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      With one road in and out, Emma Lynde could navigate from Camp Promise to her hometown of Shaunitoc, Wisconsin with her eyes closed. Under better circumstances, she might enjoy the ride. She hadn’t been back for a visit lasting more than a few days in years and always loved the scenic vistas on the stretch of two-lane highway.

      “Are you sure that you don’t mind?” Lucille Thomas asked, sitting behind her desk in the cedar paneled outbuilding. Her frown deepened the wrinkles around her green eyes. “Sorry to ask you to head into town in the rain, but you’re the only one who knows the way. We can’t kick off a reunion without a cake.”

      Emma waved off the concern on the elderly summer camp owner’s furrowed brow. In all actuality, Emma minded a lot. Heavy rain fell in sheets, tapping against the cabin’s metal roof like a professional dancer. She didn’t drive very often and had taken a ride share to reach the camp from the airport. But she hadn’t returned to disappoint the people she still cared about. “It’s okay, Mrs. Thomas. I’ve got it.”

      “If I could find Owen, I wouldn’t ask you, dear,” Mrs. Thomas said. “He’s probably off fixing up something. A handyman’s job is never finished.”

      Emma wasn’t sure the handyman in question ever started his work. Since arriving, she’d spotted nothing but split screens, rotting steps, and leaky windows. “I’m sure, Mrs. Thomas. I can run into town.”

      “Please call me Lucille, dear. I feel ancient when an adult calls me Mrs. Thomas.”

      “Of course, Lucille.” The name stilled on Emma’s tongue. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’ll be back soon.” Emma grabbed the keys to the old SUV off the hook on the camp office wall and flipped up the hood on her raincoat before stepping out the screened door.

      She paused outside, breathing deep the clean, cool, pine-soaked air. Throughout the year here, she had always kept her sweats readily accessible. She had loved the warm, sun-kissed days and chilly, star-filled nights. Temperature hadn’t been what prompted her move away from home.

      She hustled through the storm toward the parking lot, taking a part-gravel, part-dirt path.

      The heavily wooded summer camp claimed over two hundred acres of pristine Wisconsin beauty. With gentle rolling hills and—of course—a lake—the picturesque spot was as familiar to her as her childhood home. Maybe more so. While her old house had been renovated before being sold a decade ago, the camp hadn’t changed.

      She scanned the tree line for Mrs. Thomas’s son, Owen, but only spotted a few other middle-aged adults racing toward the mess hall and the promise of coffee. She assured Mrs. Thomas of her capability, but Emma wouldn’t mind giving the task to Owen, even if that meant engaging in an uncomfortable conversation with him.

      “Owen? Owen, are you out here?” She rubbed her hands together, willing him to appear. No response.

      A streak of lightning flashed through the sky. Bang. She jumped. The loud pop sounded like a firework explosion.

      A few feet to her right, a pine branch cracked and fell to the ground. The strike hit a tree before the boom of thunder? She shivered. She’d been so close, she could have been struck.

      As far as nightmares went, hers was nothing to most people. Caught in a storm in the woods, unable to get out or get help. Before the terrible night and the dreams that followed, she used to enjoy the clap of thunder and patter of rain. But she couldn’t go back to being that carefree girl no matter how much she wanted to.

      “Owen?” Her voice cracked into a sob. “Please?” She begged for a way out.

      A hint of something metallic hung in the air, almost a phantom scent. Another pop erupted nearby before a deep rumble of thunder.

      Wrenching open the unlocked door of the rusty SUV, she hopped behind the wheel. A skin-crawling sensation raised the hairs on her neck. She twisted her head from side to side, spotting no one else. With a shake, she gripped the steering wheel and headed toward town.

      Rain pelted the windshield. She powered the wipers up to their maximum speed setting, the whoosh-whoosh in time with her pounding heart. The windows fogged with her warm breath. She turned the defroster on high, the white noise of the fans almost enough to calm her down.

      Navigating down the private access road, she steered around shallow ruts and tree roots. Clutching the wheel, she leaned as far forward as possible, studying the old asphalt. She’d seen the disrepair of many of the cabins and was on her guard for similar neglect on the roadway. Twilight and the lack of street lamps added to the low visibility.

      Give her a city’s public transit system to navigate any day. She hadn’t missed driving since heading to Chicago for college and staying for her career as a behavioral counselor. When she reached the main road, she released a heavy sigh. The county highway had been repaved, eliminating potholes from her list of worries.

      An engine’s roar echoed over the storm on the lonely stretch of highway. A flash of red caught in her peripheral vision. In the rearview mirror, she spotted a smaller vehicle racing toward her. Her driving skills were rusty, but she wouldn’t be pushed by someone else’s reckless behavior. She kept her speed steady.

      The other car wasn’t slowing. Her pulse pounded as she scanned the twisty section of rain-slicked road. She couldn’t pull her big vehicle completely off the road and onto the shoulder without slamming into trees. The embankment barely fit a car; let alone a hulking, old SUV. On the opposite side, a guardrail hugged the shoulder to stop a vehicle careening off the hillside.

      Where did the other driver think she could go? The driver flashed their high beams.

      For a second, Emma shut her eyes against the glare. The SUV skidded across the wet pavement. She jerked the wheel, braking with all her strength and rolling into the embankment. She yanked on the emergency brake, stopping before the tree-line.

      Her seat belt tugged tight, holding her back from hitting her head against the wheel and squeezing her upper torso.

      The red car sped off, crossing the double yellow line and veering into the oncoming traffic lane as it took the curve too fast.

      She couldn’t make out the driver. Why had they followed so close? Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, dulling all other sounds. Why would someone run her off the road? At the camp, she’d avoided the lightning strike. Two close calls didn’t feel like coincidence. It felt like a warning. Her blood chilled in her veins.

      She turned on her hazards and drew in a deep, shaky breath, needing a minute. Physically, she was okay. In another mile, she would have reached the section with a passing lane and would have veered far to the right to let every vehicle race past her. At least the airbag hadn’t deployed. She might be able to reverse out of the ditch and back onto the road.

      If she stayed in the soft embankment too long, the heavy vehicle on the rain-soaked ground would sink. With her arm wrapped around the passenger seat, she turned in the driver’s seat as she reversed.

      Lights flashed again.

      She blinked and squinted, braking to study the latest approaching vehicle. A pick-up truck grew larger and larger behind her. Who was driving? Why so fast? Dread gripped her in its icy clutches.

      The other vehicle’s lights flickered again as the driver flashed high beams at close range and swerved on the slick road. The truck crossed the double yellow lines and zagged back, careening along the solid white line.

      She studied the nearing vehicle and did a double take.

      Owen. He pointed to the side of the road with frantic, sharp gestures and mouthed stay there. He shot her an incredulous look. His expression tight. His eyes wild.

      She’d known Owen Thomas nearly her entire life. When they were kids, he’d been in love with her sister. After losing her, he sought Emma for intense conversations about Liz and details about the fateful night that Emma couldn’t remember. The hot, glassy stare he flashed her from the other vehicle sent another wave of unease crashing into her.

      She shivered. “Give him grace,” she reprimanded herself.

      After all, he’d stayed behind to help his family run their girls’ summer camp. With his obsession for conspiracy theories, he wasn’t capable of holding a job for anyone else.

      Emma shook her head and put the SUV in park. Maybe he could tow her out. Or perhaps she’d be better off letting him drive her back to camp. Mrs. Thomas would be disappointed not to have the cake, but Emma wasn’t eager to go any further on the road with so many drivers acting like they were in a video game and not real life.

      The lighting and thunder had passed, but rain continued to fall. The cool droplets would help lower her rising body temperature. Unbuckling her seat belt, Emma got out of the car. She needed solid ground under her feet.

      Lights approached from the other direction. She turned away from the bright light.

      His vehicle crossed in front of hers.

      The squealing of tires preceded another roar of a revving engine. This time the sound came from ahead and near.

      She glanced up in time to witness a red car crash into Owen’s truck.

      “OWEN!” she cried, frozen in place.

      The other car raced off, speeding so fast the driver was a blur. Had that been the same car that ran her off earlier? Had the car purposefully turned around?

      She had to help Owen. Misgivings or no. Service to others was her life’s mission, her way to atone for the regrets she carried about her sister. She rushed to the other vehicle, her worn sneakers slipping in puddles on the asphalt.

      “Owen, Owen,” she shouted as she neared. With every step, her stomach clenched tighter. The accident was more serious than she’d suspected after the other car fled.

      The front bumper was crushed and crumpled like an old aluminum can. Broken headlights illuminated the scene. The windshield had shattered. Behind the wheel, Owen slumped forward.

      “Owen?” The name was half gasp, half cry.

      He lifted his head, his eyes glassy, a cut in his forehead spilling blood down his face. He met her gaze with a startling clarity and then dropped his eyelids.

      “Hey, hey, I’m calling for help.” She pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket and held up the screen. “You stay with me, okay? Stay awake. No going to sleep.” Her fingers fumbled with the phone. The rain didn’t help, covering her screen with a layer of water and obscuring her touch. She rubbed the cell on her pants and tried again, finally dialing 9-1-1.

      “Liz? No accidents, Liz,” Owen croaked, his voice thick and rusty.

      “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” the operator answered.

      For a second, Emma froze. Liz? Her twin sister? Was he hallucinating? Emma had returned at the urging of her therapist to heal her wounds and reclaim her lost memories. The pain remained too fresh, overwhelming her every time she tried to think back on the last moments with her sister. Emma trusted Him but struggled to forgive herself.

      “Shh, shh,” Emma cooed. “I’m here, Owen. It’s me, Emma.”

      “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” the operator persisted.

      “Yes, hello.” She choked on the words. “I’m out on Route 14. There’s been a hit and run accident. It’s bad. Near Camp Promise. Please hurry. Bring an ambulance.”
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      Sheriff Daniel Goodwin preferred being the first on the scene. As soon as dispatch alerted him to the crash, he raced there. He parked the patrol SUV, lights flashing, blocking the lane. Sirens in the distance assured him the ambulance was a few minutes away. Weather had discouraged traffic so he didn’t need to worry too much about onlookers.

      The rain had lightened but not completely lifted when he stepped onto the slick asphalt. The smell of burning rubber remained fresh. With the aid of his headlights, he noted the general overview of the scene.

      An older pickup had swerved off the road, leaving tire tracks visible even in the dim light. Whoever had caused the crash tore off immediately after impact. Some distance behind the truck he spotted one of the Camp Promise SUVs on the shoulder.

      “Over here, please,” a woman’s voice called, frantic and shaky.

      Daniel’s blood froze. Emma? Was she back? When he’d heard about the camp’s twenty-year reunion, he hadn’t even considered that she’d return. She rarely visited and only appeared briefly at church during the holidays. Why come back to mark the anniversary of her sister’s death? Unless she considered it suspicious, too?

      “PLEASE,” Emma shrieked.

      With a shake, Daniel grabbed his first aid kit from his vehicle and jogged up the road. The front of the truck was smashed. A head-on collision. He didn’t spot fur or blood on the exterior, no tell-tale hallmarks of a deer or other creature. But he’d already known. Dropping his gaze to the road. he noticed the treads heading away from the scene in the other lane were even darker here. Definitely a man-made crisis.

      “Daniel?” Emma called.

      His name was an endearment on her lips. He’d missed her and longed for a day to see her again. But he’d wanted answers before reuniting. Trusting in the timing of God meant he hadn’t gone after her when she left for college, despite how much he’d wanted to. All those years ago, she’d needed space to process how her life had changed. And now? He wasn’t sure what to think and was disappointed he was no closer to the truth.

      “Sheriff Goodwin,” he corrected. He needed to put professional distance between them. For both their sakes.

      He reached inside the broken window and opened the door to the truck. With a hand to the driver’s neck, he felt for a pulse. Weak but present.

      In the truck’s interior light, Owen Thomas looked like a ghost, drained of life as his head lolled. Seeing someone Daniel had known from childhood incapacitated never got easier. Living in the same small town his whole life meant he inevitably had close ties to both victims and perpetrators.

      He cleared his throat. “What happened?”

      “It’s Owen. Oh, it’s all my fault. I couldn’t find him, and I called for him at the camp.” Her face paled. “He must have heard me and raced after me.”

      “You didn’t crash into him?”

      “No, I was run off into a ditch by another car. Or maybe the same one? I didn’t get a good look at either driver. I ended up on the side of the road before he arrived. I was annoyed. I didn’t want to be out here in the rain. Mrs. Thomas asked me to get the cake.” Emma slowed her words, taking in several gulping in big breaths. “We made eye contact. Owen and I. We locked eyes, and he mouthed to move over. I turned away as the crash happened and ran to him. We spoke.”

      Daniel fought the recrimination building on his tongue at their poor driving on a no passing section of highway. If he hadn’t assessed the front-end damage, he’d blame a lack of road safety for the predicament. But a car didn’t crumple without impact. “Explain what happened from the beginning. Slower this time.”

      “A faster car zoomed past me. First. Before Owen. I reacted by jerking the wheel and pulling over. Then he came out of nowhere and startled me. The other car slammed into him. It was all so fast. I think… he was targeted. This was deliberate.”

      Her words remained rushed but were more coherently delivered the second time. Judging by her sharp, shaky movements, Daniel worried shock had set in.

      He reached for the radio on his vest. “Dispatch. This is Sheriff Goodwin. I’m at the scene on Route 14. We need another ambulance. What’s the ETA?”

      “On their way. Less than five minutes out,” the operator replied.

      Daniel felt for Owen’s pulse again. Besides a superficial cut to the face, Owen wasn’t obviously injured. Moving him without assistance risked serious harm if he had internal bleeding. “Stay with me, Owen. Help is on the way.”

      “He’s unconscious and bleeding,” Emma stammered. “It’s not good. He called me Liz…”

      “Oh.” Daniel’s reply landed like a fallen tree between them, marking a clear boundary line. Liz’s death had changed everything and everyone, pushing Daniel and Emma apart at the very moment he’d been determined to tell her what was on his heart. In one night, the whole world had shifted. He had struggled to find his footing in the aftermath. “Were you injured? Did you crash?”

      She shook her head. “I stopped in time before I hit anything. I’ll probably have a bruise from the seat belt. The SUV will need to be towed out. I was rattled.” She took in a breath, her whole body shaking on the inhale. “He wanted me to stay put. So I did.”

      Daniel nodded. Her story was disjointed and disordered. He’d delivered his questions with a rapid-fire pace veering toward unprofessionalism. But in the split second of seeing her, he struggled to remember his duty.

      “And then,” she continued, “I think the car came back to hit him. Or it was two red cars? Why would someone intentionally cause him harm? After the crash he said no accidents, Liz. What does that mean? Did he know the driver? Why call me Liz?” She twisted her fingers together.

      The siren blared behind Daniel. He was glad to be saved from a response. Speculation was dangerous territory, especially with a scared witness. Her frantic questions worried him.

      Investigations—cold case or active—weren’t meant to be shared with civilians. He wanted to tell her everything he’d learned and what he had long suspected. Owen was the most dogged amateur investigator he’d ever encountered, constantly sharing tips and theories. But Daniel couldn’t be sure whether the fervor was meant to find the real culprit or to distance Owen from the rumors of his involvement in Liz’s accident. The tragic death never lost its horrible grip on the community. Speculation continued about all involved.

      Being the first on a scene tainted a person’s reputation no matter how innocent. And maybe Owen was hallucinating that Emma was her sister and the current incident was no accident. Or was Owen trying to let Emma know about his suspicions all those years ago?

      “Did you get a good look at either car? Could you identify it?” Daniel asked.

      “I don’t trust my memories.”

      EMTs raced past the pair. Daniel pulled her out of the way a second before impact with them.

      The paramedics worked quickly, extracting Owen from the vehicle and getting him on a stretcher with oxygen. Watching the team work efficiently awed Daniel and helped ground him. Compartmentalizing was key for success in his line of work. Second to the empathy he couldn’t shake no matter the worst of human nature he witnessed.

      Another set of flashing lights illuminated the road as the second ambulance arrived. A siren echoed as Owen’s ambulance sped off.

      An EMT hopped out of the second vehicle and approached. “Sheriff?”

      “You should get looked at, too,” Daniel told Emma.

      “No, I’m okay. I wasn’t involved. Not really,” she protested. “I feel fine.” She fainted, dropping like a rock into a lake.

      Daniel caught her in his arms.

      The EMT, Jake, a younger guy with short hair, stepped forward and held out his arms.

      “She’d better get checked out,” Daniel said, lifting Emma easily but in no rush to hand her over to another man. He’d prepared himself for the reaction and was glad that he had been ready to catch her. She draped over his shoulder like a doll. If he hadn’t be on alert, he could have missed her, and she’d have hit the ground with force. “I’ll meet you at the hospital after I call Frankie to process the scene.”

      With a nod, Jake opened the door at the back of the ambulance.

      Daniel carried her to the back and sat her on the step, steadying her.

      Emma roused. “What? Daniel?” Her questions were short and sharp.

      “Shh. Shh,” he murmured. “You’re fine. Can you step into the back of the ambulance? I need you to do me a favor and go to the hospital with Jake.” Daniel pointed at the EMT next to her, working to get a blood pressure cuff on her upper arm. “Will you please help me?”

      She nodded and, with help from Jake, stepped into the vehicle.

      Daniel shut the door, and the ambulance pulled away, siren blaring as it headed to the nearest hospital roughly twenty miles away.

      Lights flashed behind him. With a hand raised to shield his gaze from the glare of headlights, he spotted the other patrol vehicle from the sheriff’s office.

      “What’s the situation?” Deputy Frank Wells, the department’s best at processing scenes, called as he approached. “Single car crash? Stalled vehicle?”

      “Hit and run.” Daniel retrieved his flashlight off his belt, angling it to shine on the ground, following the tracks. “This is a mess.”

      “How did a vehicle end up in the middle of the road that crumpled? It’s not deer season,” Frankie replied, shaking his head.

      “According to the witness, no critters were involved.”

      Frankie widened his eyes.

      “Driver is en route to the hospital. It’s Owen.”

      Frankie whistled, shining his flashlight to the ground. “Collision? Slippery road? Shoved him to the side?”

      “No. Head-on. I’m going to point out an APB for a red sedan with front end damage. That’s what our best witness thinks she saw.”

      Frankie pointed at the crushed front bumper and grille on the pickup. “I can’t believe anyone escaped that unharmed.”

      “No, the witness was in another vehicle.” Daniel angled his light behind to the SUV. “She was over there. I’m going to head to the hospital to get a statement. Can you handle processing the scene? I know the rain won’t help matters.”

      Frankie nodded. “Yes, sir. I can take care of things here. But…”

      “Yes, Deputy?”

      “Do you want to call or have me do it?”

      Daniel hated some parts of the job. Telling bad news to good people was top of his list. “Let me get to the hospital and assess. I’ll call from there. Mr. T has a weak heart. No sense causing him to panic if it can be avoided.”

      “Yep. Okay. I’ve got this. Keep me posted.”

      With a nod, Daniel retreated to his vehicle and turned on his flashing lights as he drove away. Triage. After responding to an accident, he assessed and acted accordingly. With almost two decades of experience, he trusted his professionalism to carry him through the hard stuff like calling the Thomases. He needed to apply the same principles to her. Emma presented a different challenge. He’d get a statement, although he needed different answers.

      What did it mean that she was back? Did she also have questions about her sister’s untimely death? That summer had defined his life. He wanted to be a man of God in every way that he could. Giving back and protecting his town was the best path he’d discovered. And if staying also meant he could help make sense of the case that still haunted him—the accidental death that had never sat right with him—so be it. Maybe in getting to the truth, he’d be able to find peace for himself and prove himself worthy to the girl he’d always loved.
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      Emma sat on the edge of the neatly made hospital bed and kept her eyes open wide. She tried not to blink as the doctor shined a light at her pupils. Her eyes watered, and she shifted on the bed. The sharp tang of antiseptic stung her nostrils. She’d rather be anywhere else. But Daniel had asked her to get checked out, and she had agreed.

      “I’m sorry to get these linens dirty. I really feel fine,” she apologized.

      “It’s fine. Laundry is part of the job,” Dr. Knick said. She clicked the pen light and slipped it into her pocket. “Alright, you should be fine. I see no cause for concern. No trauma. Just a little light-headedness. A natural response to what you witnessed.” The doctor offered a pleasant smile.

      Emma released a heavy sigh and wiped her eyes. She had never fainted before and felt a little silly that she had done so and required medical attention when someone else was in dire straits. The doctor’s reassuring bedside manner eased some of Emma’s embarrassment.

      She had bigger concerns than saving face in a hometown she had left years ago. “What about Owen? How is he?”

      On the ride over to the hospital, she couldn't help but recall Owen completely vulnerable and almost lifeless on the stretcher. Her mind flashed back to the images of her sister's body at the bottom of the hill. She should never have looked at the crime scene photos when the sheriff had talked with her parents. Another stormy summer night decades ago wasn’t the same as this evening, Emma reminded herself. A shiver threatened to shake loose. If she gave in, she might never stop shuddering.

      Owen had medical attention. He’d been found within those precious minutes following the accident. He’d make it. When her sister had been discovered, Liz had been a shell of a person, cold and unmoving, already gone.

      Emma shifted on the bed again, sitting on her hands to combat the urge to fidget.

      “I can't discuss other patients,” Dr. Knick said. “I’m sorry.”

      Emma’s cheeks flushed. She knew that. “Oh, of course. I’m the one who should apologize. Ignore me.” She tucked her chin to her chest. In a moment of personal trauma, she forgot about the basics. Doctor patient confidentiality was part of an oath guiding caregivers. She had a similar agreement in her profession.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      Emma raised her head, grateful for any interruption.

      A nurse poked his head in. “Doctor. We need you.”

      “You’re okay to hang tight for a minute?” Dr. Knick asked, striding toward the door.

      Was she? Emma didn’t know. Her head pounded with too much information. She flashed a thumbs up.

      The doctor left.

      Another knock sounded.

      Daniel appeared. “Emma, how are you feeling?” he asked, stopping inside the door.

      “Hi, Sheriff. Good evening again.” She lifted the corner of her mouth in her best attempt at a kind smile. She felt a mix of chagrin and distance, an off-balance sensation. “I’m fine, but I’m feeling a little overdramatic given what happened to Owen. How is he? Do you know? Can you tell me?”

      “I can’t offer any specifics.” Daniel folded his arms over his chest.

      His words hung in the air.

      “Will he be here overnight?” she asked. Conjecture probably wasn’t in his code of conduct.

      Daniel didn’t react.

      She gulped. She wanted to ask about the other car. Had anyone found it? Was this targeted? She supposed a kid could have been out for a joyride. That seemed unlikely on that twisty stretch of road. If the driver wanted to floor it, wouldn’t the person choose the section of highway that was straight?

      “Do you need a ride back to the camp?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’d appreciate that. I feel like I should call and give everyone a heads up. But I left my purse behind.”

      “Actually.” He reached inside his coat and pulled a strap over his head. “I grabbed it for you.” He neared and handed it to her, his rough hands brushing against her clammy fingers.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, staring down at the purse.

      She didn’t want to meet his gaze and want more than he could offer. He put distance between them back at the scene and again when he had entered the room. She’d do well to follow his lead. He was the authority around town now.

      But she yearned for her friend. Growing up, he’d been her support and comfort. She’d admired his strength of character, his absolute sense of right and wrong. He was a man devoted to the Lord. She’d leaned on her faith throughout her life and came into her own understanding after losing her sister. She often thought of how Daniel devoted himself to prayer especially in the difficult times when her own faith wavered.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ll step outside and give you some space. I need to go follow up about Owen. Meet me in the waiting area when you’re ready to leave?”

      She nodded and flashed him a thumbs up.

      He exited the room quietly, and she took in a deep breath, inhaling the smell of cleaning agent again. The scent hinted a making a fresh start. She yearned to do so but at what cost?

      Maybe she’d been foolish to entertain the idea of coming back to make peace and move on. If Owen hadn’t chased her down tonight, he’d be safe. That line of what if thinking was dangerous. She found her cell phone and dialed the main office number, but the phone rang and rang. On the outdated website, she found the number for the office phone and tried that.

      “Hello?” a female voice answered.

      “Hi, it’s Emma Lynde.”

      “Hey, stranger. It’s me, Christine. Where are you? I saw the stuff on your bunk. Jennifer and I were getting worried.” Christine chuckled. “Thought we’d have to send out a search party. Maggot is here somewhere. We’re just missing you. Hurry up!”

      With those sentences, Emma instantly travelled back in time. Jennifer and Christine were the inseparable best friends. They were closer than Emma and her twin sister, if such a thing were possible.

      Maggot was really Marge. Emma had never quite clicked with the girl, a wealthy east coaster who was eager to please. Liz had adopted her early on. She’s a little odd. Who cares? Liz had said. She needs a chance. Everyone deserves a friend.

      Marge had—in an accidental way—been the first troubled teen Emma had helped. Liz’s kindness to the awkward girl had encouraged Emma to reach out and help teens in need. Emma took in her surroundings, the seriousness of the situation reflected in the cold cleanliness of the hospital room. Reminiscing could wait. “Where’s Mrs. Thomas?”

      “Probably up at the mess hall. I walked by and heard the phone ring, so I answered. Do you need her? Where are you?”

      Emma didn’t want to share the news about Owen via a messenger. She probably shouldn’t mention it at all. “I was out getting the cake and…” Emma drew in a deep breath. “There was an accident on the highway.”

      “Oh no. Really? I hope it wasn’t anyone we know.”

      Emma gritted her teeth at the poorly timed, suspicious turn of phrase. Not every camper had arrived for the reunion. The statement was logical and expressed a natural concern. “My vehicle was hit.”

      “But you sound fine. Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “I’m at the hospital. I’m fine. I’ve been cleared and am getting a ride back. I’ll be there soon. But can you let Mrs. Thomas know I didn’t make it to the bakery?” Emma crossed her fingers that the disappointment was enough of a distraction from the seriousness of what really happened. Too soon, Mrs. Thomas would learn the terrible news and make her way to the hospital to keep vigil at her son’s bedside.

      “Of course. Stay safe. See you soon.”

      Emma ended the call. She laid down on the bed, resting her head against the pillow and shutting her eyes.

      Coming back for the reunion had been a mistake. She’d imagined healing old wounds and finally finding peace. She’d been wrong. She prayed Owen would recover from the calamity she blamed herself for causing. If she hadn’t been on the road, she wouldn’t have created the chaotic scene that led to the crash.

      Meeting Daniel again had proven that she was too late to pick up the pieces of the past. At one time, the sheriff had been her best friend, someone who had known her better than she knew herself. Someone as dear to her as her twin sister. But when the tragedy had happened, Emma couldn’t bear to stay close or be seen. She wanted anonymity and space. And she’d found both elsewhere.

      The door opened.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re kicking me out,” she teased, keeping her eyes shut.

      No response.

      Good. Maybe the person had the wrong room. She needed to gather her wits about her before heading back to camp with bad news and empty hands.

      Footsteps approached.

      With her peace shattered, she opened her eyes and moved to sit up, gripping the sheets underneath her hands. “I’m going. I’m going.”

      Fabric slipped over her head, twisting on her throat and trapping her against the bed. She clawed at her neck, kicked with her legs, and bucked with all her strength. She had to free herself. In response, the fabric pulled tighter. Every breath burned as her air supply was cut off.

      She was dying. Through the fabric, a pillowcase she realized, she couldn’t make out her assailant. Her vision blurred. This was the end. Why? Shouldn’t her attacker explain themselves? TV and movies convinced her a villain would monologue. The silence permeated the atmosphere.

      A knock pounded the door.

      “Sorry, I promise I didn’t forget about you,” the male nurse said, opening the door.

      The assailant dropped their hold and ran, shoes squeaking against the tile.

      Gasping, Emma whipped the pillowcase off her head and sat up.

      The male nurse gaped
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