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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke

      

      “How can I help you?” The young woman behind the counter of Angelique’s Cafe, spoke in a gentle voice that drew him in.

      But it was her large green eyes and her upturned nose sprinkled with freckles that captivated him. 

      Thick auburn hair weaved into braids encircled her head like a halo and only added to that girl-next-door look that he loved.

      Luke Stevenson didn’t realize he was staring at the woman until she cleared her throat.

      It wasn’t only her beauty that captured his attention. Luke was sure he’d seen her before.

      “S… ssorry, I was thinking.” He stuttered. Suddenly he remembered his brother Gabe’s wedding and it all came back to him. “Aren’t you Rory Stevenson’s friend?”

      Her cheeks blossomed into a lovely shade of red. “Um, yes Razelle. And you’re Gabe’s brother Luke Stevenson, right?”

      “Guilty.” Luke mentally kicked himself that he stuttered the first time he talked to her in months. He tilted his head slightly to the side with a half-smile on his face.

      The corners of her lips turned up for a moment until suddenly interrupted by a woman’s high-pitched voice. She called Razelle’s name from the kitchen.

      Razelle turned her head and answered. “Just a minute. I’ll be right there.” She looked back to him and asked. “My Mother needs my help in the back. If you can tell me your order, I’ll get started on it right away.”

      “I’ll get a coffee and a half dozen blueberry muffins. And I’ll take that to go.” Luke paid for his order and watched as she poured his coffee. As she handed it to him she said. “I’ll bring the muffins to you as soon as I can.”

      “Sure. No hurry.” Luke carried his coffee and set it on a table in the corner. Sounds of chatter along with the hum of coffee machines filled the cafe.  Men and women sat together at tables sipping their coffee, smiling and chatting together.

      While waiting, his phone dinged with a text from his brother. He texted Gabe back letting him know he’d call in an hour. He didn’t like to talk on his phone when he was surrounded by a bunch of people. His brother could wait.

      Meanwhile, he looked around the old fashioned cafe.

      This two story building was located on a little known street in their small town of Paradise Lake. It bordered a country road. Most folks on the other side of town referred to this area as the poor side. 

      But this little coffee shop was very cute. 

      It had an old-world feel to it that he was sure his mother and grandmother would love.

      When he’d parked his truck outside he’d noticed the blue and white striped awning that covered the sidewalk and the hanging flowering plants that hung along the windowsill.

      Inside the cafe, the tables and matching chairs had a 1950s charm that reminded him of watching reruns of the TV show Happy Days. He would need to bring his Mom and GrandMom to this coffee shop. They’d love it.

      “Here you go.” Razelle set a large box on the table. The smell of freshly baked muffins wafted up his nose.

      “They smell so good.”

      “Just came out of the oven.” Razelle looked over at him, her big green eyes were made larger by her wan appearance. She had dark circles under her eyes that he hadn’t noticed before. He wondered what caused her sleepless nights.

      Maybe he would need to get to know her well enough to ask.

      Luke looked up at her. “Thanks for this. Now that I know where your coffee shop is, I’ll need to stop by more often.” He stood to his feet right next to Razelle. His shoulder bumped lightly against hers and she stepped backwards swaying a little on her feet. Luke slipped an arm around her waist to stop her from falling. 

      Her strawberry lips captivated him and he wanted to pull her close and kiss her senseless.

      Scared at the desire that suddenly rose up inside of him, he helped steady her before quickly removing his arm.

      “Thanks for that. I’m not usually this clumsy.” Raz grimaced and shook her head slightly.

      A wavy tendril of auburn hair fell loose from the braid that encircled her head. It was so silky, that Luke itched to run his hand through her hair. He would love to see her hair loose and hanging down her back. It would be beautiful.

      He shifted on his feet, feeling heat rising from his neck to his cheeks. He needed to change the direction of his thoughts.

      “Are you okay?” It was as close as Luke would allow himself to ask about the dark circles under her eyes.

      “I’m good. It’s been a long day. I think I just need a good sleep tonight.” Razelle gave him a small smile. “Well, I should go. Enjoy the muffins.”

      “I look forward to them.” Luke’s gaze lingered a little longer. “It was good to see you again Razelle. I’ll see you next time.”

      “Okay.” She nodded and walked back to her place behind the counter. Before long, she was helping another customer.

      Luke forced himself not to look at her again as he left the coffee shop.

      As he got into his truck and drove away, his thoughts still lingered on the beautiful coffee shop girl. He wasn’t sure why he couldn’t stop thinking of her. He’d had many opportunities to meet beautiful women, but Razelle seemed different somehow.

      As he parked his truck beside the cabin on Grand’s land, he did his best to shake off thoughts about her.

      There was no way he was dating or falling in love.

      He’d already played that hand and failed.

      Luke carried his coffee and muffins into the house before hauling the wood and tools he bought at the hardware store off the back of the truck. Soon he had everything he needed on the deck.

      Fixing up the deck that wrapped around the cabin was to be his last project before this old place would be completely renovated.

      Luke had started it last year when he moved out here. He’d done everything by himself and he was quite happy with the result.

      His arm trembled as he held the length of the solid wood. With the other hand he gripped the hammer, swinging it onto the nail he held in place. This was the last portion of the porch he needed to fix up then he’d be satisfied that this old cabin was renovated close to its original design.

      It was still morning and he wanted to get as much done as he could today to finish this project.

      Sweat rolled down his forehead, reminding him of those three years he’d worked as a roustabout in Boone Donovan’s Texas Oil Company. He’d worked his way up the ranks until he had become Boone’s right hand man.

      It had been the perfect job for him.

      He had wanted a job that didn’t require him to talk much. The stuttering had begun right after his Dad died. Students had teased him mercilessly throughout his school years. Luckily, his mom had taken him to a speech pathologist in Middle School. Since then, he stuttered only on rare occasions.

      But, he was glad enough to work with his hands, or work with numbers.

      Luke was good at both and neither of those skills required much talking.

      Without warning, the shrill sound of his cell phone rang through the open window.

      Opening the screen door, he hurried through the house to where his phone lay on the kitchen table.

      “Luke here.”

      “Hey man. Sounds like you’re out of breath. What’s up?” It was good to hear his brother Gabe’s voice. Even though he’d seen his family a week ago at a charity event, he was always happy to chat with one of his brothers.

      “Just fixing the porch on the cabin. Almost finished.” Luke tipped his head back, enjoying a long drink from his water bottle.

      “Are you enjoying life out at Grand’s old lake cabin?”

      Luke set down the water bottle on the kitchen table. “Yeah. It’s been good to leave the rush of the city to try the quiet life for a while.”

      “That cabin is pretty much falling apart. Doesn’t that place still have the original wood that Grand used to build it in the 1920s?” Gabe's voice held a note of surprise on the other end of the phone line.

      Luke chuckled at the concern he heard in his brother’s voice. “Don’t worry, Gabe. The place isn’t falling down around me. At least not yet, anyway. I’ve fixed up the inside of the cabin. Now I’m just working on completing the deck.”

      Luke continued. “This place might be out of the way, but I’ve grown to like it here. It’s quiet and helps you get back to the simple pleasures of life.”

      “You’ve been there now for eleven months?”

      “Yes. I only have two weeks left before I’m free of the tight budgeting restrictions I placed on myself for the past year.”

      “Well, you did that for a good cause and from what I’ve heard, it seems like your followers have really appreciated what you’ve done. You’ve been a great role model for them to follow. I’ve seen so many great comments.”

      Luke’s memories went back to a year ago when he had decided on a whim that he would limit his personal budget to the monthly income of the average American, and that he would commit to do this for a full year. It had turned out well.

      “Yeah, people have told me that it’s inspired them to watch their spending and to learn to save and budget their finances. That was really encouraging to hear. That was my goal when I started this. I hope it continues to help more people.”

      “Dad would be pleased at what you’ve done here.”

      Tears pricked the back of his eyes, as he thought of his father. Luke blinked them back. “Too bad he d… ddied so early.” Luke heard himself stutter. He cringed to hear himself. It always happened when his emotions ran high.

      “I know man.” Gabe sighed heavily on the other end of the phone. “At least we’ve done our best to make some good out of it.”

      “Yeah.” Luke sighed remembering. “I’ve told my students our story. They know that a big reason I have a passion to help others is because of the struggles our family went through.”

      “Thanks to Dad’s dishonest business partner.” Gabe muttered.

      “True. But that’s why I’m also doing my best to teach people how to set up their business partnerships carefully so they aren’t in trouble later.” Luke ran a hand through his hair as he remembered the terrible time in their family’s life when their father’s business partner had stolen his money.

      “I sss..still miss him.” Luke whispered and swallowed back emotions that threatened to choke him.

      Both brothers were silent for a few moments as memories surfaced of their Dad’s heart attack and death a few days later.

      “I know. We all do. But, I think Dad would be pleased that something meant for evil was turned around and used for good. That’s what you’re doing Luke, when you help others.” Gabe’s words were like a soothing balm to Luke.

      “I hope so. I’m working on it.” Luke expelled a breath.

      Gabe chuckled softly and spoke. “Now it looks like there’s only one thing left for you to do.”

      “What’s that?” Luke walked over to the large window that overlooked the thousand acre property.

      “Fulfill the terms of Grand’s will so you can inherit that land and live there, permanently. Your twenty-seventh birthday is just around the corner.”

      Luke began to pace at Gabe’s reminder of Great-Grandfather’s will requirement for each of his great-grandsons. He only had five weeks until his twenty-seventh birthday. According to Grand’s will, he needed to be married by then if he wanted to inherit this piece of land.

      Anxiety sat heavy in the pit of his stomach.

      “I know, I know. The deadline is staring me in the face.”

      “You still want all those acres of land Grand planned for you to inherit?”

      “You know I do.” Luke stared across the land seeing a few oil derricks pumping in the distance. Yes, he wanted this land. He wanted it with every fiber of his being. He’d dreamed of owning it, ever since his Great Grandfather brought him here as a young boy.

      Of course back then, there were a dozen horses and cattle on the land as well. Luke remembered being so sad when Grand had sold off all the horses and cattle in the last couple of years before he died. Grand had chosen to live his final years on the homestead property, the place his brother Adam had inherited.

      But, this thousand acre spread of land had remained fallow. The only activity on the land for the last ten years had been those two oil derricks that had continued to pump oil and produce a steady income.

      A passion had been sparked in his childhood, that someday he would own this land. Luke wanted to build a sprawling ranch house here. He would bring back the horses and cattle and continue to keep the oil derricks running at the far end of the land.

      The only thing missing in his life was a wife and children. Memories haunted him and put a sour taste in his mouth regarding love and marriage.

      He refused to go through the heartbreak of falling in love again.

      “There’s one small problem. I haven’t been dating anyone, Gabe. I’ve basically sworn off women ever since Audra left me at the altar.”

      His brother expelled a breath. “You’re going to have to let that go, Luke. Besides, not all women are like your ex-fiance.”

      “Maybe.” Luke wasn’t convinced that was true. His belief probably explained why he hadn’t dated seriously since.

      Gabe continued. “Well, you could always consider a marriage of convenience. It turned out well for your older brothers.”

      “Back-fired you mean. All three of you fell in love.” Luke muttered, his belly fisting into a tight knot at the thought of being spurned by a woman, yet again. He wasn’t about to go through that emotional turmoil again, not if he could help it.

      “Hey man, don’t discount the power of love. I’m living proof that love can come to you when you least expect it.”

      Luke was resolute. “I’m glad you’re happy, Gabe. But as far as I’m concerned, love isn’t for me.”

      “What about your inheritance?”

      “I’ll consider a marriage in-name-only. I’m afraid that will be the only way I’ll agree to Grand’s crazy plan.” Luke set his jaw in a firm line determined not to be played for a fool by another woman again.

      “All right, man. I can’t wait to meet her.” Gabe’s teasing chuckle echoed through the phone line.

      Luke grunted in response. “Well, don’t hold your breath. I’m not sure there’s a woman out there who will agree to this ridiculous idea.”

      Just as soon as the words were out of his mouth, his thoughts turned to the beautiful woman he’d seen in the coffee shop today.

      Razelle.

      She was charming and kind.

      His brother interrupted his musings.

      “She’s out there. I’m confident of that. Sweet dreams brother.” Gabe was still chuckling as he ended the call.

      Luke set his phone down on the kitchen table and stared out the window, expelling a frustrated sigh. The orange hue of the sun setting behind the trees and the oil derricks in the distance was a sight that stirred his dreams.

      He couldn’t deny he was desperate to make this land his own.

      The conversation with his brother sparked a deeper hunger — and if he were honest — a newfound surrender to the possibility of a marriage of convenience. 

      He would do whatever it took to make this land his own.

      Even if it meant, marrying a fake wife.

      A knot formed in his belly at the decision.

      He was sure all sorts of things would go wrong. But it’s what he needed to do.
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      Razelle

      
      Raz sighed heavily and locked the door to the cafe after the last customer left for the day.

      Her thoughts still lingered on the handsome man who came into the coffee shop today.

      Luke Stevenson.

      He was quiet, brooding and far too handsome for his own good, especially wearing that Stetson on his head.

      She had always secretly loved that rugged, cowboy look on a man. Maybe it was because it reminded her of living in the country and having a permanent place to call home.

      Having a home and the love and belonging that went with it was something she’d always dreamed of, even as a little girl.

      Seeing Luke this morning, reminded her of those dreams.

      It was something she didn’t believe she’d ever have.

      Her mother’s rules made that impossible.

      Sighing heavily, Razelle walked to the kitchen to grab her cleaning supplies.

      The other two baristas had already left for the day and it was time to get the rest of her chores done.

      Mother didn’t like to pay workers overtime, so everyday it was up to her to clean the dining area and kitchen in their coffee shop.

      “You’ll need to help Miguel clean up the food and wipe down the kitchen, clean the counter, table tops and mop the floors.” Mother stood behind the counter top by the cash register. The shuttering sound of the till tape being printed filled the room. As usual, Mother was busy balancing the books and counting the money made that day.

      “Of course, Mother.” Razelle knew her job and felt like she didn’t need to be reminded every night. But her mother demanded that all the details of her world be controlled. Which meant that her daughter had to meet Mother’s exacting standards or there would be trouble.

      Razelle hurried to the kitchen to help Miguel clean up.

      “Missy Raz, I already packaged the extra food for today. And I’ll wipe the kitchen countertops. You go ahead and clean the dining area.” Miguel was their short order cook who worked during the weekdays. He had always been very helpful.

      “Miguel, you’re so nice to me. Thank you.” Razelle bent down under the sink and grabbed the disinfectant spray and the stack of wipes.

      “You’re easy to be nice too, missy.” Miguel grinned and whispered. “Also, don’t forget the blue container in the fridge. You take it with you tonight.”

      “Thanks so much. It means a lot.” A tear escaped out of one eye as she looked into his brown eyes filled with kindness.

      Miguel knew that in the past year she went once a week to the camp that was located across the creek and down in the valley. She brought food and herbal remedies to help with those who were hungry and sick. Miguel had kept her secret ever since he had found food missing from his kitchen.

      Her mother didn’t know. It had to stay that way.

      Helping people at the camp was important to Raz. She wanted to do something for them.

      When her friend Cassie had asked her to come with her to the camp one night a year ago, she had gone. And had been shocked at the lack of food and by how many people were sick.

      She’d decided then and there that she would go every week and bring what supplies she could to help.

      “Of course. And make sure you still get some sleep tonight.”

      “I will, I promise.” Razelle smiled at him and carried the cleaning supplies to the cafe area. She worked quickly and got all her work done in record time.

      Her mother looked over her work as usual and nodded.

      “My head is bothering me tonight.” Mother said as they climbed the stairs to their apartment above Angelique’s Cafe. She was thankful they didn’t have to walk very far to get home. When her mother had bought this place three years ago, it had seemed like the perfect place. Finally, they wouldn’t be moving from place to place almost every year, like they had done all her life.

      But her mother continued to have headaches. She always had tension headaches as far back as Razelle could remember. When she turned eight, Raz started to learn how to massage her Mother’s head and back to take away the pain.

      “If you lie down on your bed, I’ll get the cream and be back soon.” It was her duty to help her Mother feel better. She handed her mother some pain medicine and after she swallowed it back, Razelle began massaging her Mother’s head in gentle circles to soothe the pain.

      She hoped it wouldn’t take too long for her mother to fall asleep. There was still so much to get ready for tonight.

      After only fifteen minutes, the sound of her Mother’s steady snores echoed across the room.

      Raz breathed a sigh of relief.

      Tiptoeing out of the bedroom, Raz went to the kitchen to find food. She hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and her stomach was protesting. Her white fluff-ball cat, Sunbeam, was meowing asking for cat food. Raz quickly opened a can and placed it in her bowl.

      She ate a sandwich and ran her fingers through her cat’s thick white fur. Her purring sounds helped Raz relax.

      After she was finished, she hurried to her bedroom. Closing the door behind her she changed out of her work clothes into jeans and t-shirt. She filled her backpack with dried herbs, that she’d grown herself. They had proven useful for natural healing of fevers and other sickness.

      She went to the kitchen in the coffee shop to grab the container filled with food. Hurrying back upstairs she shoved everything she needed for tonight inside her backpack.

      After slipping on her hoodie and running shoes, she quietly opened her window and climbed out. Careful to close the window, she climbed down the roof until she reached the tall, sturdy poplar tree that stood outside her window.

      Scurrying down the tree she was soon on the ground. She hurried along the trail toward the river. It was dark outside except for the street lights from their small town.

      She took out her flashlight to guide her way.

      Crossing the river in her small rowboat, soon she made it to the other side and hurried toward the camp.

      With silent steps she made her way toward the ramshackle cabin where they kept a few medical supplies. Her best friend Cassie said she’d meet her here. Her friend had a big heart for others.

      After she discovered a few teenagers from the camp a little over a year ago, she’d made it her mission to help them and had talked Razelle into going with her.

      Raz quietly opened the door to the cabin and was greeted with a hug.

      Addy clung to her longer than usual and when Raz stepped back, the teenager’s eyes were filled with worry. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Of course I’m here. I said I’d come.” Raz looked at Addy and then to Cassie and fear rose in her belly at the anxiousness in her friend’s eyes. “What’s happened?”

      “The man that Ryan brought here yesterday, he’s sick. He’s got a fever. I’m not sure what’s wrong with him.” Cassie pointed to the cot at the far end of the cabin where the man lay tossing and turning in a feverish sleep.

      Raz walked over to him and set her backpack on the floor before she touched his forehead.

      He was burning hot. 

      “Cassie, we need to bring his temperature down. I’m going to do my best to cool his body. And if you could boil water to make herbal tea that would be helpful.” Razelle began, taking charge with what she could do to help.

      Cassie started the camping stove that sat on the small table near the door. She filled the kettle from the large five gallon pails they kept filled in the cabin. The stove was powered by gasoline, so it didn’t need electricity or propane to run. It was one of the few items that Sloane — the leader of the camp — had allowed them to have in this cabin.

      Soon the water boiled and Razelle pulled the small bag of feverfew herbs out of her backpack. After she’d made a cup of the herb tea, she allowed time for the steaming cup to cool before she spoon-fed it to the man.

      The sick man moaned as Raz lifted his head to drink. He sipped only a little tea, but she hoped it would be enough to help lower his fever.

      Cassie, Addy and Razelle continued to watch over him for the rest of the night until they could see the red glow of dawn in the sky.

      “I’ve got to get going. I can’t be late getting home, or Mother will find out I’ve been gone.” Raz left behind the food and herbs, but grabbed the containers and put them inside her backpack. She didn’t want Mother to find out her containers were missing.

      “I know. But it would be so helpful if you could stay. That man’s fever isn’t low enough yet.” Cassie and Addy walked with her outside the cabin and down toward the creek.

      Razelle sighed. “You know I wish I could stay. Addy, you can help Cassie take care of that sick man today alright?”

      “Yes. I know what to do.” Addy pushed back her sandy blonde hair away and wrapped her arms around her belly.

      “There you see? Addy will help. You’ll be fine.” Raz gave her friends hugs, wishing she wouldn’t have to leave for home so soon.
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        * * *

      

      “Luke.” A man’s voice growled loudly outside his cabin door accompanied by several loud knocks. Luke rolled over in bed and stared at the clock on his nightstand.

      It was only four in the morning. Who could be banging on his door at this early hour?

       “Come on, Luke. Open the door! It’s Hudson.”

      Groaning, he sat up rolling his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his eyes.

      The last time his best friend had knocked on his door early in the morning was when they were in High School and Hudson’s mom had needed to be rushed to the hospital for heart problems.

      “Hold on, man.” Concerned, Luke hurried to pull on jeans, slipped on a t-shirt and raced to the door.

      Throwing open the door his friend stood there staring at him, silent. Hudson ran a hand through his auburn hair while dark brows puckered together forming deep worry lines on his forehead.

      “Come in, Hud. You look terrible.”

      “Yeah.” His friend stumbled through the door, his mind clearly elsewhere.

      Luke eyed his friend for a moment noticing the dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. He pulled out a wooden chair from the table and pointed to it. “Sit down for a minute. Catch your breath. I’m going to make coffee. When you’re ready, you can tell me what’s got you all in a bother.”

      As his friend sank slowly into the chair, Luke walked to the kitchen counter and began to add the coffee grounds to his new coffee machine. It was the one luxury he’d allowed himself since moving to Grand’s cabin.

      Proving that it was possible to live below the national average household income and still save and invest his money, had been a sacrifice.

      But he owed it to the people who bought his software and Smartphone Apps on budgeting and investing to show them that if he could do it, they could too.

      Which was why he moved out here to this two room run-down cabin.

      Almost a year ago he’d had the idea to move here to live on Grand’s thousand acres. This was the same land his great-grandfather stipulated in his will that Luke was to inherit if he married by his twenty seventh birthday.

      That deadline was coming way too fast.

      Only Grand could get away with such a ridiculous notion.

      It shouldn’t have surprised him that the old coot came up with a plan to control their lives long after he went to his reward.

      He had no idea where he would find a fake wife by the time his birthday came around.

      Luke rubbed his eyes and turned to his best friend.

      With bubbling sounds of the coffee machine percolating in the background, Luke pulled out a chair and turned it around placing his arms on the backrest.

      “So tell me what’s up, Hud. The only other time I’ve seen you this worried was when your mom had that heart attack years ago.” Luke leaned his chin on his arms, fixing his gaze on his best friend.

      “Well, this time it’s almost as bad.” Hudson lifted his head, placing his elbows on the table. For a moment, a haunted look came over his brown eyes as Hud stared at him in silence.

      Luke waited.

      “It’s Waylon.”

      “Your brother?” At Hudson’s nod, Luke pressed for answers. “What happened to him?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. He’s disappeared.” Hud ran one hand through his already unkempt hair. Luke could see his hand shook slightly with the movement. “I called his phone two nights ago and I just figured he was out. But when I called again late last night and got no answer, I stopped by his apartment. He wasn’t home.”

      “Do you have any idea where your brother could have gone to?”

      Hudson shook his head. “Not really. The few places that I thought of, I just spent all night checking those places out. He wasn’t anywhere to be found.”

      “Hmm. And there aren’t any other favorite hangout spots he’s told you about?”

      Hud scratched his forehead a faraway look in his eyes. “Well, there is one other place. In the past few weeks Waylon has talked about seeing some places with his friend Ryan. He kept talking about going to the camp by the creek.”

      “The camp, as in the hangout for drug dealers? You think your brother went there?” Hudson nodded, his forehead puckered in worry.

      Luke could understand his friend’s concern for his brother. That camp was on the other side of Grand’s land by a few miles, along the long four-mile stretch of a tree line that bordered the creek.

      Years ago, when Hudson and Luke were in middle school they used to spend so much time together on the weekends riding their trail motorbikes along the banks of the creek. Since Luke had returned from Texas, he learned it had become a haven for drug dealers and other illegal activities.

      No wonder Hudson was worried.

      “I think it’s likely.” Hudson sighed heavily. “As much as I don’t want to, I need to see if Waylon’s there. If he is, I need to bring him home before Mom has another heart attack from worry.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go get your brother and bring him home.” Luke stood to his feet and clapped his friend on the shoulder. Luke pulled a hoodie over his head, slipped on his shoes and opened the door.

      Hudson got up from the table and followed close behind. “Thanks man. I owe you one.”

      Luke shrugged. “I’m happy to help. Friends look out for each other.” Luke hurried to the shed where he kept two ATVs. He always kept two of everything he considered useful to his life, in case one of them broke down. This time, it would pay off.

      He tossed a helmet and keys to Hudson. “We can drive up to the tree line, but then we’ll need to walk from there. We don’t want them to hear us coming.”

      “Good idea.” Hudson put on his helmet and started the engine.

      Luke started his ATV and drove out of the shed and across Grand’s yard. Soon they were following the familiar dirt road. Hudson and Luke had driven their dirt bikes along this trail many times during high school when they went off-roading together.

      He turned back with a grin at his friend, thinking of all those hot summer days they’d spent riding the back wood trails together. They had forged their own paths through the dense trees that lined the edge of Grand’s land. In all their adventures along the creek during those middle school years, they knew the area well.

      When they reached the tree line just beyond Grand’s land, Luke stopped the ATV and turned off the engine. 

      Hudson was right behind him.

      The morning sun was trying to poke its head above the clouds, but so far the outside world around them was muted in shades of light grey with speckles of red from the rising sun.

      “We’ll need to be as quiet as we can. We don’t want to alert whoever is guarding the place.” Luke whispered and a grimace formed on his lips as he hung his helmet on the handlebar of the four-wheeler.

      Hudson chuckled ruefully as he followed. “No, I don’t suppose we do. So what’s the plan?”

      Luke started walking through the thick maze of trees, hearing his friend’s footsteps behind him.

      “The only plan I have is to search through the camp to try to find your brother. We’ll start looking along the border and make our way inside.” Luke turned to Hudson, who nodded.

      “Sounds good.”

      They walked for a good thirty minutes before they
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