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      Zach

      
      “Tonight, it’s my honor to be the first to take the microphone and introduce my grandson.” William Stevenson sent the crowd a side-ways look and winked at Zach.

      Soft chuckles could be heard from the many folks who had gathered in the large showroom space that was hosted in one of Zach’s massive buildings as part of his company, Stevenson Sea Adventures.

      Zach’s grandfather continued. “But in all seriousness, I couldn’t be more proud of my grandson. Since he began this business, Stevenson Sea Adventures six years ago, Zach has won numerous awards for his boat designs. He’s gained a reputation as a builder of watercraft that meets the highest standards of safety and durability. And tonight’s announcement is no different.”

      The grey haired man turned to Zach. “However, today’s news is his to tell. Ladies and gentleman, to share with you his latest project welcome my talented grandson Zach Stevenson.”

      Zach hurried to the front of the room, a big grin lighting up his face as his gaze met the shiny blue eyes of his grandfather.

      His grandfather pulled him into a quick embrace before turning to walk off the stage.

      Swallowing nervously, Zach scanned the large crowd. His grandfather had returned to stand beside his grandmother, Catherine Stevenson. His mom wore a big smile as she stood together with William and Catherine and her four sons and their wives.

      He was very thankful he could always count on support from his family. The only person missing was his late father.

      Zach glanced heavenward. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but he couldn’t help but hope that somehow his dad was catching a glimpse of a few of the important moments in his life, like tonight.

      He exhaled a long sigh filled with a mixture of nervousness and excitement as he looked over the crowd.

      Gratefulness swelled inside his chest as his gaze swept the crowded room filled with business acquaintances as well as childhood friends from Paradise Lake and Seattle. They were here because they had accepted his invitation.

      Swallowing once more, courage rose up on the inside and at last he found his voice.

      “Thank you everyone for accepting my invitation to tonight’s event.” Zach grinned. “I was quite vague about the details in the invitation you received. I’ve since heard many of you ask me, ‘What’s your big surprise?’”

      He paused and the room grew silent. “My secret project is a new line of Motorboats.”

      Intense pleasure filled him as applause broke out in the room. Seeing smiles on the faces of people he knew who loved boats like he did filled him with a warm glow of happiness.

      “Before we unveil the new motorboats, I wanted to share the inspiration behind this new project.” He tensed, holding raw emotions in check. Memories that haunted him for years swirled in his mind.

      He took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax.

      “This project was inspired by the memory of a really good friend of mine. During my teenage years, we spent many summers on the lake together enjoying the water.”

      “Sadly, when he was only sixteen, Koda died in a motorboat accident.” As he spoke, it seemed like the weight of the life and death of his friend was heavy upon him. Zach swallowed back emotions that threatened to spill over.

      He hesitated a moment before continuing. “An investigation into what happened revealed that the accident could have been prevented if only my friend had been piloting a safer motorboat that day.”

      “Since that day, designing and building safe and durable watercraft has become my passion and my life’s work.”

      Loud applause broke out in the crowded room.

      Zach paused for a moment until the room was quiet again. “Today we are happy to share with you my friend’s story and we’re pleased to present the newest line of motorboats dedicated to his memory.”

      He nodded to a handful of employees who stood in the back beside the covered up new motorboats. His nod was the signal to remove the cover off the two new motorboats at the back of the showroom.

      “Ladies and gentleman, introducing our newest production line of watercraft: The Koda Lightfoot motorboat series. I hope you take some time to take a look at these new watercraft and that enjoy what you see.”

      The crowd broke into a round of applause as they turned to see the new motorboats being unveiled. Excited gasps, sighs and many ohs and ahs could be heard around the room.

      Zach grinned as he saw the wide smiles on the faces of family and friends. There were many who had come to support his new venture, for which he was grateful. 

      He was surprised that some folks from the town council had turned up as well as others like the small town barber and the family doctor. 

      Eyeing Doc White’s familiar wrinkled face and grey hair, Zach took a second look when he noticed the young woman standing beside him.

      Thick dark hair hung in long graceful curves over her shoulders. Large dark-framed glasses that were perched on a small straight nose, looked out of place on her delicate, oval face.

      Her clothing appeared rather lackluster and oversized on her slender body.

      Suddenly she looked up, her large violet eyes connecting with his. 

      Zach made no attempt to hide the fact that he was watching her. Nodding slightly he held her gaze as an easy smile played at the corners of his mouth.

      Her cheeks stained pink at his bold gaze and she swallowed. Lowering her thick dark lashes, she broke eye contact.

      He regarded her with a somber curiosity.

      There was definitely something about this woman that charmed Zach. 

      As he stepped off the stage, he was determined to find Doc White and ask for an introduction to the young woman at his side. Was she a new assistant or nurse? Whoever she was, he definitely wanted to meet her.

      He weaved his way through the crowd, his mood buoyant after the pleased response from everyone.

      Searching the room brimming with people, he had a good vantage point to view the room from his six foot three inch height. 

      Finally, he caught sight of Doc White and the woman on his arm. Zach moved through the maze of people to catch up with them, but he was too late. Before he could reach them, the two of them had opened the door and exited the building.

      Zach stood motionless, his broad shoulders heaving as he sighed.

      “I hope all that sighing is because you’ve been impatient to talk to me.” Zach turned to see the beautiful Felicity Kingston walk up to him, slowly curling her hand around his arm. His muscles tensed under her fingertips.

      “I’m happy I finally found you. I was looking everywhere for you.”

      He clenched his mouth tighter in annoyance. He really didn’t want this conversation tonight.

      “This evening is especially busy for me, Felicity. But, like you said, you’ve found me.”

      A tinkling sound accompanied her laughter and her well manicured fingers squeezed his arm. “Yes I have, and I’m glad. I wanted to ask why I haven’t heard from you since we saw each other at the charity gala last month?”

      His eyes widened slightly and his lips thinned in exasperation. “I thought you understood me when I said ‘it’s over between us.’ I haven’t changed my mind since that night.” Zach shot her a penetrating look at the reminder.

      “I thought you were teasing. I was sure you didn’t mean it.” The beautiful socialite batted her big eyes with their long lashes at him.

      “But, I did mean it, Felicity.” Zach’s voice, though quiet, had an ominous quality. Gently but firmly, he peeled her hands away from his arm.

      “I won’t be in a relationship with a woman who uses photos of me or of the two of us to line her pockets by selling them to magazines or anywhere else. If there’s no trust, there’s no relationship.”

      Betrayal of any kind was something Zach wasn’t going to stand for, especially when it hurt others.

      Memories haunted him of how his father had been betrayed. It wasn’t only because of the fact that his Dad’s business partner Simon Black had stolen the money from their accounts. The betrayal went much deeper than that.

      Zach had only been ten years old that day years ago when he stopped by his Dad’s office. But, he could still hear the angry woman’s shrill voice as if it were today.

      “Even if Simon Black stole that money, the fact remains that you were business partners with a crook. Simon Black was dishonest with a lot of people. So, how can we trust you -- his business partner?”

      “The truth is, we can’t. You are a thief and a liar, Mr. Stevenson and I will tell everyone I know, that I don’t trust you and that they should avoid having any association with you.”

      Zach’s cheeks burned in remembrance of that day and the effects of that day in the weeks that followed.

      His dad had a heart attack and died. That woman spread vicious lies about his father and mother.

      Soon after, his mom stopped seeing anyone in town and in her grief she was so depressed and humiliated for weeks afterwards.

      Zach told himself back then, he would never allow betrayal to ruin his life.

      Looking at his beautiful woman standing in front of him now, he was repulsed by her actions. She had beauty, but the fact that she was dishonest, sickened him.

      Felicity’s mouth turned downward into a familiar pout. “But, I…”

      She was about to explain when they were interrupted.

      “Zach, could you explain the details of this motorboat design?” Zach heard his brother Adam’s voice.

      Relieved at the interruption, Zach turned back to Felicity. “I need to go. Don’t worry Felicity, I have no doubt there are plenty of other men who would be happy to have you by their side. But, it won’t be me. Have a good evening.”

      Zach nodded and quickly walked away.

      Mentally, he shook off the irritation he felt at having to repeat the same conversation he already had with Felicity at the charity gala. He didn’t think she really understood the fact that she had violated his trust.

      If she were willing to sell pictures of them together now, if they married what other information about him would she sell to the highest bidder? 

      No, he wasn’t willing to take the chance.

      Nevertheless, he hoped that at last she would finally leave him alone.

      Adam stood next to the new sleek dark red motorboat, surrounded by many other onlookers.

      “Ah, here’s my brother. He can explain the details of this incredible new boat design.” Adam grinned and slapped him on the shoulder.

      The crowd clapped and listened eagerly as Zach explained how he had designed and built the new line of motorboats with durable and lightweight materials.

      “I hope some of your questions have been answered.” Zach spoke to everyone who was gathered around the newest motorboat. “If you have any other questions, please ask our Motorboat Division Manager, Manuel. He can also help you place your order.”

      As Zach walked away, Manuel began answering questions. He needed a little break and some fresh air. Opening the door to the beachfront area, he was surprised to hear his brother Adam’s voice behind him.

      Adam spoke in a low voice. “Zach, I’m impressed with what you’ve done with your company. It seems to have doubled overnight.”

      “Thanks. I’m pleased it’s done so well. ” Zach smiled as he looked toward the waterfront of his company property, Stevenson Sea Adventures.

      “Your introduction to this new line of motorboats named after your friend was truly inspiring.” Adam’s smile widened in approval. “If Koda were alive today, he would be incredibly touched by the gesture. Zach, you amaze me. I’m proud to be your brother.”

      Zach swallowed back emotions that flooded him at Adam’s words. As his oldest brother, Adam had been the closest thing he had as a father figure after his own father passed away. He had always looked up to his oldest brother and was thrilled to hear words of praise.

      However, the memories of his best friend’s death when they were teenagers were never far from his thoughts, and neither was the guilt that still haunted him to this day.

      Deep inside, Zach yearned for Koda’s death to leave behind some impact for good. He hoped the newest production of motorboats named in honor of his friend would have meaning to other motorboat enthusiasts.

      He shrugged off the thought and turned to face his oldest brother. “Thanks Adam. It means a lot to hear you say that.”

      “Just speaking the truth.” Adam walked to stand closer to him. He pulled out his smartphone and showed Zach a picture of him beside the new motorboat. A big grin overtook his features.

      “I love your new design. It’s beautiful, sleek and it’s also large enough for Elle and I to take our family and some friends with us. I’ll take it.”

      Zach grinned. “I thought you’d like this one. I’ll ask Manuel to sort out the details for you.” He took out his smartphone and texted his motorboat division manager.

      Each of his four brothers bought their boats from Zach and they consistently told him how happy they were with his boat designs. He was thrilled.

      He led Adam towards the waterfront. Stevenson Sea Adventures was located along the Southern waterfront of Paradise Lake.

      From the very start when he bought this land and built the large boat manufacturing building, Zach’s vision had been to design, build and test the boats all in one location.

      To do that, having waterfront property was essential. He loved this little stretch of beachfront property along the shores of Paradise Lake.

      In fact, Zach liked it so much that at the same time he’d bought another twenty acres of beachfront property in an area around the lake where it was quieter, so that he could enjoy the beauty of the lake.

      He had always been happiest enjoying the serenity of the water.

      “Looks like you’ll be needing more room for all the new boats you’ve built.” Adam commented as he looked around the beachfront.

      “Yeah. It is a little crowded, especially during weeks when we are ready to test them.” Zach studied the waterfront. Yachts, sailboats and motorboats all filled the beachfront area.

      Adam stopped mid-stride and turned to face him. “Walker’s Cove Marina would be a great place to bring some of the new boats and you would also create more interest in what you have to offer.”

      “It makes sense, especially since you’ll be inheriting Grand’s Marina soon.” His brother studied him, a look of expectation in his eyes.

      Zach shrugged. A knot tightened his belly as he thought of missing out on his inheritance.

      He furrowed his brow and looked farther down the stretch of waterfront and toward the Marina, which was almost two miles away.

      How many times had he looked in the direction of the Marina and longed for those beautiful fifteen acres of land to be his? It had been too many times to count.

      “Zach, tell me you aren’t thinking of giving up on receiving your inheritance from your great grandfather?” Adam stepped closer and blue eyes so similar to his own, probed into his very soul.

      Slipping his hands into the side pockets of his navy blue Bermuda shorts, he sighed heavily. “Maybe.”

      A wave of tension hit him like it always did whenever his thoughts returned to the inheritance he was supposed to receive from Grand when he reached his twenty-seventh birthday.  

      “Come on, Zach. You’ve wanted Walker’s Cove Marina for as long as I can remember. You can’t give up now. Not when you’re so close to making it your own.”

      “You’re forgetting one small detail. In order for me to receive my inheritance I have to marry by my twenty-seventh birthday. That particular deadline is only three weeks away.” Zach ran a hand through his hair, as reality hit him stronger than ever.

      All five of Walker Stevenson great grandsons were told they must marry by their twenty-seventh birthday to receive their inheritance.

      To say each of them were frustrated by the conditions in Grand’s will, was an understatement.

      Yet, despite the fact that his older brothers hadn’t wanted to marry, in the end, each of them had entered into a marriage of convenience with beautiful women. And his brothers had surprisingly fallen in love with their wives.

      Including his brother Adam.

      “It’s not going to happen.” Zach knew it would take a miracle for him to find a woman who would agree to marry him in that short amount of time.

      “You’re kidding me.” Adam spoke with a significant lifting of his brows. “Are you telling me you’ve decided to give up?”

      Coming from his oldest brother, those were fighting words. The Stevenson brothers never gave up on themselves or each other. Ever. 

      Throughout his childhood and into adulthood, Zach had known two things for sure: his family loved him and nobody in the Stevenson family would ever give up on each other.

      He mumbled a response. “I haven’t given up, I just haven’t found a woman I like well enough to marry.”

      “I saw you talking earlier with Felicity Kingston. I thought things were getting serious with her.”

      Zach’s gaze came to rest on his brother’s questioning eyes. 

      He shook his head. “We dated a few times, but I ended it last month. Turns out, she’s a pretty face but is not to be trusted, much like all the other socialites I’ve dated.”

      “I’ve come to the conclusion that if a woman is beautiful, her plan is to use you for her own purpose and then toss you aside like yesterday’s news.” Zach rubbed the back of his neck.

      Adam shook his head, and was silent for a moment. “Not all women are like that Zach.”

      “Maybe. But, it seems the women I’ve dated so far have matched that definition.”

      “Well, perhaps you need to find a woman who is down to earth, humble and kind to the folks around her.” Adam’s steady, earnest gaze sought his.

      A cynical chuckle escaped Zach’s lips before he could stop it. “And a woman who isn’t wrapped up in her appearance. Sounds like that might be an impossible task.”

      Adam shook his head. “That’s just your bitterness talking. I think you’ve been looking in the wrong places for a potential wife. My advice is that you keep your eyes and ears open wherever you find yourself.”

      “You might be surprised to discover the perfect woman for you is right under your nose.” At his brother’s words, Zach couldn’t help but remember the woman at Doc White’s side earlier. He quickly shoved that thought away.

      He wasn’t looking for anything permanent. His past experiences with women had taught him they weren’t to be trusted.

      No, what he needed was a temporary arrangement. “Just so you know, what I’m looking for in a woman is someone who will agree to be my fake wife for a few months. That’s all.”

      “Speaking from experience, sometimes what we originally plan to do can turn out a whole lot differently than what actually happens.” Adam’s blue eyes held a dreamy look and Zach knew he was thinking about his wife. “But, if I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      Zach sighed. “Yeah, but the difference between you and me is that I refuse to let myself fall in love.”

      “However, if I find a woman I can tolerate, I will consider asking her to be my fake wife. This will be truly a marriage in name only, because I won’t let my heart be crushed again by another beautiful woman.” Zach wouldn’t budge on that point.

      Adam made no response except to speak calmly. “Well, keep me posted. I’ll be interested in hearing if you find what you’re looking for.”

      “I don’t think it will happen, so don’t hold your breath, Adam.” Zach grimaced at his brother.

      “Oh, ye of little faith.” Adam shook his head and chuckled at Zach’s look of resolved determination to stand his ground.

      He was still smiling as he glanced at his wristwatch.

      They walked together along the beach.

      “I love this view.” Adam stared out along the lake. “I can’t wait to take the new boat out on the lake with Elle and the children.

      As Zach watched his brother smile with happiness, his belly clenched with a familiar discomfort.

      He knew this ache for what it was: longing.

      Deep inside, Zach yearned for what Adam had. 

      His brother had found a woman who believed in him and loved him with all her heart. Zach was convinced that kind of love would never happen for him.

      At that thought, a deep sense of loss nearly overwhelmed him.

      Sighing heavily, he shook off the heavy feelings and turned, his gaze scanning the beachfront area of Stevenson Sea Adventures. He was proud of the business he’d been able to build here.

      It looked like that would need to be enough for him. Shaking off a deep sense of disappointment, he looked along the waterfront.

      Adam stopped and pointed a finger along the beach area along Paradise Lake. “Is that a fire? It looks like it’s near the Marina.”

      Zach got up from his crouched position and with one hand adjusted his sunglasses. Peering out across the shimmering blue water of Paradise Lake, he looked in the direction of his great grandfather’s Marina.

      Black smoke curled towards the blue sky, just above the tall poplar trees near the Marina.

      Zach’s jaw clenched. 

      “Something’s wrong.” Adam placed his hand above his eyes to shade them from the late afternoon sun as he peered over the water.

      Zach nodded in full agreement and swallowed hurriedly.

      It was a little over two miles as the crow flies from Stevenson Sea Adventures to the Marina.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Zach could sense something was wrong. He turned to Adam. “I’m going to head over there to see what’s going on.”

      Zach ran to his motorboat, quickly unwrapping the rope that anchored it to the pier.

      “I’ll call the Fire Department.” Adam called after him, already on his phone.

      As he revved the engine, the motorboat sped across the lake toward the Marina. Billowing black smoke twirled in the sky above the Marina and seemed to get larger the closer he got.

      A wave of apprehension swept through him.

      Troubled thoughts swirled around in his mind as he thought of losing Walker’s Cove Marina.

      He simply couldn’t lose this place.

      Ever since Zach’s great grandfather had begun taking him to the Marina as a young boy, he had fallen in love with the place.

      The Marina was aptly named Walker’s Cove, as it was a sheltered and sandy inlet on the Northern corner of Paradise Lake.

      As a ten year old boy, it had felt like his own private haven just off the shoreline. He remembered sitting there for hours on the rocky crag that overlooked the lake to watch the white-capped waves.

      Sitting there shaded by the tall trees all by himself, this place had become his own little place on God’s green earth where he could forget about the pain of his beloved father’s death.

      After his Dad passed away, Grand found him many times at the edge of the sandy Cove. He would play there for hours at a time, in another world. The day came when Grand asked Zach if he would like to inherit Walker’s Cove Marina when he was older.

      Without hesitation, he had enthusiastically said yes.

      However, after Grand passed away a few years ago and his lawyer revealed the terms of the will, Zach and his four brothers realized their inheritance came with an unusual clause.

      It seemed Walker Stevenson had found a way to force them into marriage even from beyond the grave.

      Yet, despite the fact that his older brothers hadn’t wanted to agree to the terms of the will, in the end, each of them had agreed to a marriage of convenience with beautiful women. To top it off, each of them had surprisingly fallen in love with their wives.

      Today’s conversation with Adam only served to remind him of the short amount of time he had left to meet Grand’s demands.

      He really longed to own Walker’s Cove, as he’d come to call it.

      His gut clenched into a ball. He couldn’t lose the place he loved so much.

      But, it would take a small miracle for him to find a wife in three weeks.

      At least he didn’t need to worry about falling in love. He’d made a decision the last time his heart was trampled on that he wouldn’t fall in love. He wasn’t about to get caught in that trap again.

      If dating socialite Felicity Kingston had taught him anything, it was that most beautiful women were after what they could get from you. And if you didn’t give it to them, they smeared your reputation and good name in petty revenge.

      No, this time around he was determined to protect himself when it came to his relationships with women.

      Slowing the motorboat to a stop, he threw the rope around the bulky wood post at the end of the pier. In quick motions he tied the rope, before hurrying towards the Marina buildings.

      His gaze was focused on the ever widening black smoke and red flames that hovered over the tops of the trees near Walker’s Cove Marina.

      His belly tightened in panic and he was out of breath by the time he reached the old Marina building.

      This first building was the one Grand had built when he started the Marina many years ago. It was this old and slightly crooked building that held the best memories.

      A few years ago, it had been re-made into a coffee shop.

      Today, all he could see was one side of the building now engulfed in flames.

      Workers hurried to pour water on the flames, hard at work to get the fire out.

      As far as Zach was concerned, this was the building they couldn’t afford to lose.

      He looked around and saw people were hurrying back and forth from the Marina to the neighboring property. Zach wondered what was going on.

      Spotting his friend Ollie Hapfield who worked at the Marina, he hurried toward him.

      “Ollie, I see the fire and black smoke at the coffee shop. And I also see folks carrying buckets, running over to the neighbors property. What’s going on?”

      A large furrow formed on Ollie’s forehead and he set down the large bucket of water he held in his hand. Zach reached out a hand to steady him.

      The older man’s normally happy features were tight with strain and his words were rushed. “The fire here at the Marina’s coffee shop came as a shock. But we’re getting it under control. I asked around and no one seems to know how it started.”

      “I’ll get the police to investigate.” A deep groove formed between Zach’s brows in worry. What was going on? He pointed to the black smoke rolling upwards above the sky over at the neighbors yard. “What’s going on over there?”

      “A portion of Mrs. Crandell’s home next door has gone up in flames. I’m just getting more help and supplies and going back.” The older man hurried toward the Marina buildings.

      Zach hurried after him as memories came back of Mrs. Olivia Crandell from his childhood. She had always been generous and involved in helping the Paradise Lake community.

      Her husband had been a Town Councilor for many years before he died of a heart attack seven years ago. The kind widow already had so many tough things in her life and didn’t need a fire to deal with now too.

      “What happened?” Zach asked his friend as he turned to look at the large cloud of billowing smoke.

      Ollie picked up a bunch of buckets holding them under each arm. “It seemed to me like the older woman was in shock. But, I did overhear Mrs. Crandell explaining to her daughter Emily that she was trying to boil water in her stovetop kettle.”

      “She was adding more wood to her wood stove as usual, and one of the burning wood pieces must have fallen to the floor without without her noticing. The fire got out of control.” The older man shook his head, worry on his lined face.

      Zach gathered more buckets as he pressed his lips together with concern. “Sometimes it’s the small things that cause the biggest problems.”

      “You got that right.” Ollie shook his head. “I’m going to hurry back now, maybe some of this will be of help. Has someone called the fire department?”

      “My brother Adam and Mrs. Crandell’s neighbor called not long ago.”

       Zach’s gaze swept the area.

      Workers were scattered all along the wide open space. Some were helping customers and some were working hard on maintenance for the rental boats and other equipment.

       Zach found the long-time Manager of Walker’s Cove Marina standing near the rental boats.

      Donald Haffsburger was a grey haired man that had been a teenager at the time Grand hired him to work at the Marina decades ago.

      Over the years he had become Walker Stevenson’s right hand man and after Grand’s passing, he became the company’s CEO and overseer.

      Donald ran a shaky hand through his grey hair. “Zach, I’m glad you came. As you can see we’re a little scattered at the Marina right now. We’re trying to get as many people as we can spare to help put out the fire.”

      Zach nodded, while he also noted that the older man could be overwhelmed. “I’ll make an announcement to everyone, and hopefully that will help.”

      “By all means, please do.” Donald nodded with a weary smile.

      Zach jumped up on the wood deck, grabbing the portable microphone they sometimes used.

      “Hey everyone. I’ve got a quick announcement. If any of you can help put out the fire next door, we’d be grateful. Ollie over there has all the tools you need. Thanks.” Zach jumped down to the ground and quickly placed the microphone back on its stand, before he hurried toward Ollie.

      Suddenly within a short while, a whole bunch of workers were running towards Mrs. Crandell’s lakeside home.

      “Wow, there’s black smoke everywhere.” Allie, who was a summer student working at the Marina, stared at the flames shooting out of the windows, her eyes widening in alarm.

      They ran towards the growing number of people who were helping douse the flames.

      Red and orange flames continued to shoot out of four windows on one side of the cottage.

      Widow Crandell stood staring at the cruelty of the flames that were destroying her home. Tears ran unheeded down her cheeks. Her daughter’s arms were around her, offering comfort.

      “We’re here to help, Mrs. Crandell.” Zach spoke with concern as he hurried to help the others.

      “Zach Stevenson, I’m so glad you’re here.” The older lady was beside herself with worry and fear.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll do everything we can to put the fire out. The Fire department will be arriving soon.”

      “I’m grateful for everybody’s help. It’s just that I’m terribly worried about Scruffles and Bentley.” Olivia Crandell’s tormented voice rang through the darkening sky. She pressed her hand over her face convulsively and sobbed.

      Zach lifted an eyebrow, a question in his eyes as he looked over at Emily. “Who?”

      “Mom’s worried that her cat and dog won’t make it out of the house in time.” Emily pulled her mom close bringing comfort to the frightened woman.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Zach nodded and hurried away to where a crowd of people stood arguing about what to do next.

      The disorganized chaos of people who had come to help wasn’t going to get anything done. He needed to take charge.

      “Folks, it’s good that you’re all here to help.” Soon everyone turned in Zach’s direction. “We can be more efficient if we work together. We want to put this fire out as quickly as possible, right?”

      Folks nodded in agreement.

      “My suggestion is that we form a line from the lake to the house and keep a continuous flow of water buckets coming, pouring much needed water onto those parts of the house where the fire is the worst.”

      “Good idea.” Drummond Grumwald, another worker from the Marina spoke up.

      “I’ll fill buckets with water.” Ollie offered and hurried to find as many buckets as he could, carrying them to the lake.

      A line of people formed quickly and soon they were like a production line in a factory. Buckets filled with lake water were handed from one person to the next until the last person poured the bucket of water over the fiercest part of the house fire.

      Seeing everyone working together as a team, Zach got busy connecting the large water hose to the outside tap on the house. He began to spray water on the flames nearest him.

      He noticed Doc White hurrying across the grass. The same charming young woman that captured his attention earlier was by his side.

      The more times he saw her, the more interested he became. He decided he would need to do something about that.

      Doc was a fixture in Paradise Lake and everyone who knew him loved him. Over the years, he had helped a whole lot of patients in their small town. He was semi-retired from his practice now, but still continued to help people with their health whenever he could.

      Zach was glad Doc was here today. Mrs. Crandell needed a doctor to look at her shoulder, which had been hurt as she escaped her house after the fire started.

      He glanced once again at the assistant by Doc’s side, curious about who she was. Soon, Jeb Wheezly arrived and seeing Zach, hurried towards him.

      “How can I help?”

       Zach smiled and quickly handed him the water hose. “Jeb, perfect timing as always. Here you go.”

      Jeb nodded. “Thanks.” Jeb worked as an office clerk at Walker’s Cove Marina and was an older, kind man who was always eager to help.

      “While you add more water to the house, I’ll be going inside. I have a cat and dog to rescue.”

      “What? Wait, you can’t go in there…” Jeb called out after him.

      But, Zach was hurrying to the side of the house where there were no signs of fire. 

      With eyes smarting from the smoke and finding it difficult to breathe, Zach made his way through the hallways, looking in each room and closet trying to find Widow Crandell’s cat and dog.

      He called out their names in a friendly voice a few times, before he heard a dog’s bark.

      Following the sound, Zach opened double doors to a hall closet where he saw a beautiful brown and white Collie dog. The dog was crouched down and curled up next to him was a white longhaired cat.

      Zach sat down on his haunches and reached out to pet the two of them, to calm them. “You two must be the missing Scruffles and Bentley. Mrs. Crandell will be so happy to see you two. Up you come.” He lifted both of them gently into his arms.

      Suddenly, a loud crack pierced the air and a long length of wood fell from above him. He raised his arm up to protect the animals and the burning length of wood landed on his arm.

      Wincing in pain, Zach pulled the pets closer to his chest, doing his best to calm them as he hurried back through the house and finally out the side door into the fresh air.

      As Zach reached the outside air, he heard the fire trucks come onto the yard.

      He expelled a sigh of relief as the firefighters quickly retrieved their fire hoses and began dowsing water on the flames.

      Zach hurried forward, coughing and
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