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      Lily rushed to the tiny window at the back of her house. Pulling aside the curtains that she always kept closed, she pressed her face to the glass.

      Sucking in her breath, she felt the overwhelming horror. With a wash of irritation and sadness, she berated herself. Once again, she'd made the wrong choice.

      The crackling noise that she'd heard was not the dry grass in the wind, it was a fire moving down the mountain at the edge of town. On her anniversary . . .

      Her little house—a rental, but she thought of it as hers nonetheless—sat at the edge of the tiny town of Redemption, Nebraska. Right in the path of the fire racing toward her.

      How had she not smelled the smoke? She smelled it now. The noise that had finally drawn her to the window had been an odd drumming sound. As she watched the animals rush past, she saw the noise was the running feet of more deer than she could count. She stared in horror as the animals rushed by, white tails up as they dashed for safety.

      Behind them she could see four coyotes. Beyond them, a bobcat followed along with two cubs. They each appeared like apparitions out of the smoke that rolled slowly toward her house. Everyone had to flee the fire. Including Lily.

      Rushing through the small house, she grabbed a jacket and then her purse. She looked frantically around. What else did she need?

      She picked up the old bright yellow phone that hung on the wall, her finger lifting to dial 9-1-1. But the line was dead.

      Frantic, she turned as if she could see out the windows. But she kept the curtains drawn all the time. So she had to run back over, pull them aside, and look.

      The flames came down from the hills, the front edge running orange and red. In the dim morning light, it seemed as if lava seeped from a volcano. Smoke billowed up into the air and the wind blew it toward her house, making it hard to see where the fire actually was. How close it was getting . . .

      Now, Lily literally choked on it. It was inside her home and the flames were getting closer by the minute.

      Lily’s sister Ivy was best friends with firefighter, Jo Huston. Lily and Ivy and Jo had lunch out together a few times and Jo had talked about the fires she fought and the people who escaped.

      So now Lily, having been in Redemption for just a handful of months, had an idea of what to do. She could stand in the shower and wet every inch of her clothing. But that wouldn't save her from smoke inhalation. Instead, she pulled the towel off the hook, ran it under the faucet, then wrapped it up and over her face.

      Feeling the wetness, she already felt like her air was cleaner. She hadn’t made it this far to die in a damn fire . . . So she fished in her purse for her car keys and rushed for the door. As her hand grabbed the knob, she stopped. She hated that her first thought was Ben.

      Could this have been on purpose?

      Had he lit the entire mountain on fire with the intent of driving her out of her home? What was waiting for her beyond the door?

      It was their anniversary.

      Lily had no choice. What was waiting for her if she stayed inside was smoke inhalation before her entire little home burned. The one-bedroom cottage wasn't even a thousand square feet. It was the only place she could afford, but the little house felt like the first thing that had ever actually been hers.

      Room by room, she'd filled it with bright—forbidden—colors. She got paint from the reject bin, and Ivy helped her find a couch and a bed and then had gifted her with a new bed set. Lily had chosen a gorgeous teal color. She had been inordinately excited at the prettiness of it all.

      She looked around now for one last time.

      The little house wasn't quite as bright now that she could see the smoke seeping in. If Ben was beyond the door it was still less dangerous than waiting inside. But she couldn’t resist taking one last look.

      She could do this. Though it'd be easier to sit in the little house and inhale the smoke and just let it take her over. Lily grabbed the doorknob, and without thinking further, threw it wide and rushed out into the open space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      With the towel pressed over her face, Lily ran the short distance to her small car. Fumbling with the keys, she tried to open the door, hold onto her purse and think if she had forgotten anything. She climbed into the driver’s seat and shoved the biggest key into the ignition. Then she took a deep breath and coughed as she started the car.

      Nothing.

      She tried again, but the car didn't even try to respond. What the hell? She tried again, and then she tried again and again.

      With tears of defeat forming at the corners of her eyes, she opened the car door. Somehow, in the few short moments she'd been in the vehicle, the smoke had gotten even thicker. As her foot touched the gravel, fear raced through her. Ben.

      Why would her car not start right now when she needed it? She looked up into the distance, but the smoke was too thick and heavy now. Through it she could see tiny flashes of orange as the flames got closer.

      Maybe one of the neighbors could help. There were four little carbon-copy houses out here at the end of the little lane. Lily looked around, checking to see what lurked in the shadows. She wouldn't put it past Ben to do something as insane as setting an entire mountain on fire just to force her out of her home.

      But there was safety in numbers. She ran across the yard and knocked on the front door. When there was no answer, she turned and jumped down, calling herself seven kinds of fool. The car was gone. Sharon was already at work.

      Heading to the next house, Lily once again beat on the door. This time a child answered. Lily asked frantically, “Is your mom home?”

      He nodded and Lily stepped just inside the door. “Rebecca? Rebecca! There's a fire!”

      “I know!” her neighbor called back. “I'm trying to get the baby!”

      “What can I help with?” Lily stepped further into the little house. She could do this. She could be useful, the thing she was always supposed to be and always told she did wrong.

      Rebecca appeared in the doorway, toddler on her hip. “I can get this. You go find help.”

      “My car won't start.” Her heart fell. Lily hated to admit that it all might be her fault, that Ben might have done this. That Rebecca and her kids might be in danger because of her. Just because she dared to exist as her own person.

      But that was ridiculous, Ben wasn’t here!

      “Mine's in the shop,” Rebecca said. The two women looked at each other with panic in their eyes. “And the landline is dead.”

      Lily nodded—she knew. The fourth house was for rent—empty. No one to ask for help. It was just them and the three kids.

      “What can I do?” Lily asked again. But she questioned if it was smart for her to stay with Rebecca and her children. If this was Ben, then she might lead him to her new friend, to these sweet babies.

      Rebecca said, “Run. Find a signal, and call this in!”

      Lily nodded and bolted. In one jump she cleared the front steps and ran. She aimed parallel to the fire. Cell service was spotty out here, maybe part of the reason for cheap rent.

      So Lily held the towel over her face, her breath coming heavy as she moved as fast as she could. She adjusted her purse, and fumbled with the cell phone until the face lit up.

      She was grateful that at least one damn thing worked. Even in her own thoughts, she heard the curse word. She was a little more like Ivy every day. Maybe that was a good thing.

      Holding the phone high, she checked for service bars, and when that failed, she ran another hundred yards and tried again. Despite the towel, she started to cough from the smoke.

      The farther and farther she got from the little houses, the more she worried. The homes disappeared, enveloped in the heavy gray clouds like smoke taking over her life.

      She held up the phone again, frowned, and tried to turn up the phone brightness. Already it was getting difficult to see.

      Two bars. She hit the buttons 9-1-1, but got a busy signal. Her heart cracked and her mood shifted from fear to anger. How could they?

      Hopefully that meant someone else was calling this in!

      Lily tried Ivy next, hoping her sister would be able to come and pick her up. They could go back for Rebecca and the kids! After all, Ivy’s boyfriend Luke was a firefighter, too. He would know what to do.

      Letting go of the towel, Lily used two thumbs to make the call. But the smoke was fast and she began to cough harder. She had to lift the towel back up, holding it with one splayed hand, trying to breathe even though she was coughing.

      The smoke stung her eyes. And, when she turned in a circle, she realized she was well and truly lost. She'd not managed to contact anyone. If they looked for her, they would check her house.

      Lily was alone.

      At least if Ben was out here looking for her, he would have trouble finding her.

      Telling herself Ben was not looking for her at all, she held the phone up one more time. Large, heavy arms closed around her from behind her and lifted her off her feet.
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