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CHAPTER ONE

Camp Takatoka
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BRIGHT, HOT SUNNY DAYS. Endless time at the lake. S’mores over the campfire. As much soccer and sports as he could hope for.

All of these things had sounded wonderful a month ago when Caden’s mom began planning his summer camp adventure, but now that he was here, two hours from home and surrounded by people he had never seen before, Caden wasn’t so sure.

“You’re all set,” his mom said, tucking the sheets around the top bunk and dropping his sleeping bag on top. “If you get cold, just crawl inside.”

“He’s not likely to get cold,” the counselor said. The name tag around his neck read, “Blade.” Kind of a weird name, unless it was supposed to be a video game avatar. Blade shoved his glasses up on his nose, blond hair falling in his face. “It’s pretty hot here in Oklahoma, even at night.”

Madness! Caden turned back to his mom and tried to mask his sudden fear with a bout of affection. He threw his arms around her waist. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered into her stomach.

She heaved a sigh and pried his arms off her. “Don’t be so dramatic. You’ll make friends in no time and love it here. I left money in your account up at the mess hall. Go ahead and get snacks and things whenever you need to.”

Caden nodded and took a step back, wishing more than ever that his older brother Jack has been able to come to camp with him. But Jack was off doing his own camp with the Boy Scouts.

As if sensing Caden’s thoughts, Mrs. Parker said, “You can’t always be in your brother’s shadow. Sometimes you have to be your own person.”

Caden straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. “I am my own person. I’m no one’s shadow.”

His mom smiled and bumped his chin with her fist. “Exactly. Have a great time. I’ll see you in a week.” She turned around and walked out of the cabin, and Caden’s bravery went with her. He ran after her. 

“Mom!”

She turned around to face him, and he stepped closer.

“Remember you can’t text me. So don’t forget to write,” he said. Electronics weren’t allowed at camp, and he’d had to leave his cell phone at home.

“Don’t worry!” She waved and got into the car.

Deep breath. He could do this. Caden was ten years old now, too old to cry.

“Levi? Let’s put you here with Caden.”

He turned around at the sound of his name. He watched as Blade stuck another kid on the bottom bunk. Scrawny with chicken legs a lot like Caden’s, this kid looked worried too. He met Caden’s eyes and looked him up and down.

“Do you play soccer?” the boy asked.

“It’s my favorite,” Caden said. “I’m the best on my team.”

“I’m Levi. I’m really good too.” 

A tiny ripple of relief worked its way into Caden’s chest. He glanced out the front of the cabin where his mom’s SUV had just turned around and headed down the dirt road. He still felt nervous, but it would be okay.

After all, Caden would be a fifth grader next year at Old High Middle School. It was time to act his age.
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THE REST OF THE BOYS for Cabin D arrived during the next hour. Blade greeted each of them with a karate chop, flattening his palms and waving his hands in a fast motion.

“Hey,” said Caden, watching another boy with curly brown hair and dark skin drag his duffel bag over to the bunk next to his, “we’re wearing the same shirt.”

Both of them wore a shirt with a Batman call sign on it. The boy looked down as if unsure what he wore, and then over to Caden. “Hey! We sure are.”

“Let me help you with your bag,” Caden said, feeling more sure of himself by the minute. Already he’d made two friends. “I’m Caden.”

“I’m Brock.”

“Brock?” Caden repeated. “Like from Pokemon?”

Brock heaved a sigh. “Everyone says that.”

A loud thump in the doorway made Caden look up, and his eyes widened when he saw the boy filling the door frame. He looked big enough to be an eighth grader. And a football player, too.

“I’m here!” the boy yelled, giving a kick to the bag he’d dropped on the cabin floor. The bag skidded across the room and under a bunk.

“Hey hey!” Blade the counselor came over and karate-chopped the boy’s arm. “Great to have you. I’m Blade, your camp counselor. I’ll stay in the cabin with you guys. What’s your name?”

“I’m William!” the boy shouted, puffing out his chest when he spoke.

“Great, William,” Blade said, his lip quirking slightly as if fighting a smile. “Go pick a bunk.”

“Please not ever here,” Brock breathed.

Caden’s eyes followed William as he hunkered across the cabin, glad he already had his bunkmate. “Looks like we’re safe.”

“Whew,” Brock said. He eyed the doorway warily. “I wonder who else we’ll get?”

He didn’t have to wonder long. Brock had just set out his sleeping bag and pulled a card game from his bag while Levi and Caden watched with interest when a boy stepped up to his bunk.

“Can I take your top bunk?” the boy asked, tossing his head to get the long blond strands out of his eyes.

Brock studied him. “Do you snore?”

“No.” 

“Have any frogs?”

“No.”

“Play cards?”

“Sometimes.”

Brock shrugged. “Free country.”

Caden leaned off the top bunk and watched the new boy unpack. Already he felt like a veteran, someone who had been at camp ages longer than the other kids. “I’m Caden, that’s Brock, and that’s Levi. Who are you?”

“Evan.” Evan tossed his head again and bobbed it toward the opposite end of the cabin. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Oh.” Caden had already gotten used to William’s voice. He sat on the floor by his bed, going through a pack of Pokemon cards and loudly proclaiming over each character. “That’s William. We think he’s just loud.”

“Brock!” William shouted suddenly, holding up a card. “It’s Brock from Pokemon!”

“Oh-kay,” Evan said.

Evan didn’t look so sure, but Caden gave him a grin. “We’ll stick together. First time here?”

“Yeah.”

“Mine too.”

“Not me,” Levi said, climbing up to hang next to Caden off the bunk railing. “I was here last year. I can tell you everything you want to know.”

Caden frowned, annoyed that someone knew more than him already. Then he shrugged. “It won’t take me long to know everything about camp also.”

“Yeah, but you don’t know about the cave.”

Cave? Caden perked up. “What cave?”

“It’s right at the entrance to the camp. I’m surprised you didn’t see the rope leading to it.”

Now that Levi mentioned it, Caden had seen one. “Can we go in it?”

“If we’re lucky. If we’re really lucky . . .” He lowered his voice. “We’ll find treasure.”

“Treasure.” Caden scoffed. “There’s no treasure here.”

Either the other boys didn’t hear, or they didn’t believe Caden. They clustered around Levi, wanting to know more about the cave.

Treasure. He’d see about that.

*~*
[image: ]


ONCE EVERYONE GOT SETTLED, Blade gave them a tour around the campsite. 

“There’s the pool, where all of you will do swim tests before dinner.”

That proclamation was met with a chorus of groans. Caden added his groan also, though he didn’t mind swimming. He wasn’t as good as his brother, but he was still pretty good.

“Take it easy, guys. You want to do this. We can’t let you swim in the lake without the swim test. And here—is the lake.” 

They rounded a corner and the boys began an excited chatter at the sparkling dark blue water in front of them. 

“I can’t wait to swim in there!” Evan said, his eyes wide.

“Sure, it will be fun,” Caden said. “But my family lives right next to the lake. We swim in it all the time. We’re even building a house next to it.”

“Liar,” Levi said.

“Totally true!” Caden protested. “We started building the house last spring. We’ll move in this fall.”

“On a lake, though?” Levi said, looking distrusting.

“I didn’t say it was on the lake,” Caden said. “I said it was next to the lake. My brother and I can run there. We’re the fastest boys in our schools.”

“I bet I’m faster,” Levi said. 

“I know you’re not,” Caden answered.

“Why don’t you
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