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      * Be kind and open to others without restriction.

      * Integrity and doing what is right can never be wrong, though it can often be difficult.

      * Show strength and courage amidst adversity.

      * Find resilience and serenity by overcoming hardships.

      * Discover your purpose. What matters most in the world?
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        Winter 1994

      

      

      David

      My boots crunch on the frozen soil as I walk to the back of my work truck to collect my gear. The scent of juniper and sage surrounds me, as cold wind stings my nose, the light whisps of snow a promise of more to come. I turn up the collar on my Carhartt coat and wait for Bob Ward’s truck to pull up behind mine.

      The white truck rocks to a stop on the uneven dirt road, before the driver’s side door sporting the California State Parks logo opens, and Bob climbs out. I give him a nod as a greeting before he turns to grab his parka from the cab of his truck.

      “Damn, it’s colder than a witch’s tit,” Bob says, zipping up his jacket. “Couldn’t pick a warmer day to get this done?”

      I don’t answer him because I figure the question is rhetorical. Bob is one of those people who likes the sound of his own voice. He’s constantly yammering away about anything and everything, most of which is bullshit. I’ve gotten used to it over the last couple years, so now most of what he says is just white noise to my ears.

      “There I was, nice and warm in the office, before the call came in asking for me to head up here.” He pauses his speech to fix his gloves. “Didn’t we just check this station out a week ago?”

      Again, I don’t bother answering him because he knows damn well it’s been a month. He’s lucky I don’t have to check this station more often, as this one isn’t in use and is monitored remotely. Coming out here is to check the equipment and make sure all the info we have in the office matches up to what the station is registering.

      I heave the thirty pounds of my backpack over my shoulders and adjust the straps in front of my chest. Carrying this weight isn’t a normal part of my job—my tools, should I need them, are in my truck—but the walk to and from the station is a little over a mile one way, so I’ve learned to carry whatever I might need with me.

      I turn to start walking downhill to Pedabe Creek when the sound of a Ram V6 engine stops me in my tracks.

      “Now what in the hell is he doing here?” Bob grumbles.

      The dark green vehicle comes to a stop in front of my truck, boxing me in, and the hair on the back on my neck stands on end. My fight or flight response kicks in as I battle the feeling of being trapped. I close my eyes for a beat and remind myself I’m safe. These guys aren’t a threat.

      But past experience tells me to always trust my gut.

      Jake Long jumps out of his truck before opening the back to his extended cab and grabbing his rifle. My pulse spikes at the weapon in his hands, but seeing a Fish and Wildlife warden with a gun shouldn’t come as a shock.

      “What brings you out this way, Long?” Bob asks.

      Jake gives Bob a once-over before looking in my direction and giving me a chin lift. “There’s been a report of a mountain lion. I need to check if that’s the actual case, or if someone’s been misreporting again,” he says, looking at Bob.

      Bob shakes his head. “I haven’t heard anything.”

      Jake’s eyes narrow on Bob for a split second before his face relaxes. “Better to be safe than sorry, don’t you think?”

      Bobs nods at him, and I get the impression they aren’t talking about mountain lions anymore.

      I check my left wrist for the time, noting I’ve already wasted ten minutes. “I need to head to the station if I’m going to get the rest of my rounds finished on time,” I state to no one in particular. I turn and start walking down the path, ignoring the discomfort at having the park ranger and game warden behind me.

      I don’t have a real reason for my unease around the two, just a nagging feeling deep in my gut. I shake my head, trying to lose the whirl of negative thoughts spinning around in my head.

      I look over my shoulder at the two trailing behind me. Jake Long’s confident stride speaks of an enviable athleticism given his age. I think he’s nine—no, ten—years older than me, making him fifty-five. The man looks good for his age, with a full head of dark blond hair that hasn’t shown any signs of graying. His weathered skin doesn’t scream man in his fifties, so much as a man who spends most of his time outside in the elements. Jake would be considered a really good-looking guy if it weren’t for his eyes. I’ve always found his green eyes disturbingly reptilian. Cold.

      Bob Ward is older than Jake and me, but I’m unsure of his exact age. He’s carrying around more than a couple extra pounds, weight he put on after his divorce several years ago. Bob keeps his thinning brown hair short, probably because he’s always wearing a hat. Where Jake’s stare can feel calculating and unnerving, Bob’s light blue eyes are warm and inviting, like he wants to include you in on a secret.

      Bob is chatting away, jumping from one random topic to the next, despite his labored breathing. At the moment, he’s talking about the prospects for the upcoming Super Bowl, which seems a bit early, as it’s only mid-December and we don’t even know who’s going to make it into the playoffs yet.

      “All I’m sayin’—” he pauses to catch his breath, “—is Green Bay is looking really good this year. Who do you think’s gonna win this season’s ring, David?”

      I roll my eyes at the question, and his need to include me in his speculations, but I don’t want to be a dick about it. At the end of the day, Bob isn’t a bad guy. I shrug. “Green Bay hasn’t had a bad season, but I’m liking the Chargers.”

      Bob grunts at my answer, but I get a slap on the shoulder from Jake. “Yeah, I’m with David on this one, Bob. Green Bay’s QB is one bad game from being taken off the field in a stretcher. I’m pretty sure if there were mics near him when he’s warming up, you’d hear the creaking of those old bones.” Jake chuckles. “I’m going to leave you two here. Think I saw a couple tracks that need investigating.”

      I try to keep my surprise at his statement to a minimum. I haven’t been hunting in a while, so I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but I sure as hell didn’t see anything that needed further investigation. The unease I felt earlier is once again settling in my gut.

      We only have another 200 or so yards to the station, and the check shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes, I tell myself, hoping to dissolve some of the anxiety flooding my veins.

      “Yeah, sounds good, Jake,” Bob says. “But don’t forget to report into our station too.”

      “Catch you both later,” Jake says over his shoulder, heading in the direction he saw the “tracks.”

      Bob notices my eyes following Jake, but I learned long ago to school my features so people won’t know what’s going on in my head.

      I give Bob a quick smile. “Let’s get this over with so we can get out of the cold.”

      Bob nods, but doesn’t say anything, just puts his head down and continues on the trail.

      I take a deep breath when I see the station, the place serene despite the clunky metal structure. I’ve often thought about bringing Lottie and the boys up here to appreciate the beautiful location. The sound of the clear water running through the creek and over stones as it meanders through the incense cedar, sugar pines, and ponderosa provides nature’s peaceful lullaby.

      Some of the locals still call this creek Robb’s Run, named after the pioneer who “discovered” it back in the 1800s. I prefer the original name, Pedabe Creek, as it was named by the native people of the area centuries ago. A much more fitting name, as pedabe means flame in the Paiute dialect of the area, and the water running through this thermal creek is typically a toasty 176 degrees Fahrenheit.

      I check the equipment and get the readings I need for the office. I get all my things squared away in my backpack, before walking over to where Bob is waiting for me. “I’m ready to head back up,” I tell Bob.

      He doesn’t answer me right away, distracted by something off in the distance. I glance in the direction he’s looking, but don’t see anything other than a rocky outcrop that forms a kind of ridge. Bob is so focused on the spot, he doesn’t even register my statement. I open my mouth to repeat myself, but before I can, he turns, facing me head on.

      The look in Bob’s eyes at that moment is menacing, then it quickly disappears, making me question whether I saw it in the first place. He shakes his head, then gives me an awe-shucks look. “I didn’t hear you sneaking up on me there,” he says, eyeing the backpack I’m sporting. “Finished already?”

      “Yeah.” I nod, keeping my face passive.

      We walk back to the trucks, Bob going on and on about his ex-wife. I don’t keep up the other side of the conversation other than the occasional “hmm” and “yeah.” Bob’s just being Bob.

      And yet I can’t shake the feeling that for a split second, I saw the real Bob. Not the easygoing guy he wants everyone to believe he is.

      Which brings me to the other thing that’s been bothering me this morning. Why is this station offline? And why do we need an escort to it?
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      David

      The snow that was promised this morning shows up on my commute home, adding an additional twenty minutes to my normal forty-minute commute. I clench the wheel in my hands when I see the time on the dash. I called Lottie before I left work, but that was before I hit the worse of the snowy conditions. I hope she isn’t waiting around for me to pick her up for the game.

      All three of our boys play basketball for Walsh, and tonight is a home game for the Warriors. Lottie and I never miss a home game, but looks like tonight, I’m going to miss tip-off.

      By the time I park the car and jog up to gym, the game is already into the second quarter, and Lottie’s probably worried sick. I come through the side entrance, and I’m instantly bombarded with sensory overload. The steamy heat of over 300 teenagers, mixed with the deafening noise of talking and cheering. Then, of course there, is the smell. Nothing quite hits the nose like the stink of a gym in use, except maybe the odor of a locker room post-game.

      I scan the crowd for Lottie’s blonde waves. When I find her in the crowd, my pulse picks up. Even after eighteen years, she is still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I watch her as she chews her bottom lip, scanning the gym, no doubt searching for her missing husband. The moment she sees me, her whole face comes alive, her blue eyes sparkling, her wide smile giving me a view of her dimples. My blood zips through my veins at the sight, and I tap my right hand to my heart.

      At the gesture, she laughs, and I find myself annoyed that I can’t hear the sound from where I’m standing. I make my way through the people standing, careful not to get knocked into, or worse yet hit, by a flying stray ball. Climbing up the stands to the section where the other Warrior parents sit, I’m jostled with back slaps and greetings.

      I wrap my arms around Lottie before she can say anything, breathing in her sweet magnolia scent, my heart full in my chest.

      “Was the weather really bad?” Lottie asks, peering up at me, concern written in the small lines forming on her forehead.

      “It wasn’t great, no.” I take her hand and bring it to my lips for a kiss. “So, what have I missed?”

      “Jason has made a few shots, only missed two by my count. Scott had a three-pointer in the first quarter.” She squeezes my hand, and I know without her saying anything that I’m not going to like the next words out of her mouth. “Coach Gilbert hasn’t put Coop in.” She pauses, probably trying to choose her words—words that won’t have me “talking” to coach after the game. “I don’t think Coach Green agrees with the decision, because he keeps giving Coach Gilbert and Blane a stinky side eye.”

      I chuckle a bit at that. “The stinky side eye, huh?” I wrap my arm around her waist and tuck her into my side before taking a seat. “You don’t think I should talk to Gilbert after the game?” I look out at the court, noting number one’s red face, fatigue oozing off him in waves. I can only shake my head. What kind of coach lets a player continue when they’re struggling? Let alone, what kind of father?

      And there is the crux of it all. Coach Leo Gilbert is number one’s dad, and number one is Coop’s... nemesis, for lack of a better term.

      Fifteen, almost sixteen, seems a bit young for an actual enemy, but I don’t have a better way to describe Blane Gilbert and Coop’s relationship. The two are oil and water—they’re simply never going to gel. Which is what it is. But lately, Blane has taken it upon himself to bully and demean Coop every chance he gets.

      I contacted the Gilberts for an “airing of grievances,” but I think it made the whole situation worse for Coop. Gilbert Senior didn’t think his kid bore any responsibility for the escalating tensions. And Mama Gilbert couldn’t imagine her son being anything other than the perfect boy she’s envisioned him to be.

      The entire exercise was a waste of time.

      Blane continued on with his campaign of terror against Coop. But now, Blane has an ally in his dad, as Coach Gilbert wants to punish Coop too. The only reason my other two boys get to have time on the court at all is Gilbert doesn’t want to lose every game—well, that, and he doesn’t think of my boys as real brothers.

      I guess in Leo Gilbert’s mind, Scott, Jason, and Coop aren’t brothers because they don’t share DNA. As if that’s the only requirement.

      By his logic, we aren’t even a real family. What a crock of shit!

      Lottie tenses up next to me, picking up on my agitated energy.

      “He’d let his team suffer, for what purpose?” I muse aloud.

      Lottie shrugs. “Don’t know, and wouldn’t care if it wasn’t hurting my Coop.”

      My jaw clenches at the sentiment. No one said parenting would be easy, and there were dozens who told us fostering would be even worse. And in many ways, they wouldn’t be wrong.

      The back of my eyes sting when I think of Rosa, the little girl we cared for from the time she was a year old until the age of five. She left our care, to be reunited with her birth father. She only lasted six months in his care before her broken and beaten body was discovered by a social worker making an impromptu visit.

      She died a week later in the hospital from a brain bleed.

      I swallow down the emotions that come when I think of her beautiful dark eyes. It killed me when we were asked to give her up. But that’s the process—get kids back to their “family,” right? I trusted the system to do right by her, but it failed her. Failed all of us.

      Rosa Christabel Garcia never even got to start first grade.

      My chest tightens at the memory. It took a long time for me to go down the fostering route again—fear and self-preservation, but also my need to protect Lottie from ever having to endure that kind of soul-crushing pain once more.

      But my girl is anything but weak, and when she proposed two years ago that we “try” again to foster, I realized I was the one who was afraid. We put in the paperwork, and over a few months, we were blessed with our three boys.

      And they’re ours in every way that matters, except legally. That’s something I’ve been working on remedying. The problem was originally that I didn’t want to adopt only the two that are wards of the state. I wanted all three, but Coop’s aunt and grandmother initially fought me on allowing me to adopt. Only after a couple months of back and forth did they finally sign the paperwork I needed to begin the process.

      I’d hoped I would have been able to have news for everyone by Christmas, but unfortunately, the system is slow moving, no doubt because they want you to pay extra to have things expedited. Money-grabbing racket, if you ask me. Fingers crossed, all will be resolved soon, and we’ll be an official family in the eyes of the law.

      The buzzer indicates the half, and the Warriors huddle around Coach Green. I watch as Jason scans the crowd, wondering who he’s searching for. The moment his eyes land on mine, he smirks, patting Scott on his chest. Scott looks up into the stands and grins, motioning to Coop that I am in fact present, and haven’t missed the game. Coop waves, then thinks better of it, ‘cause what teen wants to be seen being pleased at seeing their parent?

      I can’t suppress the laugh that escapes, any more than I can limit how proud I am of my family. “What’s planned for dinner? Should I pick something up on my way home?”

      Lottie looks up at me through her long lashes, and my chest heats up at the sight. “Since the three of them finished off the chicken and roasted potatoes I made before they left, I’d say we need to come up with something to feed them.” She smiles at me and pats my stomach. “What are you thinking for dinner?”

      “Buzz Burgers?”

      She nods at me. “That’d be great. You can take care of that while I wait for them after the game.”

      The teams take the court to warm up after the school’s brass band and cheerleaders put on their halftime show. I tense when I see Coach Gilbert wave Coop over to talk to him. I don’t want to overreact, but my first instinct is to go down there. Lottie must’ve picked up on my turmoil because she places her hand on my thigh and gives it a squeeze.

      I don’t know what is said to Coop, but he didn’t look too upset, so there is that. The game continues, and even with all-star Luke Johnson scoring several baskets, the Warriors are still behind at the end of the third quarter.

      A chant of “Put Coop in!” starts in the crowd, and even has some of the parents joining in. Coach Gilbert pretends he can’t hear the directive, but I’d bet he hears the Warriors fans just fine by how red is face is getting. Blane isn’t even pretending to be as cool about the chant as his dad.

      The fourth quarter begins, and two minutes in, a time out is called when Blane falls near the sideline and “injures” himself. The fact that he’s alone and none of the opposing team are even close by when it happens screams staged, if you ask me.

      Gilbert signals for Coop to enter the game, but it just might be too late to turn the game around. Walsh’s team is down by nine with six minutes left on the clock. It’s all about possession, and not letting Marek Hills get their hands on the ball. I place my hand on Lottie’s leg to keep it from its nervous jittering.

      As soon as the ball is put into action, Scott passes it to Luke, who puts it through the hoop for three. Scott is then able to retrieve the ball from number thirty-two, sending it flying to Jason for a basket. There’s a moment when it looks like Marek Hills might increase their lead, but our center, Tom Klein, is able to steal the ball, passing it to Scott, who gets it to Luke for a slam dunk.

      The Warriors are only down by two. The crowd in the gym goes crazy at the possibility of a tie. Our opponents only have to keep the ball and run down the clock to win. The Warriors do their best to get the ball back, but the time keeps winding down. The fans that jumped to their feet now sit anxiously, watching the clock.

      Then it happens—number seven, the player Coop is guarding, becomes cocky, and Coop takes advantage. He steals the ball with only five seconds remaining. Coop’s best friend, Luke, runs up from behind, and Coop does a quick dribble pass, getting the ball to Luke, who puts it up for three.

      The ball goes through the net as the buzzer sounds. The gym erupts in cheers!

      Looking out at the court, I watch as Scott and Jason grab Coop for a hug. Watching the three of them celebrating like this, well... damn, I rub my heart, which suddenly feels too big for my chest.

      I glance at Lottie, who’s also moved by the sight, if her wiping the tears from her eyes is any indication. I grab her middle, tucking her close to my side, unable to find the words to express the deep sense of pride and overwhelming joy I feel at the moment.

      “They might want to go out and celebrate with their friends,” Lottie says. “Let’s go ask them before you pick up the food, okay?”

      “Sure, babe.”

      We make it down to the court and into the swarm of teenagers and parents congratulating the team. We find Scott, Coop, and Luke easily enough, but I’ve lost Jason in the crowd.

      “David’s going to pick up dinner from Buzz, if you’re interested?” Lottie asks them before turning to Luke. “You’re more than welcome to join us if it’s okay with your parents, Luke.”

      Luke nods. “Yeah, I’ll ask. Be right back,” he says, before disappearing in the crowd.

      Coop shuffles his feet, head down. “Uhh... do you think it’d be okay if I got two doubles? I mean, I can leave out the fries if that’s an issue,” he says, clearly embarrassed to ask for the extra food.

      Lottie just looks up at me with her big, blue doe eyes and blinks. I read the unsaid message loud and clear. Feed my boys, whatever they want.

      “Of course, buddy, but you’ll also be getting an order of those curly fries you like so much.”

      Coop cheeks turn pink, before smiling and nodding.

      “What about you, Scotty?”

      Scott gives me a one-shoulder shrug, “Yeah, I could also do with an extra burger.”

      Luke runs up and tells us that his mom said it’s fine, but he’ll need a ride home, ‘cause Luke’s dad needs the car to start his work shift.

      “So, that’s three. Where’s Jace?”

      “Probably with his girlfriend.” Coop snickers, only to get a hit by Scott on the back of the head.

      “Girlfriend, huh?” Lottie hops up and down, trying to locate Jason and the mystery girl. At five foot three, she’s not going to be able to see over anyone’s head unless I put her on my shoulders.

      Scott glares at Coop for obviously divulging information we weren’t supposed to have. We’re saved from having to begin a search when I feel someone pat me on the shoulder from behind.

      “How’d you like the game?” Jason says with a smirk.

      “You did great. All four of you were awesome,” I tell the group.

      “Wonder what the score might’ve been if we hadn’t been stuck with Blane for three quarters,” Jason mumbles.

      I’ve had the same thought, but I’m choosing to keep it to myself.

      “I’m running to Buzz for dinner. Two Baja doubles with fries?”

      Jason’s brows disappear under the Nike headband keeping his longish dark brown hair out of his face. He visibly swallows before giving the other three a chin lift. “Let’s shower so we can eat.”

      “I wonder why he doesn’t want us to meet his friend?” Lottie says, watching the boys walk off in the direction of the locker room.

      “Babe, he’ll introduce us when he’s ready. You don’t need to read more into it.” I lift her chin with my forefinger and thumb, and give a kiss fit for public consumption. “I’m going to take off. If you’re feeling tired after dinner, Scotty or Jace can take Luke home.”

      Lottie tilts her head to the side. “That sounds like a plan.”

      “Okay, see you in a few.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner with four teenage boys hyped up on adrenaline from their recent win is something else. They talk over one another, laughing and carrying on as they give their perspectives of the game.

      Coop wipes his mouth. “Man I thought we were toast, but then Scott got the ball from a big as—” Coop catches himself before he lets the curse word fly, face turning a bit red. “Uhh, the really big dude, number thirty-two.” He looks around the table that has fallen silent.

      Scott busts out laughing, while Jason throws a curly fry at his head.

      I ruffle his light brown hair. “Nice save.” I check the time on the wall, noting it’s getting kinda late for a school night. “You guys got all your schoolwork done, right?”

      Nods from Jason and Coop, a grimace from Scott.

      “I need to finish my homework for biology,” Scott mumbles.

      “Jason, do you think you can get Luke home? It’s still snowing, so if you want me to⁠—”

      “Nah, I got this.” Jason starts clearing his spot at the table. “I’m gonna grab my wallet.”

      I watch Lottie as the other three start cleaning up. Her color looks good, but her eyes are fading a bit. “Babe, I got this. Why don’t you start getting ready for bed?”

      She opens her mouth, no doubt to tell me she’s “fine,” but then closes it, and nods. “Yeah.”

      Jason comes back into the dining room with his wallet and the keys to Lottie’s SUV. He leans down to kiss her on the head.

      “I’m going to head off to bed. Straight home, and drive safe.” She points at Coop and Jason.

      Scott and Coop also kiss her forehead before wishing her a good night.

      I study her as she navigates around the table to our bedroom at the back of the house.

      “Is she okay?” Coop asks softly, concern in his tone.

      “Just tired, I think. With the holidays coming up, I think there’s been a lot more on her plate at work. If it was something more, she’d let me know.” I tell them with a confidence I don’t completely have but want to believe. I glance at my three and Luke to gauge if they bought my statement.

      “We’ll do more around the house,” Scott says to the nods of Jason and Coop.

      “I’m sure she’d be grateful.” I check my watch, noting the time. “You better be getting Luke home soon.”

      Scott leaves to get his schoolwork and brings it out to the table. There’s a desk in his room, but since he shares his room with Jason, it’s probably best he works out here. Jason, Coop, and Luke leave out the back door while I’m cleaning up, getting the dishwasher set to run before I head off to bed. I walk to the front door and lock it, watching Scott as he gets everything spread out in front of him on the table.

      “Need help with anything?”

      Scott looks up at me and shakes his head. “Nah, just need to answer a couple questions about the reading. Easy.” He bites his lip before adding, “Remember that project for business math, the one where I needed you to spot me a hundred?”

      I nod.

      “Well, uhh... I’m, uhh, the best in class right now.”

      “That’s awesome, Scotty.”

      His cheeks turning red at the praise. He grabs the back of his neck before continuing, “I, uhh, I’m outperforming even Mr. Harris. I’ve managed to make about twelve.”

      “Twelve hundred? Wow, Scot⁠—”

      “No. Twelve thousand.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. “You’ve made twelve thousand dollars?” My smile grows even larger. “Damn, kid, we should celebrate.”

      Scott shakes his head. “Not yet. It has to stay in the market until mid-January, the end of the semester. But I was wondering if I could use the money to maybe buy a car. That way, I could be taking us to school and stuff so Maman doesn’t have to.”

      My chest fills with so much pride, it feels like I might burst open. I swallow the emotion bubbling up, and nod. “Yeah, Scotty, but it’s your money, you can do with it whatever you want.”

      Scott smiles. “I want a car. That amount won’t get me my dream wheels, but...” He shrugs.

      “Sounds like you got a good goal there.” I put my hand on his shoulder and give it a squeeze. “Make sure the back door gets locked up after Jace and Coop get back.”

      “I will. Good night, David.”

      “Good night, Scott.” I love you, kid. I don’t say the words aloud, even though I’m dying to.

      I choose to show my boys my love through my actions, my commitment to their safety and happiness. Love is more than three simple words, easily given, sometimes by people who don’t truly mean them. Growing up in the system myself, I remember the confusion and hurt I experienced when caregivers told me they “loved me” only to have me sent to another home.

      And while I have no intention of ever giving these kids up, I find it near impossible for me to say, “I love you,” even though I feel it deep in my bones. I guess I’m waiting to say it when I know they’re mine, free and clear. Saying it when there’s proof of my commitment.

      I shower, brush my teeth, crawl into bed, and draw Lottie’s sleeping form into mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      David

      I wake up to the sounds of scraping. When I check the time on the alarm clock next to my bed, I still have a half hour before I need to be up, but I should get up and investigate the sound. Grabbing a sweater from the chair in the corner, I pull it over my head as I walk to the back door off of the kitchen. The scraping sound gets louder when I open the door to find all three boys shoveling snow from the driveway.

      “Kinda early,” I tell them as I walk down the steps that have already been cleared. “Thanks for doing this. You know, you guys could’ve slept in.”

      “Nah, we wanted to get this done before you got up and needed to leave,” Jason says over his shoulder, moving the snow to a pile that’s already forming next to the detached garage.

      I look around the parking area and see most of the work is done, the long drive on the side of the house to the street already cleared. They must’ve been up before five to get this much finished. “I’m going to start breakfast,” I tell them, and go back in the house, kicking the snow from my boots.

      I grab some eggs and buttermilk from the fridge, before getting some mixing bowls out. I’m mixing the batter when I hear the three of them come in through the back. “Get cleaned up. Pancakes and eggs ready in ten.”

      “You made pancakes?” Coop asks, surprised.

      I laugh under my breath. Pancakes are a weekend thing, but I wanted to do something nice for them for their hard work this morning. “Yep,” I say with a smile that grows when I see Lottie shuffling in, eyes puffy from sleep. “Coffee is ready, babe, if you want to take a seat and let me grab you a cup?”

      Lottie nods and goes to the dining table.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Scott says, taking her favorite mug from the cabinet. “There’s going to be a traffic jam in the bathroom, with Jason and Coop.” He adds Lottie’s favorite creamer to her cup, before taking it to her at the table. “Need any help?”

      “Yeah, you can get the table set up. The first four are about ready,” I tell him, flipping the pancakes on the griddle.

      Scott places the plates next to me on the counter before grabbing the utensils, syrup, jam, and butter for the table.

      “First ones are up!”

      Scott takes two plates out. I bring out the dish of scrambled eggs once they’re cooked. Everything is on the table, and Scott is almost finished by the time Jason and Coop make it to the dining room. I’m enjoying my food when I notice Lottie has given most of hers to Jason.

      She must feel my eyes on her because she looks up and gives me a soft smile. “Too much, but delicious as always.” Then she gives me a wink. “I’m going to get ready for the day.” She looks at the two still remaining at the table, Scott having left to use the now unoccupied bathroom. “Be ready to leave in thirty.”

      I check the time on the clock and realize I should get changed so I can get to work on time.
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      The highway to work is clear, so I’m able to make it on time, despite a few people driving like a-holes. When I pull up to the office, I’m surprised by the number of empty spaces at this hour in the normally full parking lot.

      I enter the building, and see a couple of the guys on my team, but far fewer than there should be on a Wednesday. “Did we get a day off and I wasn’t notified?” I ask Molly Hastings, the team lead’s assistant.

      She looks up at me from where she’s sitting behind her desk, and scoffs. “No.” She scans the empty office space on her left, “There’ve been several calls in today. Seems like there’s a bug going around.”

      I cock my eyebrow, causing her warm brown eyes to sparkle with humor.

      “Guess we’ll see how many come in tomorrow with a tell-tale sunburn from being on the slopes.” She laughs at her own joke. “Unfortunately for you, it just means more work.”

      I grimace. “Yay me.” I glance at the newest photo of her family on desk. “How’s everything going at home? Everyone adjusting okay?”

      Molly and her husband Garrett are foster parents like Lottie and I, the difference being that they’re usually used for short-term placements.

      “Right now, we have nine.” She smiles, looking at the photo on her desk. “A couple are siblings, so that makes some things easier.” She sighs. “Christmas is never simple or straightforward. Even kids with terrible parents seem to miss them more.” She runs fingers through her short brown curls. “Garrett and I wanted to thank you for your generous donation to our church’s toy campaign.”

      “Pretty sure I made that donation anonymously?” I question in mock outrage.

      Molly nods, cheeks turning pink. “Yes, well, you have very distinctive handwriting. Maybe next time, if you don’t want people to know, have Lottie take care of it.” She grins, then hands me my assignment checklist for the day. “You and your wife are coming to this year’s Christmas party on Saturday, correct?”

      My answer is a nod.

      “Then I’ll have to ask Lottie then how she copes with being married to a man with the handwriting of a serial killer.”

      I’m unable to contain my laugh at that one. My handwriting has been referred to as illegible by schoolteachers my entire life, but I’ve never heard it described as a killer’s. I tap my knuckles on her desk. “Have a great day, Molly,” I say, continuing to chuckle.

      I go to my locker, located in a room off of the main office. I put some of my stuff in before taking a seat on a bench located off to the side and looking over today’s assignment. Doable, but strenuous is what the paper in my hand represents.

      “Morning.”

      I give Darek Wozniak, the guy whose locker is next to mine, a chin lift. “Morning.” I wave the paper at him. “How bad is yours?”

      Darek looks down at his sheet. “I should’ve stayed home too.” He mumbles something under his breath. “Heard about the big win last night,” Darek says in his Polish-accented English. “Your kids. They play?”

      “Yeah.” I stand to follow him with the keys and equipment for my work truck. “All three.” I greet a couple more of the guys who decided to show up for today’s shift. “Do your two play sports?”

      “Yes, but nothing connected to school. My daughter, Magda, is in ballet, my son, Detlef, plays hockey. Not easy.” He shakes his head. “He belongs to travel team, but it takes a lot of effort for me and my wife.”

      “I would imagine.” I glance at Darek over my shoulder. “How old are they now?”

      “Magda is fourteen. Detlef, twelve.”

      We walk out to the work trucks stored in the back. “Catch you later, man,” I tell him before hopping into my vehicle.

      The rest of the day is full, mostly with driving from here to there and everywhere, but hey, at least I get it all done.

      Pulling back into the compound’s parking lot, I see Sam Coso hosing down his work truck.

      I walk up to where he is, careful to avoid the water pooling on the ground. “Hey, man,” I say, “You get stuck or something?” I let out a whistle when I see the mud caked on the back bumper and rear wheel wells.

      “Nah, had to rescue a jackass playing around off road.” Sam shifts to turn off the hose. “This is probably gonna turn to ice tonight, but with Russ’s whole “represent” policy, I thought it best to get it cleaned off.”

      Russ Maxwell is our boss, and he’s been on a kick the last couple of months about “representing a positive projection of the company’s image.” Not sure why this is a concern of his all of a sudden, but a couple guys were written up over otherwise minor infractions like the one Sam is trying to take care of.

      Sam, no doubt, has better job security than the rest of us on the team, as he’s a tribal leader who could make life difficult for Ignis Energy’s use of leased land. Sam’s been with Ignis for almost two decades, so if anyone has the answers to the questions I have, it should be him.

      “Sam what would make a station be taken almost entirely offline?”

      He rubs a hand over his chin. “You mean other than normal maintenance issues?”

      “Yeah.”

      He shakes his head. “There shouldn’t be one. Why?”

      “The station out on Pedabe Creek. I was out there yesterday. Can’t understand why a perfectly functioning station isn’t being used.”

      “You’re talking about the number twenty-six, bordering Tuhudda State Park?”

      I nod.

      “Huh.” He looks at me confused. “I know it was shut down a while ago because the authorities were investigating a shooting out there⁠—”

      “A shooting?”

      “Yeah. A man was killed in a hunting accident. We had to shut things down for a while due to safety concerns with so many people traipsing all over the area.” He shakes his head. “But that was, I don’t know, six years ago or something? There shouldn’t be any reasons for the station to still be quiet, not any reasons I know about.” He looks at the office in confusion.

      I don’t remember hearing about any shootings, but maybe if someone was in the wrong place during hunting season... Perhaps that’s why we need to have an escort out there.

      I shrug. “Yeah, okay, I was just wondering.” I leave it at that, even though there’s a growing feeling in the pit of my stomach that something’s not quite right. “I’m off the next couple of days so... I guess I’ll see you at the holiday party?”

      “Yeah. My wife likes going every year, maybe ‘cause she knows it’s the only time I’d be caught anywhere near a dance floor.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. I love dancing with Lottie. Pretty sure that was one of the reasons she took a chance on a roughneck like me.
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      Twenty years earlier

      “Man, I think I gonna head out,” I tell my friend Gavin as I take a long pull from the Dos Equis in my hand, finishing it off.

      “Are you serious? Dude, I’m only on leave for another couple days,” he says, scanning the bar for a beauty to take home.

      Like he’s done the last several nights.

      I get it—to a certain extent. Hell, I was the exact same when I was still a sailor too. Being on ship with a bunch of stinking guys for weeks to months on end always had me craving the softness of a woman.

      Even now, working out on a rig for three weeks at a time, my desire for female comfort is strong. Or it was until my ex—Charity. My teeth grind when I think of her.

      It wouldn’t have been the end of the world if she’d just left me under a mountain of debt and cheated on me with a coworker. No, she had her brother and a couple friends jump me after I broke it off with her. I took one hell of a whooping from the four guys, who left me beaten and broken in the gutter like trash.

      Too bad for them, it all got caught on a recently installed surveillance camera at the bar. They all got some jail time for the beatdown, but Charity never had to face consequences for any of it.

      I paid off the $11,000 she racked up on my credit cards, but I made a promise to myself to be smarter in the future. The excitement of hooking up with a hot chick isn’t always worth the potential issues that follow.

      “You’ve got a key, right?” I thump Gavin on the chest.

      “Yeah, but I’m hoping I don’t need to use it ‘til the morning,” Gavin laughs.

      I settle up my tab with the bartender, and am putting my money back in my wallet when I’m jostled from behind into the bar.

      “Hey, watch⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” the beautiful angel in front of me says in a soft voice that I wouldn’t mind hearing for a long, long time.

      She looks up at me with her large, stormy-blue eyes, and I feel something shift in my chest. I will myself to open my mouth to speak, but I don’t seem capable of words. She tucks a loose strand of her blonde hair behind her perfectly formed ear, and I wonder the exact shade of blonde, as it’s hard to tell here in the dark bar. I notice the bright yellow band on her, and I inwardly cringe a little. She’s obviously younger than me
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