their one electric luxury amid a house powered mostly by propane and willpower.

They ate in the companionable silence unique to single fathers and sons, broken only by Tommy's school chatter. "Coach Reynolds clocked me at 13.2 seconds in the 100-meter today. Fastest in class! Track meet's Saturday—gonna win gold."

Daniel's chest swelled with a pride fiercer than any he'd felt crafting fine furniture. "You'll smoke 'em all, Tommy. Just like your mom would've cheered."

Tommy's fork paused mid-air, his eyes dimming. Sarah Hayes had been taken by cancer three years prior, leaving a void no amount of carpentry could fill. "I miss her, Dad. She'd make those victory pancakes."

"So do I, son." Daniel reached across, squeezing his shoulder. "But we've got each other. Strongest team in the whole Creek."

Supper cleared, Daniel pulled out his sketchpad by lamplight, penciling elegant chair designs that might fetch $200 apiece—if orders came. Tommy labored over math homework at the table, tongue poking from concentration. A timid knock interrupted the rhythm.

Mrs. Ellis, the frail widow next door, stood shivering in a threadbare shawl. "Daniel... the roof's leaking something fierce again. Pots everywhere inside. Could you patch it cheap?"

"First thing tomorrow, Mrs. Ellis. I'll scrounge free struts from the scrap yard down by the tracks. You'll sleep dry tonight."

Her wrinkled face softened with relief. "God bless you, Daniel. Creek folk are lucky to have you."

Tommy watched her shuffle away. "Why free, Dad? We're scraping pennies ourselves. Rent's due Friday."

Daniel knelt to Tommy's level. "Willow Creek looks after its own, champ. We were the Ellis family once—your mom and me, fresh married. One day, it'll look after the Hayes boys too."

Night deepened into a symphony of rain on tin. Alone after tucking Tommy in, Daniel opened their battered cash tin under the floorboard: $23.47 until payday. Rent: $450. Electric: $78. Groceries: at least $60. The math mocked him, but Tommy's contented snores from the next room steadied his resolve. Dreams cost money, but a boy's belief was priceless.

Sirens shattered the midnight peace—shrill wails echoing off the wet hills. Daniel bolted upright in bed. "Fire!"

Flames roared twenty feet away, devouring the workshop in orange fury. Tongues of fire licked the sky as Daniel yanked on boots, shoving Tommy toward the street. Neighbors gathered in nightshirts, faces illuminated by the blaze. Whispers rippled: "Grady's grudge? That unpaid beef over the table?"

Daniel charged forward with a bucket, lungs searing from acrid smoke. Fire Chief Harlan, burly and soot-streaked, pulled him back as hoses proved futile against the inferno. "Stand down, Dan! It's a goner!"

By 2 AM, only smoldering ashes remained. The workshop—tools, lumber stacks, irreplaceable jigs, months of designs—obliterated. Chief Harlan clapped Daniel's shoulder amid the ruins. "Arson, looks like. Matches by the back wall. Insurance up to date?"

"Lapsed last month." Daniel's voice cracked, staring at the blackened skeleton of his livelihood. Twenty years' sweat, gone in hours.

Tommy, blanket-wrapped against the chill, clung to his leg. Pale-faced neighbors murmured pity. "What now, Dad?" the boy whispered, voice small.

Daniel knelt in the mud, cupping Tommy's chilled face in smoke-grimed hands. Rain mingled with tears on his cheeks. "Now we rebuild, son. Bigger. Stronger. Better than before. For all your tomorrows."
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