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Chapter One
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Heading for Adventure

Nervous and exhilarated, Lizzy carefully steered the thirty-eight-foot Thor motor coach onto Highway 29. Sitting high above the road, she was captain of her destiny, headed for warm weather and adventure. She glanced at her best friend Holly, who wore an unusually serious expression, and wondered what she was thinking. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m not sure. I mean, it’s so much.”

“What’s so much? Our trip?”

“Just... all of it. The clinic, the RV, you facing your fears. It’s a lot to process. This camper is kind of nuts.”

“I know, right? I had no idea it was going to be so huge.”

Lizzy had rented it online and although there were only two stationary beds, it could comfortably house at least six people. The full-sized refrigerator and washer and dryer will be convenient. And the fireplace. “We might as well be comfortable.” She paused. “As for the rest, why don’t we take a day or two to relax and we’ll come up with a plan. The clinic is in good hands. Jason will monitor progress.”

“What if...”

“He’ll call if there’s a problem. This vacation is partly to keep your mind off the construction.”

“I know.” She looked away, out the window.

When Holly’s office burned down, she had been on the verge of giving up her veterinary practice, leading to the impromptu road trip. Something was bothering her, but since Lizzy hadn’t figured out what it was, she aimed for distraction.

“I planned some little stops along the way so we can snack and stretch our legs. Mavis will want out too.”

“When’s the first one?”

“About an hour, but we can stop whenever you want. Check the GPS app for points of interest. Sometimes they don’t show up until you get close.”

***
[image: ]


EACH TIME THEY STOPPED, it was slightly more difficult getting Mavis back in her crate. Lizzy was relieved when they reached their destination, and she could let her miniature dachshund out to run around. The campground near Emporia, Kansas was somewhat remote, but clean and well maintained.

After she parked in their allotted site, Holly stuck her head out the door before retreating back inside. “It’s still cold,” she complained.

“That’s what the fireplace is for. And we can watch movies.”

“Two nights, right?”

“Yep. Then we’re headed for the tropics.” Not tropics exactly, but Texas is definitely warmer than South Dakota.

“Aurooherer.”

“It’s still too early, puppy.” Her stomach rumbled and Holly snickered. 

“I know, I know. What’s for dinner?”

“The pantry’s full. What do you want?”

“Pizza.” Lizzy laughed. “Just kidding. Sort of. Let’s cook on the campfire.”

“Do you even know how to make a fire?”

“No. I’ve never been camping. Do you?”

“Of course. I’ll teach you. I saw they’re selling wood at the entrance. Let’s take our fur babies for a walk.”

It was warmer in Emporia, Lizzy guessed around fifty degrees, so she put Mavis’ halter on without her winter coat. Holly got Candy into her new miniature harness. The tiny kitten seemed to think she was a puppy and chased after Mavis, trying to catch her long wagging tail.

Campsites peeked intermittently through the trees along the quiet wooded trail. Lizzy breathed in deeply, reveling in the brisk air, fragranced by wood smoke and pine. “This reminds me of Christmas.”

“I never thought of it that way, but I guess you’re right. I love the woods.”

Their walk took longer than necessary because Mavis had to sniff everything in her path. When they arrived at the lodge, a middle-aged couple sat in rockers on the front porch. Maybe they’re not a couple, Lizzy thought. They could be brother and sister. There was a certain similarity in their round faces, long frizzy hair, and chubby physiques.

Mavis barked and wagged her tail.

The woman smiled and stood. “I saw you come in earlier. What a cute doggy. What’s her name?”

“This is Mavis. She’s just saying hello.”

“What’s that?” She pointed at Candy.

“My kitten,” Holly said. “She thinks she’s a dog.”

The woman squinted at Candy. “Make sure you keep them on a leash. Can I help you with anything?”

“We’d like to buy some wood,” Holly said.

“Sure. Hank’ll carry it back for you. How much do you need?”

“Two bundles, I guess? The RV is self-contained, but it’s fun to have a campfire.”

“Put it out when you go in for the night.”

“We will. Thank you.”

Hank carried their wood to the motor home and was more talkative on his own. “Willa’s a good woman, but a man can’t get a word in. Do either of you do any fishin’?”

“I do sometimes,” Holly said. “But not on this trip. Maybe on our way back.”

Hank nodded. “Some purdy good fishin’ in these parts. Where’re you from?”

“Near Sioux Falls.”

“Ah. Good fishin’ up there too. He nodded again. “Welp. Here we are. I’ll leave this here, if that’s okay.”

“Yes, thank you very much.”

He placed the wood near the door then turned to leave, waving with one hand and hitching his trousers up with the other.

Lizzy and Holly glanced at each other and giggled.

“Do we really have to keep Mavis on a leash the whole time we’re here?” Lizzy asked.

“I think we’d better. It’s in the rules, plus we don’t know what kind of wild animals live around here. Too bad we don’t have one of those stand-alone pens.” 

“Let’s get one along the way.”

***
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ALTHOUGH HOLLY AND her brother had been camping since they could walk, she had never been inside a motor home. It was the best of both worlds, she had to admit. The cookout was fun, but retreating indoors as the temperature dropped was fantastic. The hot shower and comfortable bed, even better. As she closed her eyes, she thought about Lizzy. She had changed a lot, but Holly remembered how traumatized and afraid she had been when she moved to Harperstown a few months earlier. Lord, she prayed, Thank you for Lizzy. Please be with her on this trip.

At precisely six o’clock, Mavis was up and barking. Lizzy had taken the master bedroom with the door so she wouldn’t have to carry the dog up and down the ladder. Holly lay on the loft bed above the cab and opened her eyes. I should get up. Warm and comfortable, she didn’t want to move. The door clicked shut and wrapped in stillness, her eyes closed.

The next time she woke, the motor home was quiet. She tried to sit up and banged her head before remembering where she was. Oww. She flopped on her back and rubbed the sore spot. Mavis’ medium-pitched barking sounded far away and was answered by Lizzy’s unintelligible murmur. With a wide yawn and a long stretch, Candy jumped on Holly’s mass of tangled hair. “I guess it’s time to get up, huh? I wonder what time it is.”

When she finally went outside, she was shocked. Not only had Lizzy built a fire by herself, but she was also cooking bacon and pancakes.

“What? When did you learn how to make pancakes?”

Mavis danced on her hind legs. “Ahrooherer,” she said, in her own special language.

Sporting a hilarious bedhead, Lizzy stood by the campfire wielding a spatula. “Right now. I found a recipe in that cookbook you gave me.”

“I’m... Let’s just say I’m very impressed.”

“I don’t know how they’ll taste. I might have burned a few. Mavis didn’t mind though. Did you girl?”

“Roherer.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Starved. What time is it?”

“It’s only eight. Mavis woke me up early.”

“I know. I heard. Sorry I didn’t get up.”

With a slight lift of her brows, Lizzy said, “It’s not your job to take my silly puppy outside at the break of dawn. Besides, you barely sleep at all.”

“You know, I’ve never thought about it, but I always sleep better when I’m camping. Maybe it’s the fresh air or the extra exercise.”

“Whatever it is, take advantage of it. Don’t go jumping out of bed when you don’t have to. Want some coffee?” She retrieved a percolator pot from the grill and poured two cups.

“You’re really embracing this camping thing. Next you’ll be wanting to sleep in a tent.”

“I set one up on the bed,” Lizzy said. Then she laughed at Holly’s expression. “I didn’t, but I’d like to try it sometime. Outdoors, not on the bed.”

“Don’t worry. We go tent camping every summer.”

“Who? Your family?”

“Sometimes, or with friends. You’ll see. Pass me that cup.” 
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Chapter Two
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Salamander

Salamander Elkhurst had far-reaching dreams. He sat in the campground check-in window perusing celebrity magazines. His job didn’t pay much, enough to buy camera equipment if he saved, but it left him plenty of time to study famous faces and build his portfolio. 

The mostly solitary nature of the work suited him. For the majority of his twenty-five years, he had been mocked and ridiculed by his peers. His unusual face, the kinky orange hair, and the name his mother had gifted him with. What had she been thinking? For as long as he could remember, the other kids called him Sally.

Sometimes his friend Patricia drove her dilapidated Ford Escort to the campground, and they’d take a short hike. Insects were her passion and after studying Entomology at the university, she spent most of her time on research. 

That afternoon, she had arrived with snacks and new magazines from her mother’s beauty salon. “Can you take a break?” she asked. “I need to clear my head.”

“Yeah, hold on a sec.” He told his boss he’d be gone for half an hour and do a walk-around inspection while he was out. He grabbed his camera and left.

They moved slowly through the woods, Patricia crawling through the bushes and enthusiastically calling him over to take pictures of unusual insects. Her ardor and dedication mirrored his own. He took close-up photos of small flowers and wildlife, and sometimes Patricia.

She wasn’t beautiful, although Salamander suspected she could be. Her mousey brown hair and unfortunately prominent ears led to her nickname, Mickey. She was an outsider like him, and they bonded over the bullying they endured. 

Standing with a grin, she brushed the dirt off her knees and adjusted her thick glasses. “I suppose you have to get back.”

“I probably should.”

“Thanks for this.” She spread her arms. “It was exactly what I needed.”

“You know I always enjoy hunting bugs with you.”

Patricia laughed. “I know I get a little carried away.”

They walked back to the wooden structure that housed the check-in window, a small gift shop on one side and the managers’ living quarters on the other. Sal hugged her and said, “Thanks for coming by and for the magazines. One of these days I’m going to get my big break. You’ll see.”

“I know you will. Even if you don’t become a world-renowned paparazzi, your photographs are stunning. They’ll end up in a museum somewhere and people will pay thousands to buy them.”

He grinned and waved as she walked back to her car.

After his shift, he rode his dirt bike home and tried to sneak upstairs, but his father caught sight of him as he passed the living room. 

“Get cleaned up. Your mother made pot roast.”

He sighed. They knew he hated roast beef. “How long?”

“Half an hour.”

He trudged up the stairs. He needed a shower anyway.

Sitting with his parents at the dinner table, he kept his head down and his mouth shut. That didn’t work.

“Your mother and I have been talking. It’s time you began contributing to the household. You can go to college or get a job but you’re too old to be living at home and doing nothing.”

“But...”

“No buts. Decide what you want to do and start making plans.”

Sal lowered his eyes but inside he was fuming. All I need is one huge score. Then I can move out.

“Dessert dear?” his mother asked sweetly.

***
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THE SECOND DAY IN EMPORIA flew by. One day to break up the trip and acclimate to the RV. As they hiked around the small campground and cooked over the fire, Lizzy was amused by the novelty of being outdoors but anxious to reach warmer weather. The next morning when she and Holly rose early and prepared to continue their journey, she was full of energy. It was Holly’s turn to drive and as she became accustomed to their oversized vehicle, her muscles gradually unclenched and her unnaturally high-pitched voice lowered to its normal range. “It’s quite comfortable, isn’t it?”

Lizzy nodded. “Not as hard as it looks.”

“I wanted to tell you, you were right. About taking a couple of days to relax. I feel better now.”

“I’m glad. You’ve been through a lot.”

“Now it’s your turn. I’m worried about you. What if someone recognizes you and you end up in the news again?”

“It’ll be okay. You’ll see. Anyway, we have three nights at the next place to plan.”

“You’re in charge of the rest stops this time so you’d better get busy.”

“I’ve already picked out the first one.”

“I like our short travel days,” Holly said. “When we go camping with Dad, we always arrive late and have to set up camp in the dark.” 

“Six hours still feels like a long time, even with all the breaks. I’m glad we’ll be able to stay for a while.”

“Did you say they have a pool?”

“That’s what it says on the website.”

“I wonder if it’ll be warm enough to swim.”

“It’s supposed to be heated. Cross your fingers.”

***
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KINDRED SOULS. Salamander observed Emiliano and his wife Brielle preparing to open for the day. They’re different, just like me. The campground managers were two of the few people he liked in town. He guessed they were a little older than he was, and that they had their own reasons for hiding out in the backwoods.  

“Can you check the guests in today?” Brielle asked. “Emiliano has to repair one of the showers and I wanted to get a head start on the garden.”

“No problem.” He grinned. More time for me to read the celebrity news. On his breaks, when Patricia didn’t visit, he wandered the trails. He knew the forest better than anyone, even Emiliano.

At lunch time, Brielle brought him something to eat. She often cooked to suit her husband’s taste and that day she prepared a ham torta, piled high with fresh vegetables and peppers. Salamander ate at a leisurely pace, relishing the crisp and savory combination. When he was finished, he carefully wiped his neat goatee and tucked the paper plate into a small garbage can at his feet, then looked up at the sound of an approaching vehicle. A motor home pulled up at the check-in gate and the driver descended from the cab. Sal’s pulse quickened as she rounded the front. Can it be? His research had finally paid off. A real-life celebrity: one who disappeared three months ago. He was almost afraid to believe his good luck. Yet there she was, Elizabeth Hornwhistle, her unmistakable waist-length brown hair blowing in the light breeze.

“Hello.” Her red lips smiled in greeting. “I have a reservation for Lizzy Horn.”

Chuckling to himself, he logged into the computer. Not too creative as aliases go. She seems friendly. His fingers itched to pick up his camera. Don’t blow it. This is your chance. Just play it cool. Her reservation was near the entrance, but he swapped it for a site deeper in the woods. “Make sure to hang this on your rear-view mirror during your stay. And this map might come in handy if you do any hiking.” His hand touched hers and he shivered. 

After he checked her in, he watched her resume the driver’s seat in the enormous RV and wondered if she was traveling alone. The rig was roomy enough for a family, but celebrities were funny. If she’s living in it, like a house, she might just like her space. I’ll find out. It occurred to him that an interview would make the photos even more valuable. But the news said she disappeared, so she probably doesn’t want to be found. I wonder why. Perhaps she’d pay to keep her secret. He turned the idea over in his mind but decided keeping her secret wouldn’t help advance his career; the career that would get him out of his parents’ house and shut them up once and for all.

***
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HOLLY CLIMBED BACK into the driver’s seat and frowned. The man who checked her in was off somehow. He had very short red hair and a sharp goatee of the same color, slightly bulging brown eyes and a small mouth; an odd combination. But it wasn’t his appearance that made her uncomfortable, it was his intense scrutiny. He smiled, but his eyes were calculating.

“Did you see that guy who checked us in?”

“No, sorry,” Lizzy said from the back. “Was he good looking?”

“No. He was kind of creepy.” Holly shivered.

“Creepy scary?”

“I’m not sure. It was probably my imagination.” She didn’t say anything more, but the look in his eyes lingered in her mind.  

The campground was located deep in the forest, with plenty of room between campsites. Lizzy moved to the passenger seat. “We should back into our spot so it’s easier to pull out when we leave.”

“You do it. I’m afraid I’ll hit something. Where are the hookups?”

“I don’t know. I guess that could make a difference.”

When Holly stopped in front of site number forty-eight, she opened the door and climbed down. She flung her arms out and spun in a circle, her face raised toward the sun. “It’s gorgeous here. Warm too. I love it!”

Located at an intersection, the spacious campsite sat nestled among trees and bushes that shielded it from the dust and noise of the road. Lizzy got out and surveyed the site. “Perfect. The hookups are in the back. We should have asked where they’re hiding the pool.”

“That guy at the entrance gave me a map.”

Lizzy moved to the driver’s seat and backed neatly between two trees before making her way into the rear to release her wiener dog.

Mavis somehow knew they had reached their destination. She pranced happily, barking and jumping on Lizzy’s leg.

“I’ll make sandwiches,” Holly said, “then we can go for a hike.”

“What about the pool?”

“Study the map while I throw lunch together.”

“I wish we had some kind of small vehicle we could drive into town.”

“Not having one could be saving us from ourselves. Otherwise, we might spend all our time shopping.”

“There is that.” 

Armed with sandwiches and towels, they walked down the long path to the road, taking a right and rounding the corner. Sunny and in the mid-seventies, the weather felt like summer. Mavis leapt over roots and wound her leash around slender saplings, Candy on her tail. Deciduous trees, turning green as they sprouted new growth, filtered the blue sky and the bright sunlight on either side of the gravel road.

The first three sites on the left apparently belonged to an extended group. Multiple tents in a variety of sizes, shapes, and colors dotted the area and picnic tables were pushed together. Catchy dance music blared, Minelli, Lizzy thought, and she wondered if the noise would bother them at night. Half a dozen young people moved about the site, pitching tents, dancing, and hollering over the music. Mavis barked and wagged her tail. 

One of the campers beckoned them, raising her voice to be heard. “Hi! I’m Freida. You’re in the rig around the corner right?”

Lizzy nodded.

“We’re having a party tonight. B.Y.O.B. Come on over if you want.” 

“Thanks. We might take you up on that.”

Freida turned her head when someone yelled her name. “Sorry. I’ve gotta go. See you tonight.”

Once they were out of earshot, Holly asked, “How old do you think they are? Are they legal?”

“I’d guess early twenties, so some of them.”

Holly tripped on a root and fell. “Ow.” She sat back and examined the scrapes on her knees.

“Are you okay?” Lizzy reached down to help her up.

“I’m fine. I saw something shiny and wasn’t paying attention to my feet.”

“Ooh shiny.” Lizzy chuckled.

“No, seriously. The sun reflected off something. I think someone’s watching us.”

“Well, you are stunning but we’re also in the middle of the woods, so not super likely.”

Holly brushed the dirt off and giggled. “That’s not what I meant.”

They walked past several vacant sites, stopping to stare at an eighties-style fifth wheel on the right, rocking back and forth as if possessed. “Somebody’s having a good time.” Clothes hung on a rope tied between two trees and an old Jeep was parked around the back.

“Maybe we’re having an earthquake and just didn’t notice.” Holly’s giggling stopped suddenly. “Look. There it is again.”

“What?”

“That reflected light I saw before. Let’s go check it out.” She pointed toward a thick stand of bur oaks.

“I don’t know. We’re almost at the pool.”

Tilting her head, Holly frowned.

“We don’t know who or what it is. Next time we’ll bring something to protect ourselves and we can investigate, okay?”

“You think they might be dangerous?”

“I have no idea but consider what items might reflect sunlight. It could be binoculars or someone setting up a tent, but it could also be a weapon.” I should have brought the TASER. I didn’t realize it would be so deserted out here. She wasn’t too worried, but didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks with Holly along.
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Chapter Three
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Fun in the Sun

Sal took a break and offered to work late. He strolled down to Elizabeth’s campsite, then slid behind a coppice of trees to observe. He didn’t recognize the tall blonde woman. Probably a friend or a relative. He caressed his camera. She could be famous too. Dressed in shorts and T-shirts, they carried backpacks and had two pets, a yappy dog and a small white ball of fluff. He thought it might be a cat, but that would be weird. The summer clothes are kind of strange too, but maybe they’re from somewhere cold.

Trailing them silently through the woods, he quickly ducked behind a cedar elm. Elizabeth was very observant. She almost caught him twice. But he got a handful of good photos. Then he chuckled when Freida invited them to the big keg party. Another great photo-op.

He hated Freida. In high school, she got around, but Salamander was willing to overlook that when she asked him to their senior Prom. She led him on until the day of the event, then laughed with her friends when she publicly humiliated him. He could still hear her words. “I can’t believe you’d think I would actually go to Prom with a loser like you.” At least I don’t have to make other people feel small to feel good about myself.  

He was about to turn back when he realized Elizabeth and her friend were going to the pool. They’ll be disappointed. The website advertised a heated pool, but the heater had been broken for years. At least it’s clean.

Elizabeth opened the gate and held it for the blonde. She squatted down and stuck her hand in the water. “I don’t think it’s heated.”

“Is it warm enough to get in?” Her friend unclipped her dog’s leash.

“The question is, can we warm up once we get out?”

“Mavis!” The blonde woman dove in after the little dog.

Elizabeth stood by the edge of the pool and laughed. Sal took pictures, one after the other. She was so beautiful.

When her friend surfaced, she giggled. “Mavis loves to swim. I forgot to tell you.”

“I can’t believe you. Get in here right now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Elizabeth giggled again and removed her shorts and T-shirt. Unlike her friend, treading water in soggy clothes, she was a forties pinup girl in a modest red one-piece, her long dark hair piled on top of her head. Sal continued to shoot. These photos will be gold.

He knew he should be getting back to work, but he lingered, afraid to miss anything. He watched the young ladies splash and play with the dog, who swam circles around them. He heard a meow from the white ball of fluff and noticed it didn’t get in the water with the others. Brielle would have a fit if she saw the dog in there.

They finally got out. He took pictures of
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