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Though the lingering rays of the sunset

Are forgotten by morn’s early birth

And the leaves in the dead of the winter

Yaw and sprawl as they plummet to earth

Even so, think of me in the stillness

In the memories of mirth and of shame

Think of me, though my shadow has withered

Forget me not and remember my name

Ray Anderson
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CHAPTER 1
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A veil of mist clung to the towering pine trees, blurring my vision as I raced through the dense forest. Twigs snapped beneath the massive paws chasing after me, a loud roar piercing the air. 

The hunter was closing in on its prey. His hot breath prickled the back of my neck, sending fear and adrenaline coursing through my veins. 

Suddenly, I lost my footing, caught up in a landslide that sent me rolling downhill. I landed abruptly at the bottom of a ravine in a field of tiny blue flowers. 

An old metal trunk stood in the clearing; a rusted arrow engraved along the top. Just as I lifted the lid, the bear came crashing through the trees. I quickly climbed inside, but the trunk was bottomless, and I found myself falling through time and space before finally hitting the ground with a thud.

Opening my eyes, I realized it was all a dream. I was lying on the floor of my grandpa’s camper, still wrapped in my blanket.  

“Grandpa, wake up!”

“What’s wrong, Dominic?” He sat up so fast that his head nearly hit the roof. 

“I just had the worst nightmare ever.” I got off the floor and crawled back into bed.

“Take a deep breath, everything’s fine.” He rushed to my side. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

I shrunk under my covers. “I dreamt a bear was chasing me through the woods,” I said, glancing around the room. “What time is it?”

“It’s just after midnight.” 

The blackened trees bending in the wind outside my window at the foot of my bed looked like monsters. “Where are we, GB”?  (GB is short for Grandpa Bob.)

“We’re camping at Point Beach in Two Rivers, remember?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “I bet one of your mom’s cookies will make you feel better.”

He rustled around in the small kitchenette, returning with a plate of cookies. 

“Thanks, Grandpa.” I took a big bite. “Got milk?”

“There’s the 13-year-old boy I remember. Thank heaven you still have your imagination.” 

He padded back to the mini fridge for the milk, poured some into a paper cup and handed it to me. “Nothing like milk to calm a person.”

I downed the milk, then settled back into my pillow.

“Get some sleep, Dominic. Things always look better in the morning.”

Somehow, I doubted that. Deep down inside, the dream was clanging around in my head. Something dark and dangerous was lurking at Point Beach. 
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Sunlight filtered through the screen windows of our rustic Nimrod camper, rousing me from my sleep. I stretched, glancing around the canvas, mildew-stained walls to try and see where GB was. 

As I made my way to his cot, I was alarmed to find him still lying in it. He didn’t normally sleep this late. And I should mention ... he didn’t appear to be alive. I frantically shook him. “Grandpa!” 

He rolled toward me, slowly opening one baby blue. 

“Dominic! Did you have another dream?”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Sorry about that, GB. You scared me. I thought you were dead.”

“Good grief, boy. I may be old, but I’m not dead, at least not yet.” GB scrubbed his hand over his face. “What time is it?”

I glanced at the rectangular, battery-operated clock that rested on the counter. “It’s 8:15. Geez, GB. You’re sleeping the day away.” I couldn’t resist teasing him with the same line he always uses on me. “Is it okay if I ride my bike on the trails?”

GB set one foot on the floor. “Slow down, Dominic. Let me cook up some grub to start your day right.” 

I already had my Nikes on. “I’m still full from last night’s cookies. Can I eat when I get back?”

“I guess that’s okay, but don’t be gone too long. Windsong and the kids should be here soon.”

I was excited to see my friends from Chicago again. GB and I had started a yearly tradition of camping with Windsong and her grandkids at Point Beach. Forest, Sailor and I even solved a few mysteries here the past few years.

My lime green Trek was parked where I left it last night, by the pumphouse. A shiver ran through me as I recalled last fall when Ranger Rick was kidnapped and left bound and gagged inside the old, stone structure.

Ranger Rick is my nemesis. It seems every time we’re trying to solve a crime, he interferes. 

The good news is that now there’s a new assistant ranger. Her name is Sally, and she seems to have a thing for Ranger Rick. I can’t tell if he enjoys her constant hovering, or if he just likes having another person there to boss around. 

Cruising along, I had just passed the outdoor chapel on the left, when a huge bumble bee approached. I tried pedaling faster, but he kept up the pace. He was near my head, now. Good thing I was wearing a baseball cap. It offered at least a little protection.

I swatted at it, losing my grip on the handlebars, along with my balance. Unable to stop, I found myself careening off the trail and sailing through the woods. My Trek shifted to the right and crashed into a tree, launching me headfirst into a clump of bushes. 

Stunned and sore all over, I slowly stood to my feet. I had never seen this part of the park before. The forest was dense, which cast a dark shadow on the landscape. There was wild ivy growing on the trees, and thick foliage. It looked like a jungle. 

Making my way back to my bike, I noticed a rusty axe wedged in a tree. That seems odd.

Approaching it, I stubbed my toe on what felt like a rock. As I bent down to take a closer look, I saw a sheet of solid metal that was partially hidden by overgrown weeds. Pushing the weeds aside, it seemed the metal structure was bigger than I first thought. 

What on earth was this doing here? I brushed away the dirt, ivy, and mossy growth that covered the top. 

Eureka! On the right side was a brass ring over what must be the hatch. Grabbing ahold of the rusty handle I pulled with all my might. Nothing happened. I tried using both my hands, willing the door to open. Finally, the hatch pulled up, so quickly I fell backward.

I inched toward the circular hole and peered down into total blackness. This must be some kind of bunker. Better come back with a flashlight. I put the cover back down, and then carefully concealed the roof with the leaves and moss I had initially removed. Something told me this needed to be kept secret.

I wiped my dirty hands onto my jeans. That’s gonna leave a stain. Good thing GB and I were roughing it. 

As I left the area, my sixth sense went on alert. I looked over my shoulder a few times, thinking I heard twigs cracking behind the bushes, but didn’t see anything. I started to feel spooked.
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I raced back to my campsite. I was excited about my discovery, but it was my craving for GB’s homestyle cooking that caused me to ride like the wind.

“GB!” I yelled, as I hopped off my bike and headed for Nimrod. My nose told me he was inside, by the smell of bacon frying.

“Land sakes, Dominic. How did you manage to get so dirty in such a short amount of time?” He looked at my pants and shook his head.

“Sorry. Is it okay if I change my clothes after breakfast? I’m starving!”

“Sure. Take a seat,” he said, loading my plate with some sort of slimy goop.

“What is this, Grandpa?” I wrinkled my nose.

GB grinned. “These are grits. They’re made from corn. You need to try some!”

“No thanks. I like my corn on the cob, where it belongs. Can I just have bacon?”

“Okay, and let’s get you some Wheaties, too.” He reached for the box from the cabinet above the sink.

“After breakfast I want to see if Forest and Sailor are here. Did Windsong tell you what site they’re on?”

“No. I called her yesterday, but she wasn’t able to talk because she was taking a bath.”

“That’s weird.”

“Why is it weird?”

“If someone called me, I wouldn’t tell them I’m taking a bath. It’s embarrassing.”

“With the number of baths you take, the chances of that happening are slim.” 

Haha. Very funny.
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Since I didn’t know which site they were on, I had no choice but to bike through the campground and see if I could spot Windsong’s retro trailer. She’s a bona fide gypsy. She wears Bohemian skirts, peasant tops and flowers in her hair.

While passing by the camp host site, I decided to stop in. I figured Mr. and Mrs. Buckley might have some idea where Windsong was. 

The Buckleys are Floridians at heart, at least by the looks of their gaudy campsite décor; green-wired palm trees and pink flamingos were scattered about. As I approached their site, I noticed they had added a neon-colored sign that read “Margaritaville.” Nice. 

Sadie Buckley sat at the picnic table, shelling peas. Her poodle, Sprinkles, was crunching on the pea pods she had tossed on the ground. It looked like her husband, Bert, had dozed off by the way he was slouched in their golf cart.

“Hi, Mrs. Buckley!” I parked my bike and joined her at the table.

“Darren! So nice to see you! How have you been?” She ruffled her greyish-blue bouffant updo. 

Mrs. B. never gets my name right. I just play along.

“I’m good. I’m actually looking for Windsong and my friends. Do you know which site they’re on?” I reached down to pat Sprinkles on the head.

“I’m afraid I don’t know. Bert might have an idea, but he’s taking a nap. Going into town
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