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      Texas summers were hot. This fun fact surprised no one. After growing up in North Dakota and then travelling around the United States after college to carry out my own personal version of the Robin Hood story, I’d started a new chapter of my life deep in the heart of Texas in the beautiful little town of Wilson. Situated on a peninsula that jutted into Lake Amore, my first full year here convinced me everything was bigger in Texas, including the temperature. This time around, summer had taken over most of spring, and with June nearing its end, the beautiful state had redefined my understanding of the word hot. 

      The intensity of the sun during the day was too much for my favorite outdoor activity, kayaking. This explained why, at nine-thirty in the evening, one could find me sweating buckets as I glided across the glassy water. I arrived at the small cove tucked away just on the other side of a large outcropping of trees. The Sam Houston Forest surrounded a good portion of the lake, which offered little hideaways and beautiful views. While I didn’t understand how, I’d learned this spot often provided a gentle breeze even when the rest of the world remained still under a heavy blanket of heat. It also offered a stunning view of the moon reflecting off the lake.

      I waited as the cloud cover moved, allowing the shy moon to see its reflection. Wiping the sweat from my brow, the breath entering and leaving my lungs slowed as calm entered my soul, removing the final vestiges of the craziness of the day. I’d looked forward to this moment for hours, that brief moment when all aspects of the world around me fell into the proper perspective.

      The interlude was brief as the moon returned to its hiding place behind the darkening clouds. A small light under the surface of the water caught my attention. I blinked a few times to make sure my vision wasn’t reproducing the moon effect, but quickly determined the reflection of light stemmed not from above, but below. What in the world could be causing a light from under the water? Maybe the heat was frying my brain more than I thought.

      The sound of an outboard motor roaring nearby drew my attention and made me double check the lights installed on my kayak to ensure boaters would be aware of me at night. Once all safety measures were confirmed, I refocused on the area of the water where the light had pierced the murky depths. Darkness had returned. The trickle of sweat making its way down the nape of my neck transformed into a lazy river, prompting me to leave this mystery for another day. A cool shower and an evening chat with Jeremy, the handsome game warden who had captured my attention from the moment we’d met, would be the perfect way to end the night. Maybe if I asked nicely, he’d share where he was taking me for our first official date tomorrow evening.

      I stroked the water steadily on my way home, now anxious for that cold shower. Mother Nature had apparently seen fit to not only turn up the furnace in our little part of the country, but she’d also sent the rain far away. While our neighbors to the north endured dangerous levels of water being dumped in their lakes and rivers, between our heat and drought, the only thing starting to rise in our little slice of paradise was people’s tempers.

      Tying the kayak to my dock, I entered my lakefront home and thanked the good Lord for the marvels of air conditioning. A quick check of my phone indicated I had a couple missed calls from EZ, but no messages, which I found odd. Whatever was so important would have to wait as my desire to shower outweighed my natural curiosity about the purpose of her calls.

      I’d barely showered, dressed, and grabbed a snack when my front doorbell rang. The clock showed it was a little after ten. The front door camera feed revealed EZ had apparently grown tired of waiting for me to get back to her.

      Opening the door, I smiled. “Well, it’s none other than Estelle Zimmerman. To what do I owe the pleasure of such a late-night visit?”

      “Ha, ha, very funny. Now, are you going to invite me in? It’s hot as blazes out here and my pigtails are getting curlier by the minute in this heat.”

      “Of course, come on in.  Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Water.”

      As I retrieved a bottle from the fridge, I noticed her giving my place a onceover. “What do you think?”

      She shrugged. “I think it’s a lot to clean.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I laughed and gestured toward the sofa. Compared to EZ’s residence, an RV tucked away on a little piece of paradise in unincorporated Wilson, I understood where she was coming from. “Please, have a seat. I’m sorry I haven’t returned your calls yet. I was out kayaking and then was in desperate need of a shower.”

      “I figured you were just avoiding me once you realized I’d learned your dirty little secret.”

      The thundering in my chest resounded loudly in my brain. I had plenty of secrets, though I wouldn’t categorize them as dirty, or little for that matter. My secrets all had to do with my past…something I’d been trying diligently to move forward from. “You’re going to need to be more specific.” There, that was generic enough to acknowledge her fishing expedition without baiting the hook. It would be a rookie mistake to inadvertently share information. Given my thirty years on this earth, I no longer qualified as new to the game of life.

      “All right, if you wanna play it that way, I’m game.” She took another drink of water. “I saw you earlier this evening.”

      My eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “Out on the lake? That’s where I spent most of this lovely Friday once the sun started to go down.”

      “I can’t believe you’re going to make me say it out loud.”

      “Say what?”

      “Look, I’m not judging, but hanging out in plain sight with a married man is a great way to destroy the reputation you’ve been trying to build.”

      My brain apparently wasn’t the only one affected by this heat. “What on earth are you talking about? I barely encountered a man today. I was at the shop until closing time. After that, I made a quick trip to my storage unit to select pieces for the new line of jewelry I’m featuring tomorrow, picked up my dinner order from The Club, ate it, and then headed out on my kayak. Other than the server who delivered the food to my car, I’ve not been within six feet of the opposite sex today.”

      Her pigtails swished with the shaking of her head. “Look, I have to be at work in less than an hour, so I’ll cut to the chase.”

      Finally!

      “I saw you and JB at the Flying V campground late this afternoon.”

      A million questions started running through my head, but none of them made sense of the accusation EZ had just tossed my way. “Maybe you’re suffering from heat stroke. I don’t even know where that is, and I have no reason to be in public or private with JB Nester.”

      “Look, I don’t care one way or the other. You do you. As your friend, I wanted to let you know someone, besides me, saw you.”

      “Why were you there? I thought your outdoorsy desires were limited to finding a nice view of nature while you smoked your cigarettes.”

      As if to prove my point about smoking, her laughter at my statement resembled the crunch of gravel being driven over by a big truck. It was followed by a small coughing episode. “Not that it’s any of your dang business, but I was visiting with Robert.”

      Robert Birmingham was at the top of the elite ladder not only here in Wilson, but also the surrounding area. Wealth, power, and prestige were often associated with his name and family. He’d been married to his wife, Dora Lee, for decades. He also had one weakness in life that I’d been able to surmise: Estelle “EZ” Zimmerman, a local legend at The Foxy Lady just on the outskirts of town. “What of your reputation?”

      She chuckled, “People expect that kind of thing from me, but I don’t care what people think. They already assume I’m the one corrupting him.”

      “And what of Robert’s reputation, then?” The true nature of their relationship was always churning the gossip mill, but rarely did anyone ever speak of it in public. “Wasn’t he worried? Dora Lee might tolerate him visiting you at your place of employment, but out in public where anyone could see?”

      “It was his idea. As a matter of fact, he was pretty insistent. I figure no one Robert or Dora Lee would be worried about would be caught dead at a campground. Besides, you and JB were the ones acting cozy. Robert was more focused on the two of you than me,” she pouted.

      “I…” the pronoun was spoken with much emphasis, “...wasn’t with JB today. Not sure what I can do to prove that to you. And why would Robert be so interested in whoever was with JB?”

      EZ stood. “Like I would know. Anyway, I don’t care what you do or who you do it with. I’m not going to say anything, but I can’t promise Robert won’t use that knowledge against you, if needed, in the future.”

      Robert and I had found ourselves on opposite sides of an issue many times since my arrival in town. While we typically played nice in the sandbox in public, more than one heated debate had taken place in private. I decided to state my case one last time, though, thus far, it hadn’t been received by my intended target. “It wasn’t me.”

      “I gotta run. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Don’t work too hard.”

      She laughed. “Never. I make them do all the work!”

      With that parting shot, she left. I locked the door behind her with a sigh. There was really only one explanation for me being sighted in public when I was nowhere around. Though, even that explanation didn’t make any sense. I picked up the phone and dialed my sister’s number. It went straight to voicemail. “Sydney, it’s Sadie. We need to talk.”
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      When the alarm went off Saturday morning, I was certain I couldn’t have slept more than a few hours. Robert and EZ weren’t my main concern. EZ would respect my privacy, and Robert (and his wife, Dora Lee) would only use the information if it served them well in the future. One didn’t get to the top of all the ladders–financial, social, and otherwise–by being impulsive and petty.

      No, what had me lying awake at night was not hearing back from my sister. Was she in trouble? If it was her meeting with JB, why? And, most importantly, why hadn’t she called to let me know she was in town? None of it made any sense. We weren’t super close anymore, but we weren’t estranged, either. Our busy lives kept us from spending much time together, but we loved each other. And, to the best of my knowledge, she wasn’t angry at me for any reason. Which brought me back to my first concern, that she was in some kind of trouble. I’d been on this merry-go-round of reasoning all throughout the night.

      Those thoughts would need to be dealt with later. Now, it was time to get ready for work. My outfit was chosen carefully. It needed to be cool, comfortable, and chic. I’d been advertising for a couple of weeks now about a new line of jewelry featuring aquamarine stones. The pieces were handcrafted from Italy and included accents to complement styles ranging from casual to evening attire. I chose white capris with a pleated halter top that matched the color of the jewels being promoted. Silver jewelry and white strappy sandals finished the ensemble.

      I opened my boutique, Tesoro, promptly at nine o’clock, excited about the day. This shop was my new passion. Items here featured hand-blown Murano glass shaped into everything from dishes to centerpieces, and jewelry. It was a tribute to my heritage and my appreciation for the beauty in life.

      My first customer in the door was my best friend here in Wilson. “Morning, Kelsey. So glad you could stop in today!”

      “I certainly couldn’t miss seeing this new line of jewelry. My anniversary is coming up and Pete will be asking for ideas. Figured something from the new collection would serve as a great starting point.”

      Her smile as she immediately moved to the lighted display case warmed my heart. “The aquamarine colors will certainly suit your coloring and complement your beautiful auburn hair.”

      “You don’t have to butter me up. You know I love your selections.”

      “I’m not using flattery to make a sale,” I laughed. “I’m simply reminding my friend how beautiful she is.”

      Her cheeks flushed to a lighter shade of her hair. She was a confident woman, but like most women, she tended to have a hard time accepting a compliment. “Well, thank you. I appreciate that.”

      After giving her a few minutes to look over the new pieces, I jumped back into conversation. “Anything new to hit the rumor mill in the last day or so?” If Robert had shared his alleged sighting of me with anyone in the community, as a hub in the town gossip wheel, Kelsey would be among the first to know. She didn’t typically spread gossip–well, except to me–but people tended to share with her. Maybe it was because they knew she’d keep their secrets. That thought reminded me I’d yet to trust all my secrets with her. I’d shared more with her than anyone, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell her everything. Not yet, at least.

      “Besides conversation about the increase of drugs in the area, everything else is more harmless gossip. Most of it over the last day or so has centered around Denise and Alan. They’ve been seen about town this past week looking rather cozy.” Her eyebrows waggled a bit as she shared.

      I hadn’t heard anything official about the drugs, but Emerson, a local teen who befriended me right from the beginning, had shared he’d witnessed multiple drug deals happening in his school. We were both trying to figure out the best way for him to handle that and still stay safe. Keeping the topic light, I replied, “Well, good for her. She’s had the hots for him since I’ve known her.”

      “They do seem very happy. Only time will tell if it lasts.”

      “True. Hopefully, now that the thrill of the chase is over, she won’t grow bored. Though, when she was such a staunch supporter of him in the last election, I began to think maybe it was more than a fleeting crush.”

      “Or an obsession,” Kelsey teased.

      “True as well. Thankfully, he was flattered by her interest rather than seeking a restraining order from the police.”

      Kelsey returned her attention to the display case. I noticed her gaze being drawn to a particular necklace. I made a mental note to send a picture of it to Pete with a suggestion that it would be the perfect gift for their anniversary. “I’m a little worried about JB,” she shared out of the blue.

      “JB Nester?” Not that I knew any other JBs, but this was the south and there could be more men with those initials. “What about him?”

      “I’m not sure. He just seems…off.”

      “When did you last see him?”

      “At The Club last night. Instead of sitting with his usual group, he was at a corner table with Lester Price. They both appeared to have the weight of the world on their shoulders and Lester looked like he’d been roughed up. JB was pretty earnest, and Lester was more agitated than a long-tailed cat at a rocking chair convention.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, that’s a new one for me. But Lester getting in a fight doesn’t surprise me at all. His ability to get along with others leaves a lot to be desired.” The timeline in my head made it reasonable to assume this was after EZ and Robert had seen JB at the campground. “Did you speak with either of them?”

      She shook her head. “I’d started to make my way over to him when Lester bolted from his chair and stormed out. Figured I’d wait before engaging in conversation. JB left a few minutes later.”

      “How weird. I wonder what’s going on?”

      “No idea.” She gave me a smile. “But I’ll see what I can find out. Any particular reason you’re interested?” She added, “I know you’re not a Lester fan. Have you and JB become friends?” 

      “Still not a fan, and more curious than anything else. I’m always suspicious anytime Lester is lurking around. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him at The Club before.”

      “It’s rare, but it does happen from time to time. Speaking of The Club, is that where you and Jeremy are having dinner tonight?”

      The grin on my face at the mention of his name couldn’t be suppressed. “He hasn’t confirmed, but I think it’s possible. I may have hinted about my excitement that scallops were back on the menu.”

      Kelsey’s smile matched mine. “I hope you two have a wonderful evening wherever you’re dining. I’m so glad you’ve been able to progress to this point, even though it has taken you longer than the average teenager,” she teased.

      It was my turn to blush. “Well, we had a few more things to work out than the average teen, but we’ve definitely made progress. Only time will tell.”

      “You make a cute couple. Don’t blow it!” Kelsey bumped her shoulder with mine to emphasize her warning. 

      The smile on her face was contagious. “I’ll do my best.”

      “All right, I need to be on my way. Domestic duties await.”

      “Make Pete help you!”

      She laughed. “I would but he’s working today. The firm is gearing up for a big case. Before you ask, he hasn’t provided any details, just that it’s a major deal and all hands are on deck to help with research and prepare the necessary pleadings along with other legal jargon I don’t even want to understand.”

      “Okay, but if you get any juicy details…”

      “You’ll be the first to know.”

      After she left, I took a picture of the necklace and sent it to Pete before I forgot. Hopefully, he didn’t open the text in front of Kelsey or my attempt to help him win major brownie points would be for nothing.

      I grabbed my laptop from the back room. Until more customers arrived, I wanted to do a little research on JB and the company he worked for. Maybe something was going on at work that had him so upset. All right, I confess, my curiosity resulted more from what connection he, his company, and my sister might have. Then again, maybe it wasn’t my sister. It’s possible there was another woman who looked like us. There were lots of doppelgangers in the world. Maybe Sydney and I had one who was in town for a few days. Highly unlikely, but possible, I supposed.

      I typed CellCo in the search bar. Immediately, thousands of results were provided. The company had a hand in multiple areas, from providing equipment for cell towers, to fiber optics for a variety of uses in multiple industries, and their less talked about division responsible for alternate sources of power. It was the last line of business that had riled up the fine folks in our area of Texas many times. Most notably, during the last local election. JB’s opponents had campaigned that he was part of a business threatening the oil and gas industry from which so many in this area derived their livelihood.

      Scrolling down, I scanned for any recent articles about them in the news. A couple months ago, there was an article detailing their application for government grants to fund research into improved batteries for hybrid vehicles. I’d just clicked on the article to read more when the doorbell chimed. Closing the laptop, I looked up and smiled at my guests. “Denise and Alan, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Alan slipped his arm around Denise’s waist. “We heard there was a new collection being premiered today. So, we had to check it out.”

      I moved over to the display. “Right this way. I’m showcasing the beautiful marriage of aquamarine stones with Murano blown glass. The settings are either gold, silver, or platinum.”

      The blue in Denise’s eyes sparkled as she took in the display. “They’re beautiful,” she offered in a reverent whisper.

      Alan looked at Denise with the same awe she had exhibited for the jewelry. I had to hand it to her. She’d set her sights on attracting his attention, and by all accounts, she’d been very successful. With the amount of effort she’d given to her goal, it was either going to turn out like this or she would have been arrested for stalking. It could have gone either way, but I was glad it turned out positively. “I’ll give you two a few minutes. Let me know if you have any questions.”

      I watched Denise survey each piece before returning multiple times to an earring and necklace set. There was some whispered conversation before Alan smiled and nodded. His attention turned to me. “We’d like a closer look at these, please.”

      Removing them from the case, I handed the earrings to Denise. She held them up to her ear. “They complement your eye color and skin tone very well.”

      “They sure do,” she gushed. “I love them.”

      “We’ll take the set.” Alan beamed.

      “Fantastic choice! Let me get this wrapped up for you.” We moved the party over to the counter and I began to write up the ticket. I knew it was old fashioned, but I preferred creating a handwritten description in cursive and then signing it. This gave them something to use for their homeowner’s insurance and filled me with pride each time I transferred something of such beauty. As I finished up the transaction, I couldn’t help but ask, “I know you both keep an eye on CellCo. Did they get the grant for developing the batteries for use in electric and hybrid vehicles?”

      “Oh my, where to start?” Denise grinned. She loved sticking it to JB’s company, though I wasn’t entirely sure why. I didn’t believe it was merely because they were looking into fuel sources outside of oil and gas.

      “Usually, I would say the beginning, but it’s probably best to start with the most recent information this time.”

      “Well…” She propped her elbows on the counter and leaned in. “Not only did their grant not get approved, there’s also been a lot of controversy over their research into solid-state batteries.”

      “What kind of controversy?”

      “For starters,” Alan chimed in, “there are rumors they stole designs and research from Future Energy Sources–or FES, as they liked to be called–in West Texas.”

      “Since oil and gas is big in West Texas as well, I can understand why they’d prefer initials,” I teased.

      “Exactly, though I think most Texans understand we need alternative fuel sources, they just don’t want to broadcast it, and they certainly don’t want their main industry threatened.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Denise added. “My family has been in oil and gas since the beginning. If it was good enough for them, it’s good enough for me.”

      “I hear you,” I quickly added, but I didn’t go so far as to agree. “Does FES have a legitimate claim?” Rumors were one thing, but facts that could be presented in court were another.

      “For obvious reasons, they’re keeping a tight lid on it. Given their application for a grant to fund their research was denied, I wouldn’t be surprised if they turned to other less legitimate ways to keep them going,” Alan shared as he slipped his arm around Denise.

      “You really think they would steal the research if they weren’t given the money? That feels like a pretty big leap.”

      He shrugged. “Their history is filled with sketchy deals, rumors of misconduct, and financial challenges. Desperate people do desperate things.”

      Before I could ask anything more, my phone buzzed with an incoming call. It was my sister. “Will you both excuse me for just a moment?”

      “Sure, I want to look at the plates to match my goblets. You don’t mind, do you, honey?”

      “No. We’re spending the day together. This morning is what you want and…”

      Denise blushed. “Tonight is what you want.”

      At that moment, I was very happy I had a reason to step away. “I’ll be right back.”

      Once in the office, I answered the call, “Hey, Sydney.”

      “Hey, sis. What’s up?”

      “Are you in town?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      I didn’t really think that question needed an explanation, but I decided I would cut to the chase. “Primarily because I was sighted being all cozy with a married man yesterday evening at the Flying V Campground. And, in case you’re wondering, I don’t even know where that is!”

      “Listen, I can’t really talk about it right now. Work is breathing down my neck to fix a huge PR problem. I promise to come for a visit soon.”

      Sisters could be so very annoying. I felt like I’d been repeating myself a lot over the past twelve hours or so. First with EZ, now with my sister. “Sydney, are you in town?”

      “Love you, sis. Talk soon.”

      And with that, she was gone. My sister was one of the first subjects I’d studied to learn about human nature. I wanted to understand what made her tick, mostly so I could annoy her when we were kids. One didn’t have to be an expert to know she was being evasive. Which told me, even if she didn’t, that she was in town and she had been with JB last night. The question was…why?!

      Knowing I’d have to ponder that later, I moved back into the main retail area.

      “Everything okay?” Denise asked, the concern on her face evident.

      I needed to get better at masking my feelings, especially where family was concerned. I waved my hand in dismissal. “All is well. Just some minor family issues.”

      “All right, I’ll let it go for now as we have lunch plans, but let me know if you need to talk.”

      “Thanks, Denise. I appreciate you.” I handed them the ticket and their package. “And your business,” I added with a smile.

      Alan took the package and handed it to Denise. “Happy anniversary, baby.”

      In response, she wrapped her arms around him and placed a romance book worthy lip lock on him. I averted my gaze and was thankful no one else had come into the stop to witness this. Though, I supposed it could be good for business. A glossy photo of these two with the caption: Men, wanna make your lady this happy? Shop Tesoro!

      “See you later, Sadie.”

      “Later, Denise. Bye, Alan. And happy anniversary.” Though, I had no idea what it was the anniversary of as they’d only been together a short time. But hey, business was business, right?

      The rest of the afternoon passed by quickly with patrons, both new and old, visiting the shop. I confess, my heart swelled at how accepting the community had been of both me and the beautiful treasures from my father’s homeland. It might have taken a little longer than I’d originally hoped, but anything worth having was worth working for. One of the many lessons my parents had instilled in me.

      The air felt unusually heavy when I stepped outside in the early evening hours. There was a gray haze blanketing everything and a stillness that seemingly suppressed one’s ability to breathe. I forced a deep breath and was rewarded with a coughing fit. What in the world was going on? I’d not been to Texas for very long, but this weather phenomenon felt strangely out of place.

      A small part of me hoped the overcast nature of the sky meant the possibility of rain and a cooling off period, but I feared that was not the case. Not wanting to venture another deep breath, I closed my eyes and drew in air through my nose, focusing on the scent. My nonna on my mom’s side grew up on a farm and always said if you really paid attention, you could smell the rain in the air.

      The scent of the sky did not relay the promise of fresh, cool rain. Instead, it left an acrid taste in my mouth. The urge to cough again forced me to seek refuge in my truck. The air conditioning did its job and cooled my body and senses. I decided this puzzle could be further solved from inside my house.

      The drive home was only a few short minutes away. The normal life signs on the streets were absent. Even the deer appeared to be hiding out. How very odd.

      My neighbor was standing on his front porch, glass of wine in hand, when I pulled into the drive. After parking in the garage, I decided to brave the outdoors for another minute to say hello. Standing in my driveway, I waved, “Good evening, Mr. Crossman.”

      “You’re making me feel old, stop it.” His voice was gruff, but the slight upturn at the corners of his mouth indicated he was teasing a bit.

      “All right, how about Mr. Jerome, then?”

      “No one called me Jerome but my mother and my wife when she was mad at me.”

      This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation, but I always found it enjoyable. “What shall I call you?”

      He chuckled. “Anything but late for dinner.”

      I joined in the laughter. He tried to play the grumpy old man, but inside he was a softy with a great sense of humor. “Fair enough. How about we settle for Jerry then?”

      “If that makes you happy.”

      “It does.” I paused for a moment as we’d now ended our routine conversation. “Hey, Jerry, what’s going on with the sky tonight?”

      He took another sip of his wine. “Can’t say for certain but thinking fire.”

      “Fire?”

      “Well, you don’t have to believe me, but after working in a fire department for a stint, I think I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Of course. I wasn’t questioning you, more worried about the forest surrounding the lake if that’s the case.” Jerry had worked in any number of professions over the years. As a matter of fact, there hadn’t been one conversation we’d had about anything that he didn’t claim to have spent some time doing as a profession. Since I suspected he was at least in his early or mid-eighties, it was reasonable to believe he could have held any number of jobs during that time. I’d certainly pretended to be an expert in lots of professions over the years.

      “You should get inside. This air’s not good for your young lungs.”

      “I’m heading in. For the record, I’m pretty sure this air isn’t good for more seasoned lungs, either.” Better than saying he was old, right?

      “Last time I checked, you weren’t my mother. Now, get on inside.”

      Once again, he tried to sound grumpy, but I knew his heart was in the right place. I stood at attention and saluted, “Sir, yes sir!” After too much wine one evening, he’d shared that he’d served our country in Vietnam. He wouldn’t give details, but his haunted expression had told me all I needed to know.

      “Sassy, sassy Sadie.” He grumbled, but I could see the smile around the rim of his glass as he took another sip.

      “Be safe, Jerry.”

      “You too.”

      My phone started buzzing the moment I stepped into my kitchen. “Hi, Jeremy.”

      “Hey, Sadie. Look…”

      The pause said the words he struggled to get out. “You’re getting called in because of the fire, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sorry. I was really looking forward to tonight.”

      Me too. “It’s all right. I understand. Any idea what happened?”

      “Not sure. Fire broke out at the far end of the lake, by your favorite little cove. The fire department will know more once they get the blaze contained. Right now, that’s priority one. I will work to divert boaters away from the area to ensure their safety and keep an eye on the potential impact to the lake.”

      “Sounds like a lot of responsibility, and more danger than I want to think about.”

      “I’ll be fine. Besides, it’s all part of the job.”

      Typically, his job didn’t put him directly in harm’s way. At least, not like this. “I understand. Just, please be safe.”

      “Always. And Sadie?”

      “Yes?”

      “I promise to make this up to you. I know how important tonight was going to be.”

      Hearing him say the words out loud meant so much. As Kelsey had so gleefully pointed out, our relationship had progressed at a snail’s pace. We’d had dinner together several times, but it had been more of a shared meal between friends. The delay to a more serious relationship was my fault. I couldn’t–or, more aptly, wouldn’t–share about my past. He was a straightforward, what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guy, so, to him, secrets meant a lack of trust. Recent events prompted both of us to look harder and consider there might be some room to bend. Tonight was to be the first opportunity to explore where this new understanding might take us.

      Oh well, there was always another day. Today, the safety of the lake, the forest, and all the residents surrounding it was imperative. “I know, but I’m sure we can find a way to make it up to each other. Call me when your shift is over so I know you’re okay.”

      “I have no idea what time that will be.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Sleep is highly overrated, anyway.”

      His chuckle brought a smile to my face. “Overrated, but important. But I’ll call and leave a message in case you don’t answer.”

      “Thanks, Jeremy.”

      “Have a nice evening, Sadie.”

      We disconnected the call. Thoughts of my sister and what she had gotten herself and possibly me into promised to deliver anything but a nice evening. However, since there was nothing I could do about that situation until she clued me in or showed her face, I’d focus on what was in front of me. Slipping a bandana around my nose and mouth, I stepped out onto the back deck. The gray of the sky was darkening to an ominous black. Breathing would become more difficult the longer the fire raged. From what I could see with limited vision, Jeremy’s assessment of where the fire started matched where the blaze was still raging.

      The same area I’d been watching the moon from just the night before.

      I stepped back inside and picked up my phone to send quick texts to Kelsey and Emerson to make sure they were okay. I’d just hit send when my phone rang.

      “Hello, Mamma, to what do I owe the unexpected call?” My parents and I were creatures of habit and fairly regimented in said habits. We had a video call every Sunday evening. I would sometimes text them, but my parents preferred voice or video calls over quick, short messages. They claimed it wasn’t very personal, but I suspected technology might be more a factor than anything else.

      “I’m worried about Sydney. Have you spoken to her?”

      For my mother to call and voice concern, something more had to be going on than even I suspected. “I spoke to her briefly yesterday. She has a big work thing going on. Do you know who the client is?” I figured that might help me narrow down some possibilities.

      “Some company called CellCo. I’m not sure what her specific assignment is, though. She’s been very vague, which means…” She let the statement drift off as worry filled the space between us.

      “I know a little about that company. Let me make some calls and see what I can find out.”

      “I would really appreciate it if you could, Sadie. It’s unusual for her to not return my calls. I even texted, but nothing. Before you settled in Texas, I accepted such behavior from you, but I still always worried.”

      It was true. Out of the two of us, Sydney had always been the more normal one. For her to have gone radio silent on our mother, something was wrong. “Don’t worry, Mamma, I’ll find her and make sure all is well. Trust me.”

      “I do, Sadie. Thank you.”

      As soon as the call ended, I dialed my sister again. Straight to voicemail. Once I found her and made sure everything was okay, we were going to have a serious talk. I looked at the clock. A little after eight. I wanted to go out looking for her, but I had no idea where to start. A check out the window confirmed the sky continued to darken with the smoke from the fire. Without any idea where to begin, going out right now would be a fool’s errand.

      There was one thing to try, but I’d never given it much credence. I was a woman who dealt in reality, not superstition. But desperate times and all…

      I sat cross-legged on the couch and took a few deep breaths, exhaling slowly. Clearing my mind of everything else, I thought only of my sister. I would learn how viable our “twin connection” truly was. Focusing on our times together, I remembered all the fun we had as kids, the trouble we caused as teenagers, and then the distance between us as adults. Our lives had taken two very separate paths. Perhaps, that’s why the connection had been fuzzy over the past several years.

      Sadness filled my memories. How had I let this go on so long? I’d been so focused on helping others, I now worried I couldn’t help the one person who was more like me than anyone else on the face of the earth.

      A knock jolted me from my spiraling. I opened the door to see none other than the person of my thoughts standing in front of me, looking worse for wear. Before I could say anything, my sister pulled me into a hug.

      “Sadie, I need your help.”
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