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Rumor had it that a monster drank from the well of Sweet Water, leaving the town in dust and decay. As Grace and her twin sister Jo rode in, the people walking the lone street looked dry and dirty, as if there wasn’t enough water to waste on bathing.

Beside Grace, Jo hid a smile that barely covered her fangs as she took it all in. Her special skill with dowsing would be exactly what this town needed. The job couldn’t have come at a better time. The sisters’ money was almost as absent as this town’s water. Thanks to their separate and very dangerous abilities, which orphaned them as children, Grace and Jo didn’t have anything beyond what they could earn through picking up odd jobs in towns they passed through.

Sweet Water’s main street had a general store, a livery stable, a multi-storey saloon with rooms that could either be for a boarding house or a brothel, and a church at the end for the pious. A sheriff’s station for the lawless was conspicuously absent. They picked the most logical place to start their quest.

After the twins dismounted in front of the general store, a little boy ran to Jo with a familiar glint in his eyes. “Can I get you anything, mister?”

Jo ruffled the boy’s hair without comment. Grace side-stepped him so he couldn’t easily touch her. It was better not to tempt fate.

Inside the store, Jo strode forward, her riding boots making a commanding rhythm without her having to raise her voice. She took the lead on most business transactions. With her short, dark hair and angular features, strangers often assumed she was a bare-faced youth in charge of his sister. It was easier to use people’s notions to their benefit than to explain the truth.

In contrast to Jo’s more masculine presentation, Grace cultivated the prim air of a school marm. She was covered from head to toe, her face protected from the sun by a large bonnet. Grace did not remove her hat as she took her place behind her sister.

“I’m here to find your water,” Jo told the store clerk, her voice low and as smoky as a good whiskey. “Dowsing is my specialty,”

She waved a flyer they’d picked up in one of the towns east of Sweet Water. Then Jo patted the dowsing rod at her hip like a gunslinger showing off a revolver.

“I can find your water if the price is right,” Jo declared.

The clerk raised his eyebrow at her dowsing rod and replied in a flat tone, “You’ll have to get past the monster first.”

Unable to contain her curiosity, Grace pointed around her sister to the posters on the back wall with cutout illustrations of the monster. “Is it a rattlesnake?”

“Might could be,” he said. “No one ever comes back to tell the tale for sure.”

“We will,” Jo said, gesturing to include Grace. “Where should we start looking?”

“There’s a valley to the west of us on the other side of a set of boulders built up like a pyramid.” He crossed his arms over his chest as he spoke only to Jo. “It’s a good ninety-minute ride. That’s where you’ll find the source of our water. Might want to take a few weapons with you.”

“Do you think this is the first time I’ve been dowsing?” Jo asked him, her normal swagger back in her voice.

Grace would have left negotiations with Jo, but the snake posters along the back filled her with questions. “Do you offer bounties on the snakes, too?”

An annoyed expression flitted across Jo’s face since her sister didn’t usually speak up during negotiations.

The clerk’s brow furrowed as he shifted his attention to Grace. He eyed her up and down. “Aye. Ain’t no place to take a lady, but if you go, that’s on you.”

She gave a subtle nod toward the Bowie knife on display. Grace had been wanting one of those for a while now, and Jo took the hint to buy it. The blade would be useful if a snake really did guard the water.

As Jo finished organizing the details of the dowsing expedition and possible reward with the store clerk, the faint perfume of rosewater greeted Grace’s nose. She turned toward the scent, setting her eyes on a pretty and surprisingly clean young woman walking toward her. In complete contrast to Grace’s proper and modest costume, the woman wore a figure-hugging garment that bared her pale neck and shoulders. Grace’s fingertips twitched as she took in the woman’s bosom and painted smile above it, the color of the fruit of temptation. 

The stranger held unflinching eye contact with Grace, returning her own head-to-toe evaluation. It was much different from the way the store clerk had looked at her. The scrutiny made Grace’s cheeks flush so intensely she had to turn away first. It was unnerving to be seen so completely by someone who wasn’t her twin.

Whatever her inner conclusion about Grace, the woman glided past her to stand beside Jo at the store counter.

“Jillian,” the clerk said with a nod.

“Irv,” she greeted back familiarly.

“Well, hello,” Jo said with a honeyed voice, turning her body and leaning on the counter as she studied Jillian. Apparently, Jo liked what she saw, too. Tapping a coin on the countertop between them, Jo raised her eyebrow in an unspoken question.

Jillian took the coin, depositing it into her cleavage as she told the store clerk what to send to the shop next door.

“Are there available rooms at the boarding house?” Jo asked, shifting her glance between Irv and Jillian. “We can start dowsing in the morning, once we’ve had a... restful night.”

“There are,” Jillian answered. “A room for you and your...”

“Sister,” Jo said.

“Ah. Your sister. How lovely,” Jillian said with a purr. “You should come. You both should.”

“What a pleasant surprise,” Jo said with an unintentional flash of her fangs while Grace held tight to her mask of propriety.

There was no mystery about what Jo liked to do with the ladies, though she had a firm no-kissing rule. An accidental nick by one of Jo’s fangs could bring a working girl to an early end. The women Jo used were usually paid enough to keep quiet about the fact that Grace’s sister wasn’t actually Master Joe. As for Grace herself, she wouldn’t be indulging any delights of the flesh, and it wasn’t because she pretended to be a proper lady. If she were lucky, no one in Sweet Water would have to find out Grace’s deadly secret.

Their business done at the general store, including the purchase of the Bowie knife for Grace, Jo sauntered toward the boarding house and her dalliance with Jillian.

Left to her own devices, Grace paid for a shared room for the night and a meal for herself. She chose a small table in an alcove to the side of the bar, out of the way of casual foot traffic. Grace took off her bonnet at last and contemplated removing the gloves that covered her from fingertip to elbow.

While she was lost in thought, a serving boy brought a bowl of stew with bread and placed it in front of her. The slightly burned smell hinted that it had been on the fire for several hours.

“Heard you and the mister was going to try to bring back the water,” the boy said. “You think you really can do it?”

Inclining her head and turning up her eyes at him, Grace asked, “How did you hear about that?”

“I fetched the package for Miss Jillian from the general store.”

“I see. Well, Jo is the best at dowsing I ever met. Never fails to find something,” Grace said.

The boy looked at her dubiously. “So that’s your brother or your man?”

“My twin,” Grace said. “A rather busy one.”

She pointed upstairs to where the sounds of sexual activity could already be heard through the thin walls. The serving boy’s mouth slid into a grin as he walked away.

Though she was finally alone to eat in peace, Grace chose to keep her gloves on. She watched the other customers from her alcove, all who enjoyed the benefit of a kind touch. Even her venomous sister could frolic as she wished. The poison in Grace’s skin gave her no relief.

She quietly prayed for good hunting on the morrow while she ate her parched meal.
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Hours later, Jo stumbled into their room, her clothing jauntily askew and her normally bound breasts free. She fell onto the bed with a happy sigh. Her trousers and boots were loosened from
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