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The Warm Welcome

The sun rose over the red-brick roofs of Willow Creek like a lazy lantern, its amber light spilling onto the riverfront and glinting off the neat rows of geraniums that lined Main Street. The town was waking up to a different kind of buzz that year-round – a humming, a sizzle, a soft whirr that seemed to blossom from every storefront and kitchen. It was the Heat-Lamp Festival, the only day of the year when Willow Creek turned its modest streets into a celebration of all things warm, bright, and downright comfortable.

Maya Delgado stood in the back of her shop, “Scales & Tales,” hands deep in the sand-filled substrate of a terrarium while the world outside prepared for the parade. A cascade of teal and gold leaves, freshly trimmed, framed the back wall behind her. Her shop was a maze of glass cases and wooden plinths, each holding a creature that seemed to have stepped straight out of a children’s storybook. The air smelled of citrus, moss, and the faint, sweet tang of reptile diet supplements. It was a scent Maya had learned to love, one that told her she was exactly where she was meant to be.

“Morning, Maya!” called a voice from the doorway. Clara Finch, the town’s retired librarian turned amateur sleuth, stepped in wearing a cardigan that had seen more dust jackets than a bookstore. Her silver hair was pulled into a loose bun, and her eyes, sharp behind half-rimless glasses, twinkled with mischief.

“Morning, Clara.” Maya smiled, wiping a stray leaf from her cheek with the back of her hand. “You’re just in time. I was about to run the final check on the lamps.”

Clara perched on the edge of a low shelf, legs swinging. “You know I can’t resist a good pre-festival inspection. And I brought something special.”

She pulled a thin, leather-bound notebook from the pocket of her cardigan. The cover was embossed with the word “Notes” in faded gold lettering. “I’ve been keeping a log of the festival’s history. Some folks say the first Heat-Lamp Festival was held back in ‘63 to celebrate the town’s new electric grid. I thought it might be fun to add a little trivia to the day’s program.”

Maya chuckled. “You and your histories. I’ll take whatever you bring, as long as there’s a chance you’ll stay for the iguana show.”

Clara winked, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She settled into a nearby chair, pulling a small notebook of her own. “Now, you said the lamps need a final check?”

Maya led her deeper into the shop, past a glass case that housed a sleek, emerald-scaled ball python curled like a living ornament. “The heat lamps. We’ve got five brand-new 250-watt units on the east wall, all calibrated for the species we’re displaying. Zephyr, of course, is the star of the show. He’s been on a diet of wild hibiscus and crickets for a week; he’s looking... alive.”

She turned a corner and stopped by a large terrarium that took up almost an entire wall. Inside, a massive green iguana lounged on a branch of a live ficus. His nameplate, hand-painted in bright orange, read: “Zephyr – World Champion Leaf-Muncher.” He was a regal creature, with a crest of spikes that caught the morning light.

“Look at him,” Maya whispered, as if the iguana might be offended by the excitement in her voice. “He’s already got the crowd’s attention before we even get to the stage.”

Clara leaned in, her eyes scanning the iguana’s scales. “He’s a beauty. And I see you’ve upgraded his lamp. The old one was a relic, wasn’t it?”

“Almost a century old,” Maya said with a laugh. “It was a generous donation from the town council ten years ago, but it flickered like a jealous teenager. The new ones are LED, more efficient, and they give a steady glow. It’s the perfect temperature for him and for the kids who’ll be watching.”

The front door chimed as a wave of festival staff entered, balancing trays of lemonade and setting up banners that read “Welcome to the Heat-Lamp Festival – Let the Light Keep Us Warm!” A troupe of schoolchildren, dressed in bright orange and yellow shirts, darted in and out, their laughter echoing off the shop’s high ceiling.

Maya moved to the main display counter, a polished oak surface that displayed an array of accessories: custom-made heat lamps, terrarium décor, and a set of hand-crafted reptile figurines she’d carved herself. She placed the new lamps on a white cloth, their sleek metal frames gleaming.

“Okay, Clara, let’s do a quick run-through. I’ll flip each switch, and you’ll tell me if you see any irregularities—flicker, dimming, anything strange.”

Clara nodded, tapping her pen against the notebook.

Maya flicked the first switch. A warm, steady glow filled the terrarium, bathing Zephyr’s crest in golden light. The iguana lifted his head, his eyes narrowing as if to thank his owner.

“One,” Maya said, smiling. “Steady as a lighthouse.”

She moved to the second lamp, then the third, each one humming softly. The fourth lamp—an artisanal piece with a brass finial—clicked on with a soft pop, but the light seemed to waver, flickering like a distant candle on a breezy night.

Clara’s brows furrowed. “That one’s a little... off. Maybe the ballast is loose?”

Maya frowned, stepping closer. “Let’s give it another try.” She flicked the switch again. The light steadied, the flicker subsiding after a few seconds. “Looks like a delayed start, maybe a loose connection. I’ll tighten it later.”

She moved to the final lamp on the east wall, a custom model with a pale-blue glass shade. As she flipped the switch, there was a sudden, sharp buzz. The lamp sputtered, the glass pane dimmed, and then the entire shop was plunged into a dim, eerie twilight. The LED panels on the back wall flickered, casting strobing shadows over the reptiles’ glass cases.

A gasp rippled through the shop. The children froze mid-step, their eyes widening. The small lizards in their habitats seemed to freeze as well, as if sensing the shift in their environment. Even Zephyr, who had been basking, recoiled, his tail whipping in alarm.

Maya’s heart hammered in her chest. “What—?”

Clara lunged forward, her hand sliding across the countertop to the breaker panel. “Hold on, I’ll check the circuit.” She twisted the knob, but the lights remained dim, a low murmur of humming from the main transformer outside the shop.

Maya rushed back to the terrarium. The heat lamp that had just gone out was now a cold, dark spot on Zephyr’s branch. He stared up at her, his amber eyes clear and unblinking. The temperature gauge on the wall read a sudden dip—79 degrees, far below the comfortable range for an iguana of his size.

“It can’t be,” Maya whispered, feeling a cold knot tighten in her stomach. “He can’t—”

She reached into the terrarium, gently scooping Zephyr onto a soft towel. He was surprisingly docile, his weight heavy in her arms. “Hey, buddy,” she murmured, cradling him close, feeling a tremor of panic travel through his scales. “We’ll get you back. We’ll fix this.”

Clara stood by the breaker, her brow furrowed. “The main grid’s fine. I’ve talked to the power company before the festival; they said the load would be within limits. Something’s... wrong. Maybe it’s a surge?”

Maya’s mind raced. The festival was to start in under an hour; the town’s mayor would be there, a parade of floats, and the whole community would be looking to her shop as a centerpiece. Without heat lamps, the reptile displays would be a disaster. And now Zephyr, the star attraction, was out of his comfort zone.

A muffled shuffle sounded behind her, and Maya turned to see a lanky boy in a bright orange T-shirt, his face flushed with excitement. “Maya! Is that the iguana from the poster? Can I see him up close?”

She forced a smile, trying to mask the tremor in her voice. “Not right now, Emilio. Zephyr’s a bit... under the weather. We need to get the lamps working again first.”

The boy’s eyes widened, then settled into a worried frown. “Is he okay? He looks scared.”

Maya cupped the iguana closer. “He’s fine. I’ll have him back to his branch in a minute.”

She placed Zephyr gently back onto the warmed spot of the terrarium, though the lamp remained off. He perched, his head turning slowly, eyes fixed on the dark patch where the heat should be. Maya could feel his breath against her skin, a faint, rasping sound.

Clara glanced at the breaker, then at a small copper coil on the wall—a backup fuse that would kick in if anything overloaded. She pressed a button, and a faint click sounded, a thrum reverberating through the shop. The lights surged back, brighter than before, and the LED panels flickered to life.

“Success!” Clara said, triumph brightening her voice. “The backup’s kicking in. The main line must have shorted out, but this should keep the lamps on for a while.”

Maya exhaled, but as she turned back to the terrarium, her stomach fell. The spot where the heat lamp should have been glowing now held nothing. The terrarium was bathed in a soft, amber glow from the surrounding lamps, but the central heat source was missing—gone. Zephyr’s eyes were even wider now, the dimness casting shadows across his spines.

“Clara,” Maya said, voice shaking, “the lamp... it’s not there. It’s... it’s gone.”

Clara’s eyebrows knotted together. “Gone? Like... stolen? In a power outage? That doesn’t make sense.”

Maya stepped back, hands hovering a breath away from the terrarium. She stared at the empty space where the lamp had been, feeling a cold draft creep from the shop’s front door where the festival advertisement hung. The doorway had a wide, glittering banner reading “WELCOME TO THE HEAT-LAMP FESTIVAL!” The wind had barely stirred it, but the subtle flutter seemed to whisper urgency.

“Someone... someone must have taken it,” Maya whispered, the words tasting metallic. “But why...?”

Before Clara could answer, a low, shuffling sound came from the back of the shop. Maya’s eyes darted to the storage area—shelves lined with crates of reptile food, a stack of vintage terrarium glass, and a locked cabinet that held her mother’s old zoology books. The shuffling grew louder, a faint metallic clink echoing through the aisles.

“Did you hear that?” Clara whispered, her librarian instincts kicking in. She moved toward the storage area, her steps cautious, almost reverent of the silent artifacts that surrounded them.

Maya followed, her heart pounding like a drumbeat. Her gaze fell upon a wall of glass that separated the main storefront from the backroom, the same wall where she kept the shop’s extra supplies. A faint outline of a figure could be seen behind the pane—a silhouette moving quickly, then fading as it slipped into the shadows.

“Maya,” Clara hissed, “someone’s in here.”

The shop’s old intercom crackled, an old system Maya rarely used, but its sound would travel through the building. “All right, folks, let’s keep things moving. The parade’s about to start, and we need that—”

The crackle of the intercom was cut off abruptly, a sudden static hiss that seemed to match the flickering lights above.

Maya’s eyes locked onto something glinting near the floor—a copper coil, half-exposed, the very piece that had been part of the backup fuse. It was twisted, the wires frayed, a sign that someone had tampered with it.

“Someone’s been here before the festival even began,” Clara murmured, her voice low with alarm. “And they took the lamp. The only way to move a heat lamp that big is with a cart or a dolly. Whoever did this—”

Maya cut her off, a flicker of recognition flashing across her face. “The Lizard Lounge. The guy in the pharmacy coat. He always says he could fit the largest of our heat lamps in his delivery truck. He’s not exactly... trustworthy.”

They both turned toward the shop’s front window, where a group of townspeople—Mayor Hargrove, Deputy Ferguson, and a few curious tourists—were gathering for the opening ceremony. The mayor, a portly man with a booming voice and a habit of gesturing like a conductor, clutched a microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, cheeks flushed with pride, “welcome to the first year of the Heat-Lamp Festival! Let’s give a round of applause for our beloved local businesses that keep this town shining—”

The crowd cheered, the sound reverberating down the street. The mayor’s words washed over the shop like an anthem. It was a celebration of community, warmth, and a shared love for the modest miracle of electricity that had transformed Willow Creek from a sleepy river town into a hub of quirky tradition.

Maya’s eyes drooped back to the empty perch where Zephyr had basked. The heat lamp’s absence left an unfulfilled promise in the air—a promise the townspeople would soon discover as a broken one. The silence in the shop was suddenly punctuated by the distant thump of a marching band’s drums, the scent of caramel apples wafting from a food stall nearby.

Clara reached out, placing a steady hand on Maya’s forearm. “We need to find that lamp, Maya. And fast. Not just for Zephyr, but for the festival. If the mayor finds out that one of the main attractions is missing...”

Maya swallowed, feeling the weight of the town’s expectations settle onto her shoulders like a second skin. “You’re right. We can’t let this ruin everything. But first—”

She glanced at the storage area again. The silhouette was gone. The backroom doors, usually locked with a sturdy brass key, were ajar, swaying slightly with the breeze that slipped through the cracked front door.

Maya pushed the door wider, the hinges creaking. Inside, crates were overturned, a cascade of reptile food packets spilling onto the floor like a burst of confetti. The copper coil lay twisted on the concrete, the damaged wires sparking a faint orange light.

On the far side of the room, amidst the chaos, a figure crouched—tall, hooded, the outline barely visible beneath a shadowy jersey. The figure held something in their hands, cradling it close as if protecting a precious secret.

“Who’s there?” Maya called out, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands.

The figure froze, then slowly lowered their head, revealing a face Maya recognized instantly—Thomas “Tommy” Ruiz, the ex-employee who had been dismissed from Scales & Tales two years ago after a heated argument over the handling of exotic species for profit. His hair was disheveled, his eyes darting behind dark glasses. He clutched the heat lamp—its polished metal now dull with grime—against his chest.

“Maya?” Tommy whispered, his voice hoarse, a mixture of desperation and guilt. “I didn’t want to—”

Maya stepped forward, heart pounding, yet a flicker of sympathy rose within her. “Tommy, why? Why take the lamp? Why now, before the festival?”

Tommy’s shoulders sagged as if the weight of his actions pressed down on him physically. He looked away, his gaze landing on the overturned crates. “It’s not what you think. They’re... they’re planning something. Cold-Blooded Curiosities. They want the sponsorship, Maya. They want to push your shop out. I didn’t— I thought... I thought if I stole the lamp, I could... I could use it to... to force them to back off.”

Maya’s mind spun. “You think stealing a lamp would... what? Threaten them?”

Tommy swallowed, the sound barely audible. “I overheard— in the backroom, they were talking about... tampering with the electrical grid. About making my shop look bad, saying the lamps were unsafe. I thought if I... if I could make the festival fail, they’d forget about us, and... and they’d think the townspeople wouldn’t trust them either.”

Clara, who had entered silently behind Maya, glanced between
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