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  Chapter 1


Fireworks are meant to be viewed by a lake. 
While I love living in Expedition County, sadly, there’s no lake.
That meant my German shepherd, Apollo, my cousin Charlie, Uncle Dan, and I were driving to my parents’ expensive vacation home on Lake Coeur d’Alene.
My parents know I love their lake house. It’s where I always visit. (I’m not sure of the last time I’ve set foot in their main home.)
We’d left in the morning, trying to beat holiday traffic, but it hadn’t worked.
I checked my truck’s rearview mirror.
Charlie’s truck had fallen a couple of vehicles behind. It shouldn’t matter for real-world reasons, but Uncle Dan wanted us close by in case there was an emergency.
I was driving, with Apollo in the middle section of the bench seat, his head resting in Uncle Dan’s lap.
It’d been a quiet trip—though with Uncle Dan, silence was the only option.
We’d left Camp Everhart later than I would’ve liked. Yet Charlie complained we were leaving too early.
It was different for him. They weren’t his parents we were visiting. They were mine.
His priority was getting there in time for tonight’s Fourth of July party. But I wanted to see my parents before all the guests arrived.
Charlie ran the only bar in Expedition Ridge and must’ve had quite a late night helping everyone celebrate. Still, he’d been ready, sitting in his truck when we drove past, and had turned onto the road to begin following us.
There was about an hour left, and Uncle Dan was growing antsy. 
He wore his nicest work pants—which must’ve been hot in the July weather. But instead of his normal work shirt, he’d put on a new-looking polo that my parents must’ve given him for his birthday. 
He shifted, uncomfortable in the strange shirt. But he was trying to come across as a little less backwoodsy.
I didn’t have the heart to tell him the shirt wouldn’t fool anyone. 
Uncle Dan brought the wilderness with him wherever he went. None of the guests at my parents’ rich-people parties were ever fooled. 
Yet Uncle Dan was always welcome, and Uncle Dan always went. 
Family is important. 
The highway was set in a curvy mountain road with pine trees on either side. It’s usually a pretty drive, but today I barely noticed. 
As we neared the lake, the road split into a divided highway. But that didn’t help the traffic. More holiday drivers were on the road, and I slowed down because of the congestion. 
I get that it’s a major holiday, but I wasn’t expecting this much traffic. 
Charlie’s truck kept slipping farther back until I could barely make him out in the rearview mirror. Hopefully, Uncle Dan hadn’t noticed. 
Uncle Dan didn’t like leaving Expedition County. And he couldn’t come to terms with the fact that both Charlie and I insisted on driving our own trucks. It shouldn’t have surprised Uncle Dan. He’s known us our whole lives. We’ve always been stubborn.
My truck was partway through a turn when I saw rows of brake lights ahead of us. I huffed out a breath as I slowed to a stop. 
“There shouldn’t be construction today,” I complained.
Uncle Dan grunted.
I craned my neck, trying to see why the cars were stopped. 
All I saw was more cars. 
This could be a while. 
My phone was resting on the dashboard. Suddenly it lit up with Charlie’s name. 
“Hey,” I said.
“What’s going on?”
I twisted around, but I couldn’t see Charlie. He must be stopped mid-turn. 
“Don’t know.”
“Great,” Charlie muttered.
The brake lights of cars that were barely in my view began disappearing. But the cars weren’t moving forward. “Charlie, people are turning off their vehicles.”
He gave a low whistle. “It’s a hot day to lose the AC.”
“Yeah, but running out of gas would be worse.”
Charlie and I hung up. I turned off my truck, and then Uncle Dan and I used the fancy engineering of my ’90s truck and cranked down the windows. We sat in the right lane, hemmed in with cars in front, behind, and to the left of us. At least there were pine trees to our right, but I wasn’t ready for silver linings. I wanted to see my parents. 
I was jealous of all the cars on the opposite side of the divided highway. They got to continue driving with nothing slowing down their holiday plans.
Apollo barked and looked out Uncle Dan’s window. He wanted to go out. 
My dog can make it to my parents’ without needing to visit nature. But who knew how long we’d be stuck. It wouldn’t hurt if I took him out. It’d give me a chance to stretch my legs.
“Back in a minute,” I told Uncle Dan. 
He nodded but otherwise didn’t comment as Apollo and I left the truck.
I didn’t bother with a leash since everyone was in their parked cars. When we were at camp, Apollo was never on a leash, and it wasn’t worth the hassle of clipping on for a quick potty break. 
Apollo walked off the shoulder and into the pine needles by the trees. He nudged one pine cone before moving closer to a tree.
“Come on, buddy,” I said. 
I was antsy leaving my truck. Sure, Uncle Dan was there. It’s not like he’d drive away without us, but I didn’t like being on the side of the road. I wanted the two of us back where we belonged.
Finally, Apollo found a suitable rock to mark his territory. Once he finished, I started walking back toward the truck.
Apollo was behind me. 
He was right behind me. 
Then he wasn’t.
He’s usually well behaved—but today he had a mind of his own.
A car honked. I turned to see Apollo racing down the highway. It didn’t matter that all the cars were stopped. My heart rose in my chest, and without checking with Uncle Dan, I raced after him.
“Apollo, stop!” I shouted.
He heard me. I know he heard me. If anything, he may have slowed down. Not enough that I could catch him, more like we were going the same speed.
What had gotten into him?
We ran around another turn in the mountain road. 
For a moment my steps slowed. Still a ways off was a large bus lying on its side, blocking both lanes of traffic.
This was why we were stuck.
Past the bus were rows of emergency vehicles, with cops and first responders walking around performing important tasks.
“Apollo!” I called again—though this was half-hearted and breathy.
Had he caught a scent?
There were plenty of police vehicles surrounding the accident. Could State Trooper Landon Gates be here?
It’d been months since I’d seen him.
A couple of weeks after Valentine’s Day, Landon had shown up at Camp Everhart. His face had been too serious. For a moment I worried he was making a death notification. Instead, Landon told me he was taking a temporary assignment and wouldn’t be around Expedition County for at least six months. 
“But I’ll be back.” His kind eyes had stared deeply into mine. 
Yet every time I replayed his words, I couldn’t help wondering whether he was convincing himself.
For months I’ve tortured myself with the idea of never seeing him again. 
Not that it mattered. 
It wasn’t like we were dating. 
There were plenty of reasons why we shouldn’t have a relationship. Landon was working through the death of his wife, while I ran an illegal moonshine business. 
True, occasionally I wondered if Landon was more important than shipping moonshine around the United States. But I’d never had to make a choice. He’s never been ready to start a relationship.
My lungs were cramping when Apollo slowed down even more. He was just out of reach. Apollo wanted me with him, yet he knew I’d haul us back to the truck if I got a good grip on his collar.
Having me close was wise thinking on Apollo’s part. The first responders would be less nervous about a German shepherd who was accompanied by an owner. 
As we neared the crash, an acrid scent of wreckage drifted through the air. Some awful combination of burning tires and a smoking engine. Unpleasant for my nose and much worse for my dog. 
There was quite an array of police throughout the area. Not just surrounding the accident, but in the trees and along the road. I might have worried about their presence if I weren’t focused on Apollo.
We were a few car lengths away from the sideways bus, when Apollo ditched the road. He led me off the shoulder and into the woods. 
“Come on, Apollo,” I panted.
Seconds later my heart thudded.
A man in a state trooper uniform stood between the trees. His back was turned, yet I suddenly knew why Apollo had taken off.
“Landon,” I breathed.
Landon turned toward us. He barely had time to register my dog before Apollo pressed into him, circling him, then jumping up and resting his paws on Landon’s chest. Apollo was so excited that he forgot his normal manners.
A new pain squeezed at my chest as Landon scratched Apollo’s ears.
Landon’s kind eyes were too tired. He’d always carried exhaustion around him, yet this was different. It looked like he hadn’t gotten two hours of consecutive sleep for weeks. He was skinnier, and his complexion was grayish.
Don’t get me wrong, he was still handsome. But it made me want to lock him up in one of my cabins, feed him, and make sure he slept until he looked like himself.
Was he sick? Was this the real reason he’d left Expedition County? He needed medical treatment at a major hospital?
“Fenn?” His eyes brightened the moment he saw me. The look was instantly replaced by suspicion. “Why are you here?”
“I’m trying to visit my parents.” I held up my hands. “It’s not like I wanted to be stuck behind an accident.”
“Hm.” 
He was obviously working. I shouldn’t bug him with questions, but I had to know. “What’s wrong?”
Even the eyebrow Landon raised was tired, like it barely found the energy to move. “It’s a police matter. But we’re looking into it.”
His illness was a police matter?
Landon noticed my confusion. “Weren’t you asking about the dead guard?”






  
  Chapter 2


Dead guard? 
It didn’t matter. Right now I was worried about Landon.
I shook my head. “That’s not what I want to know.” But the dead guard comment had me craning my neck to get a better view of the sideways bus. 
When I first saw the bus, my focus was on Apollo. Now I took a closer look. 
From this angle, I could read Idaho Department of Corrections on the side of the bus. On the opposite side, a row of men wearing identical red shirts and khaki pants was lined up, with several police officers standing guard.
Were the men in the khakis inmates?
What had happened? 
Apollo growled, warning me that I’d lost focus.
I crossed my arms and gave Landon my full attention. “You need to tell me what’s wrong.”
Landon’s gaze flicked from the crash to the string of traffic that disappeared from view.
“Not the accident. I mean you. What’s wrong with you?”
Landon bowed his head, but that didn’t hide his slight smile. “We’re at a crime scene. But the information you want is about me?”
I found myself battling between the desire to deny everything and the need to throw myself into his arms. In the end, I shrugged. “I focus on what’s important.”
His eyes darkened. Changed to something almost…intimate. 
I gulped. 
Landon’s radio went off, a stranger speaking police gibberish that I didn’t understand. While he didn’t reply to the radio, he took a deep breath and reset to state trooper. “Where’s your truck?” 
I tapped the diamond stud in my nose, praying for strength. Clearly something important was happening that required the heavy police presence. But he shouldn’t get rid of me before explaining what was wrong with him. “Landon, I—”
“Not now.” Landon shook his head. “There’s a major accident, a dead transport officer, and two escaped convicts. I’m supposed to help apprehend the escapees, but I can’t focus if you’re in danger.”
I pressed my lips together. How could he be sweet and frustrating at the same time?
Landon took my silence as an answer and moved toward the road. Apollo walked beside him, while I trailed behind like a third wheel. 
“Good to see you, Apollo,” Landon said cheerfully. 
I gritted my teeth. Was he trying to be annoying? 
When Landon and Apollo reached the shoulder, the two of them headed toward my truck. My vehicle was out of sight, but Apollo confidently led the way. 
Once Landon got me to the truck, he’d disappear again. 
A strange worry settled in my stomach. I’d missed Landon too much in the months he’d been gone. 
For a moment I’d been excited to see him. 
But now? Not only did he look ill, but he was trying to ditch me as fast as possible.
We hadn’t gone very far when I gasped, “Landon, please.” I hadn’t meant to use his first name. I also didn’t know there’d be so much emotion in my voice—especially unfortunate given the countless parked cars full of people with unrolled windows.
When Landon faced me, emotion had cracked through. “It is good to see you, Fenn.” He let out a ragged breath. “Right now I need to do my job. I can’t concentrate if I’m worrying about you.”
We stared at each other, a strange mix of emotions hanging in the air. 
Apollo wandered back into the trees, yet I was too caught up in the moment to care. Or I didn’t care until Apollo growled. 
Immediately, we were moving to my dog—Landon walking in front of me with his hand resting on his holster.
Apollo was tense, but he wasn’t about to attack. His head was down, focused on the ground. 
Since my sense of smell is less fine-tuned, I looked ahead, trying to figure out where Apollo was going. 
There was a strange mound somewhat hidden between the trees. As we got closer, I realized it was a dark vehicle semi-covered with branches.
But Apollo was still sniffing the pine needles. There was something else on the ground. Skinny brown things that were easy to miss. 
Landon started with checking the vehicle. Once he’d confirmed it was empty, he scratched Apollo’s ears. “Good boy.” Next he called our location over the radio and added, “Please be advised there’s an abandoned vehicle, and Kory Archer has likely changed his appearance.”
It took a moment for my brain to put together that the short brown strands scattered along the ground were hair. 
Given that there were escaped prisoners, it was safe to assume Kory Archer was a runaway inmate who was trying to disguise himself.
Landon scanned the area, yet neither he nor Apollo was on high alert. 
Part of me worried I was about to ask a stupid question, but I wasn’t following Landon’s reasoning. “How is this abandoned car related to the escape?”
“Hm?” Landon took a moment to process the question. “They had an accomplice who threw spike strips across the road, causing the bus crash.” His hand hovered above the hood. “There’s heat coming from the engine. This must be their accomplice’s car.”
The car was on the wrong side of the crash. The road in front of them was packed with trapped vehicles. “They didn’t expect the bus to block both lanes.”
“Yeah. The bus also slid farther than they must’ve calculated, making their car unusable.” Landon gave Apollo a quick pat. “Thanks for finding the getaway car.”
It wasn’t long before more cops swarmed our location. 
Landon is a detective with the state troopers, yet it quickly became clear that he wasn’t in a position of authority. Best I could tell, a stressed-out US Marshal was in charge.
Tensions were high. I’m sure that’s true of any manhunt, but with the murder of a guard, things were personal.
Landon answered questions, explained who I was multiple times, then mostly stood off to the side. He wrote down details in his notebook, but that seemed like it was for his personal use.
I waited beside Landon with Apollo at my feet. It was unclear whether I was supposed to stay. Sooner or later Landon would let me know.
I kept sneaking glances at Landon, trying to figure out what had changed. Aside from looking sick, the most obvious was different clothes. In the past, Landon’s trooper uniform was a dark long-sleeved button-up with a tie. Today, with the hotter weather, the button-up was short-sleeved, with the top button undone, showing a white undershirt.
Landon didn’t seem surprised by the other law enforcement taking charge. But I caught a flicker of irritation as he kept being shuffled farther back. 
“They’re running the license plate,” he murmured. “The tabs were expired. It could be a stolen vehicle the owner doesn’t utilize. There’s a chance the owner doesn’t know it’s missing.”
It seemed collectively all the police held their breath until a female officer announced, “The vehicle is registered to Lindsey Peterson. But according to the DMV, she died over three years ago.”
I gasped—though everyone else remained nonreactive. How had a dead woman’s car ended up in this mess?
People broke into smaller groups, all of them apparently doing important work. But none of the other police agencies tried to involve Landon. No one cared that he’d reported the car. 
Finally, Landon said, “Marshal Hayes has this covered. Let’s get you to your truck.”
The three of us walked together up the road.
I couldn’t help saying, “You seem underutilized.”
“It’s a team effort” was Landon’s diplomatic reply.
“How often is your job this stressful?”
“Today there are some…” Landon hesitated. “Additional concerns. This is the second escape that’s occurred while Transport Officer Wolcott was working.” 
“Officer Wolcott’s the dead guard?”
“Affirmative.”
“What happened in the last escape?”
“Officially, the last escape was because of a faulty lock an inmate found while the transport vehicle was stopped for gas.” Landon’s jaw flexed as he fell silent. Was he stopping himself from saying something unprofessional?
“But…” I encouraged.
“Well, there was speculation that Officer Wolcott received money to look the other way.” Landon lowered his voice. “That escaped inmate went on to kill a couple and steal their car. He was later apprehended, but a lot of people blamed Wolcott for the escape.” 
I vaguely remembered details from that case. Pictures of the happy couple alongside images of their stolen car. “Then it might not be about the escape. Officer Wolcott may have been killed for personal reasons.”
“It’s a theory.”
“What about the other inmates on the bus? Could one of them be the killer?”
“Unlikely,” Landon said. “According to the coroner, Wolcott was fatally stabbed and the killer would have blood on their hand and forearm. The other inmates were checked. None of them have blood on them.”
Was his death targeted, or was it unfortunate timing? Did the motive actually matter? Officer Wolcott was dead either way.
“I’m sure Officer Brooks will tell us once we find him,” Landon added.
“What?” I asked.
Landon tilted his head. “Didn’t I say the convicts kidnapped the second guard?”
No. He absolutely hadn’t. 
Was sleep deprivation making Landon less focused?
My face must’ve turned pitying, because Landon said, “I’m fine. If you’re going to be worrying about someone, worry about Officer Brooks; he’s the one being held hostage.”
As we neared my truck, Apollo sped up to join Charlie, who stood by the cab, talking to Uncle Dan. 
Correction: Charlie wasn’t actually talking to Uncle Dan. Charlie was leaning against Uncle Dan’s open window, and they both were silent.
“I didn’t realize this was a family affair.” Landon nodded toward Uncle Dan’s polo. “It must be a formal event.”
I nodded. “My parents throw an annual Fourth of July party. We go every year. This is the first time we’ve been sidetracked by murder and escaped convicts.”
That last line was said close enough that Charlie heard. His eyebrows rose. “What’s Fenn gotten herself into now?”
I rolled my eyes. “This isn’t even in Expedition County. You can’t possibly blame me for a highway jailbreak.”
Landon shifted uncomfortably but didn’t leave.
Charlie gave his best laid-back smile, complete with his dimple making an appearance. “What can you tell us, Detective?”
Detective? Charlie was laying it on thick. There’s also a possibility I don’t like acknowledging Landon’s authority…or I find it sexy when he corrects me after I call him an officer.
Landon didn’t answer. Instead, he studied all the vehicles on the road.
“Search on your phone to find out what’s happening,” I told Charlie. “Our local informant isn’t willing to help.”
Landon’s eyebrows raised at my comment. “That makes me sound like a criminal informant.”
I shrugged. “Do I look worried, Officer?”
“Detective.” There was more of a growl in Landon’s voice than usual. Was it because the other police departments discounted his experience, or was he actually annoyed with me?
“What can you tell us?” Uncle Dan asked.
Landon’s hand dipped below his collar, where he idly ran his fingers along the chain that held his dead wife’s wedding rings. “Spike strips were planted in front of the prison transport vehicle. The front tires popped, and it fell sideways. No one suffered major injuries from the crash. However, there were two guards in the back with the inmates. Transport Officer Wolcott was killed, while Transport Officer Brooks was taken captive by two men who escaped custody.”
“And—” I prompted.
The shadows under Landon’s eyes were extra defined as he frowned. “Apollo found freshly cut hair beside an abandoned vehicle, which was likely intended as a getaway car. It’s unclear what their appearances will be or how much help they’re getting. Since the spike strips were placed by an outside operator, we’re looking for the two convicts, Officer Brooks, and an unknown accomplice.”
Charlie scowled. “Why were they transporting inmates on the Fourth of July?”
“They were setting up for a city barbecue,” Landon answered calmly. “It was a special holiday work detail. Apparently, this year there was a shortage in volunteers.”
“Fantastic.” Charlie wiped sweat off his forehead. “Any idea when we’ll start moving?”
Landon shook his head. “They’re looking into alternative routes, but we’ll need checkpoints in case the escapees are hiding in the vehicles.”
“Police will search my truck?” I asked. It shouldn’t be a problem, but I was traveling with two jars of my first batch of huckleberry moonshine.
“Fenn…” Landon gave me a disappointed-state-trooper sigh. “If, hypothetically, anyone was traveling with carefully packed…uh, contraband, it wouldn’t be part of the search. The police are only checking for grown men.”
The tension in my stomach had begun easing before Landon added, “But it’s always a good idea to travel without anything illegal.”
Charlie chuckled. “Just me, or did that feel targeted?”
I did my best to keep from reacting. The fact that making moonshine was illegal always seemed stupid to me. It had started as my pandemic hobby, and during lockdown it would’ve been impossible to get the proper permits. Then, when everything opened back up, it’d never seemed worth the hassle.
Problem was, over the past year Trooper Gates had begun picking the most inconvenient times to pop into my life.
Landon’s radio went off. He listened but didn’t respond. With all the state and federal agencies here, there must be a lot of chatter on the lines.
“What’s the plan?” I asked.
Landon sighed. He really didn’t look right. I was tempted to insist he tell me what was wrong, but I didn’t want to make a scene in front of my family. “The primary goal of most agencies present is to make sure everyone on the highway stays safe.”
Uncle Dan raised his eyebrows. “Hm.”
“But it’s highly unlikely they’ll try to get into a vehicle. They’d be as stuck as the rest of you,” Landon quickly added. “We’re hoping everyone will be driving again relatively soon. Either we close one lane on the other side of the highway and have traffic move to where there’s a gap in the median, or we find a detour.”
Charlie had begun searching for info on his phone. “Here are the convicts.” He held up his phone, which displayed breaking news with two mugshots.
I took the phone and zoomed in on the photos. I didn’t recognize Harvey Douglas. But the younger man, Kory Archer, almost looked familiar. 
He was shaggy. Longish hair with a scraggly beard. But his piercing green eyes stared into the camera. It wouldn’t take much of a makeover to show off his natural attractiveness.
“Are you checking him out?” Charlie asked.
“No?” Did that sound like a question? Was I blushing?
Beside me, Landon’s shoulders broadened, and his face became grimmer. “Both men are convicted of felonies. They might be single, but I wouldn’t recommend starting a relationship.”
“Even if they’re cute?”
Landon pressed his lips together.
“Relax,” I said. “While Kory would be handsome with proper grooming, I was thinking he looked familiar.”
Charlie took the phone back. He zoomed in extra close on the face. “You think he’s handsome? Look at that nose.”
From his spot in the truck, Uncle Dan grunted. It was about as close as he ever got to showing displeasure. Was he irritated that we were being so lighthearted, given the circumstances? 
“Charlie,” Uncle Dan said.
That was the only direction Charlie needed. Immediately, he handed the phone over to his dad.
Uncle Dan took his time analyzing the picture. “Last name’s Archer?”
“That’s right,” Landon said.
Uncle Dan’s eyes tightened. 
My guess, he also recognized something about this escapee. But he wasn’t going to throw out speculation. Either he’d figure it out and let us know, or he’d stay silent.
“How did the guard die?” Charlie asked.
Landon raised an eyebrow. “Doesn’t the article say?”
“It was vague,” Charlie said. “Only that he was killed while two inmates escaped.”
“He was fatally stabbed,” I said.
Landon rubbed a hand across his face. (Maybe I wasn’t supposed to share that.) But Landon gave Charlie even more information. “We believe Apollo found the accomplice’s car. I doubt they expected the bus would slide so far or roll over, blocking the highway. If that was their getaway vehicle, they must be scrambling for other options.”
“Can you find the accomplice through the car’s information?” Charlie asked.
“The owner’s dead,” I announced.
Charlie patted his pockets for his phone before remembering his dad was still looking at mug shots. “What’s their name? Can you look them up?”
I glanced at Landon, but he didn’t try to stop me. Quickly, I typed Lindsey’s name into the search bar. 
An obituary popped up, with a photo of a smiling young woman. 
“She was hot,” Charlie said.
That earned a glare from me. If I couldn’t admire an escaped convict, he shouldn’t be complimenting a dead woman. 
I tapped on the obituary. It gave the usual information about a life well lived. Her cause of death wasn’t listed. However, the section detailing people who survived her gave me a jolt of surprise. “Harvey Douglas is listed as her honorary father.” 
Charlie let out a low whistle. “What are the chances a dead woman would bust her honorary dad out of prison?”
“Highly unlikely,” Landon said.
Do I think a ghost broke her bonus dad out of prison? 
Obviously not. But it meant Harvey’s accomplice must’ve had access to Lindsey’s car.
“Why was Harvey arrested?” I asked.
“Shoplifting,” Landon said.
“What?” Charlie’s eyebrows shot up. “He’s in prison for stealing a few candy bars?”
I laughed. “Yes, Charlie. They give twenty-five to life for chocolate theft.” 
We both looked at Landon, who didn’t disclose more information. I’m guessing Harvey’s crime was something like trying to walk out of a store with a diamond necklace in his pocket.
“Fenn?” Uncle Dan asked.
“Yes?”
Uncle Dan had remained focused on the photo of Kory Archer. He handed me the phone. “Remember the family with the cowboy-themed reunion?”
I remembered them. It was a large group of extended family. They’d spent five nights at our camp maybe a month ago. 
What were their names? With summer being our busiest time of the year, I was lucky if I knew what I’d eaten for breakfast.
“Let’s see,” I said, trying to jog my memory. “We just finished archery camp; the week before was a youth leadership retreat.” I frowned. 
I had all of our upcoming reservations memorized, but once a camper left, my brain cleared that space immediately.
“Don’t you have the camp’s calendar on your phone?” Charlie asked.
Ugh. I should’ve thought of checking my schedule. 
I hate it when Charlie’s right.
I returned Charlie’s phone, then unlocked mine and opened the camp schedule. “Cowboy reunion was the Murdochs.”
Both Charlie and I began searching for the family. I vaguely recalled details from their visit, yet I couldn’t remember what they looked like. 
For how my camp director brain worked, if I saw one of them in person, I’d be able to immediately strike up a conversation and recall their pertinent details, yet in the moment, my brain was empty.
But if Uncle Dan had a hunch that Kory Archer looked like he belonged in the Murdoch family, it was worth investigating. With people changing their names from marriages, Kory Archer’s grandparents could be Murdochs.
“Here we go,” Charlie said. “Family photo.”
Landon and I crowded around Charlie. 
Uncle Dan stayed where he was. He already knew what we’d see. He didn’t need the confirmation.
As soon as I saw the image, it jogged my memory—I’d even taken the family photo.
“Look here,” Charlie said. He pointed to a row of young men. A couple of them looked almost identical to Kory Archer…Or would be almost identical, if Kory got cleaned up.
“That’s something,” I said.
Landon shook his head. “It’s a coincidence.”
“It’s a coincidence that they stayed at my camp?” I asked.
Landon sighed. “All I’m saying is this isn’t a lead I can call in.”
Charlie wasn’t bothered. “No one’s asking you to tell your bosses. But Fenn made me get up early, and instead of a late-morning nap at a lake house, I’m overheating in the middle of a highway. If we can find anything that gets me off this road faster, I’m gonna do it.”
“I didn’t realize you and Fenn were so alike.” Landon’s words were nonchalant, his kind face too innocent. Yet he’d said that to annoy Charlie, and it worked.
Charlie’s chest expanded as he glared at me. The heat was getting to him—the heat was getting to all of us.
“At least the alcohol I sell is legal.” Charlie’s face was a straight-up challenge.
While I didn’t appreciate him brazenly bringing up my moonshine business, Landon had figured out my little secret the night we met. 
Based on random internet searches, my guess is I haven’t been arrested because of a lack of real proof or probable cause to launch an investigation.
Uncle Dan’s eyes were intent as he looked at his son. “Charlie…” Times like these, it seemed like even when Uncle Dan wanted to speak, he didn’t know what to say.
Charlie waved his hand. “I’d better get back to my truck. Who knows when we’ll start moving.”
I expected Landon might be concerned or a little upset that his comment comparing me to my cousin had upset Charlie. Instead, Landon watched him storm off with open curiosity.
We’ve never actually talked about it, but Charlie’s been upset that Grandma left me the camp instead of him. After the reading of the will, when Charlie found out Camp Everhart was mine—including Grandma’s house—he never set foot in that house again. (Well, technically he was there once, but he used an official favor I owed him to make me pretend it never happened.)
Grandma had talked to me about taking over the camp once she died. I assumed she’d also informed Charlie. 
Honestly, I never felt like Charlie got the camp. He had all the skills to run it, yet for him it would’ve been a job, while for me, it was a passion. I loved how each cabin was named after a famous sea captain, from Captain Cook to Captain Sparrow. It gave me joy crafting unique experiences that guests would remember long after they returned home.
Oh, and it’s not like Grandma left him out of the will. She had enough other assets that Charlie was arguably better off. 
Yet Camp Everhart was where Grandma’s heart was, and she left that to me.
“Sorry about Charlie,” I said. “He gets touchy when people like me more.”
Landon tilted his head. “How often does that happen?”
“Not often,” Uncle Dan said. 
My eyebrows shot up. I was ready to start arguing about my likability, yet Landon and Uncle Dan were staring at each other. Grief momentarily covered Landon’s face, while Uncle Dan was extra serious.
Last June, when Landon was new to the area, I was present when he first ran into Uncle Dan. They’d introduced themselves, but it was clear they knew each other. For some reason, Landon had pretended he didn’t know my uncle, and Uncle Dan had followed his lead.
Uncle Dan wasn’t known for making new friends.
What was their secret past?
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