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  Chapter one
In the Beginning


Jalina Jons gazed down at the sparkling golden glitter speckling her white sheets. Gertie would ask how the glittery substance kept materializing in her bedding. Blaming her brother, Jake, would not be a popular solution, but it was convenient. 
“Jake!” she yelled while attempting to scoop the tiny particles off the bed and into her hand to dispose of them. They clung to the sheets like glue. She hit the white cotton pillowcase attempting to remove the statically charged pieces. Half of the glitter hung in the air and then floated to the floor. The other half remained on the pillowcase. She pulled the bedding up and over her pillow, hiding the remaining shiny evidence. 
The twelve-year-old nicknamed Nina had more important things to consider today than the glitter that kept showing up in her bed. She hoped to receive a letter from her parents.
Jonathan and Laura Jons had been gone for eight long months in the heart of Africa. Father called it philanthropy, but for Nina and her brother Jake it was more exciting to call the parental absences, expeditions.
“Thousands of children in the world are extremely poor. Clothing is an afterthought, and if they’re lucky, they might have one meal a day,” Mother had explained while braiding Nina’s long, brown hair. The reality of starving children in a world of so much plenty was inconceivable, and the Jons family had dedicated their lives to helping in ways that were unconventional.
The interesting family business originated after Grandfather James Jons discovered an immense expanse of endless golden ribbons lodged in one of the Jons mines. After his amazing gold strike, James Jons traveled all over the world trading gold for ancient artifacts. He stumbled across some extraordinary items, which became part of his unique treasure hunting tools. Grandfather and Grandmother Jons vanished together hunting treasure at a secret location, and Nina’s parents carried on the family tradition without hesitation. Locating lost treasure in impoverished countries, they auctioned select artifacts to the highest bidder, using the money to feed the starving droves of residents within the same country.
But treasure hunting was a dangerous business. Thieves stole their supplies after arriving in Africa, delaying the project for months. The mission’s success depended on the stolen goods, including vital treasure-hunting equipment. Ancient hidden treasure without the expertise and maps owned by the Jons family would be impossible to find. Additional supplies would need to be purchased in Europe and shipped to Africa.
Working with government officials, the Jons determined to escort the newly purchased supplies by ship to the African continent. Then by an expedition into the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Although the journey would be long and complicated, this was not their maiden voyage. Philanthropy had already proved successful in India, Singapore, Brazil, Hong Kong, Egypt, China and many other secret distant places.
The sun shone through Nina’s bedroom window, and the warmth it created made her want to curl up in her quilt again. She sat down on her bed, yawning. Additional sleep would have been heavenly because bad dreams were interfering with any restful slumber. Pictures from the nightmares flashed dark caves, and she awakened this morning feeling lost and starved.
“Nina,” called Gertie from the bottom of the stairs. “Miss Hall is waiting, and you don’t want Jake to eat breakfast without you, do you?” Gertie’s steps creaked up the old wooden staircase.
Nina raced to the stairwell to see if the family housekeeper was still coming up the stairs. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, Gert?” called Nina back, trying to sound awake. 
“It’ll be over if you don’t quit daydreaming and get a move on,” suggested Gertie from the second floor. She continued to climb to the third floor, where the children’s bedrooms were located.
“I’m almost ready,” called Nina, attempting to throw her clothes on over her nightgown.
“I can see that,” said Gertie, entering Nina’s bedroom and remaking her bed. “What in the world is this glitter stuff doing in your bed again?”
A loud thundering echoed from the stairwell as Jake descended the stairway steps three at a time. “Wow, you’re right, Jake is on the move. I’d better hurry,” mumbled Nina, attempting to change the subject.
Gertie referred to nine-year-old Jake as rambunctious, and Mom said that was very nice of her. Jacob Jons feared nothing slithering or possessing eight legs. Nina worried about him almost as much as she worried about their parents, who were also fearless.
The Jons family lived in what some called opulence. The large farmhouse required staff that included a maid, cook, gardener, and Gustav, the maintenance man. Gustav normally wore a frown after his wife Anna mysteriously disappeared. Rumor said she ran away from her grumpy husband. Conversing with him was impossible, and everyone made a point of staying clear of him. They also tried to avoid his son Rudy, who was identical to his father. 
Bullies dreaded Rudy. He was a tall, large boy for his age of twelve, and he could pass for sixteen if appearance were the only consideration. Jake had learned to become a fast runner from surprising moments of necessity Rudy loved to provide. Nina could not tolerate bully idiocy, especially when the ultimate intent was to pulverize her little brother. Jake often bragged about his ability to defeat Rudy, and someday it might be possible, but not this year.
Rudy could do anything he wanted with little or no supervision. While Rudy attended public school, a tutor homeschooled Nina and Jake. The benefits of homeschooling were immense but did not provide the socialization Nina’s existence lacked, especially for someone almost thirteen.
Nina finished tying her shoes while the redheaded maid with a temper frowned and tapped her foot. “Just need to grab my locket, and I’m out of here,” said Nina, smiling as she secured the locket clasp under her chin and revolved the necklace into place.
The rectangular locket, decorated with hieroglyphics and ornate markings on the front and back, was a priceless artifact. The trinket contained an ancient magic to protect the wearer and was a gift from her parents.
Nina rushed out of the room before Gertie asked any more glitter questions and ran down the stairs at full speed before stumbling over Bartie. She caught herself just in time by hanging onto the banister and sliding backwards to the floor below. The dog, Father called a Corgi, made a habit of sleeping on the stairs. The medium-sized yellow dog with white markings, large pointed ears and short legs was not only adorable, but very smart. Nina ran back up to him, rubbed his back, patted his head and then jumped over him again, landing at the bottom of the stairwell with a thud.
“Morning,” offered Nina, entering the dining room to find Jake engaged in a food marathon. He munched wildly, with a small amount of milk dripping down his chin. “You’re disgusting. Close your mouth when you eat,” ordered Nina.
“Last time I checked, no one put you in charge of me,” Jake mumbled, stuffing another piece of freshly baked bread into his mouth.
“Thank goodness for minor miracles,” said Nina under her breath. “Did you leave me anything?”
“Sure,” he replied, holding out the small piece of bread he had left over.
Nina threw him an irritated look. “Hilarious, no thank you.” She filled her plate with eggs, bacon, ham, a pancake, sliced cantaloupe, and the last of the baked bread, which she drowned in butter followed by clover honey. She gave thanks under her breath for the food and for Sophie, their cook. 
“You need to learn better manners,” stated Nina.
“I got manners and I don’t need you to tell me what to do,” answered Jake with his mouth full.
“You’re so lucky Miss Hall isn’t in here,” she threatened, shaking her head and turning to more important matters. “I’m so hungry this morning.” She attributed her immense hunger to recent nightmares regarding starvation in foreign places and then sneaked a piece of bacon under the table into the beggar dog’s mouth. “You can stop putting the glitter in my bed too. I’m sick and tired of trying to explain it to Gertie.”
Jake gulped down the rest of his milk and gave out a loud burp, sporting a sizeable milk mustache. “Huh? What’d you say?”
“Jacob,” said Miss Hall, entering the dining room. “What is appropriate to say when one burps?”
“Boo-yah!” exclaimed Jake, raising his hands in the air. 
A momentary look of shock crossed Miss Hall’s face. Nina held back laughter, but before either of them responded, Jake interjected with a tone of innocence, “Excuse me. May I please go outside to run off some of this energy before lessons?”
“Twenty minutes, then lessons,” ordered Miss Hall.
Miss Abigail Hall, their hired teacher and nanny, taught the Jons children academics, manners, and social skills. A very dedicated teacher, she performed her duties with all diligence, although not without some obvious daily frustration.
Jake, the boy wonder, bounded off so quickly his chair overturned with a loud thud. Nina glimpsed Pickles, Jake’s toad, peeking from his shirt pocket. One frog arm appeared to flap a farewell as Jake flew out the front door with Bartie running close on his heels. What was the disease called that made boys crazy? Father called it adventure lust. Jake had it bad.
“Goodness!” exclaimed Miss Hall, shaking her head and picking up the fallen chair.
“Any word from Africa?” inquired Nina, preferring to discuss her parents rather than her brother, who despite his derelict activity was still Miss Hall’s favorite.
Miss Hall tilted her head to one side, which meant there was no letter from the absentee hero parents. “I’m sure they’d write more if they could.”
“Yeah, if they weren’t so busy saving people. Maybe if I starved myself, they’d come home. Oh, I forgot. No one can find them, so communication is almost impossible.”
“Concentrate on your lessons so you can show them how much you’ve learned. They will be so pleased,” responded Miss Hall, ignoring the starvation comment.
Nina watched Jake from the dining-room window. He whooped and hollered as he rode his horse, Nomad, at a full gallop back and forth on the dirt road in front of the farmhouse. It was a normal occurrence, and soon he would tire of this adventure to engage in a new, more hazardous endeavor. Why couldn’t she be that carefree? Everything Jake did was fun. Had she forgotten how to have fun? Her life was one big stressed-out pity party. She worried about homework, her parents, her little brother, and now her nightmares. Forty-six was a more accurate age for her dismal life than her meager twelve years of uneventful existence. Her life was being wasted in this pit of recurring routine. The day had begun so cheerful, and now it was turning into another foul, gloomy, depressing ditto of yesterday.
One of these days, thought Nina, she would become more adventurous, like Jake. Perhaps it would happen after another birthday, or after she read three more books about heroic people. Maybe after Jake did something so outrageous, she would have to follow him to save him from doom. That would be brave and, with Jake, likely. Not tomorrow, but soon she would become more adventurous. She would be the girl who could leap off a horse’s back, tuck into a perfect somersault and float to the ground. Or she would join Jake on a grand adventure into one of grandfather’s secret mines, even if that meant risking the wrath of Gertie.






  
  Chapter two
No Survivors


The following morning unfolded in its typical routine. Nina slept in, so Gertie came to wake her up. There was breakfast, more heated exchanges with Jake, and then lessons. Nina followed her teacher into the parlor to begin the unexciting daily doldrums of learning. She liked Miss Hall, but did her lessons have to be so consistently boring? Once seated, Jake ran back into the room, slipped on the rug and landed in a heap on the floor in front of them. Nina laughed despite the thick black cloud over her head. 
“Someone’s coming!” Jake blared.
“You act like we never have company,” scolded Nina with irritation in her voice and then added under her breath, “Oh yeah, I forgot. We never have company.” 
“Who is it?” asked Miss Hall.
“Don’t know,” said Jake, still out of breath.
“Well, I’ll find out while you straighten out the rug and begin your reading,” suggested Miss Hall with a slight nod.
“Yeah, sure,” replied Jake, dragging himself over to his books.
Miss Hall hurried out the door to greet the rare visitor as Nina and Jake bolted to the window to vie for position. They did not recognize the black shiny vehicle. A man wearing a dark suit and black sunglasses stepped out of the car and approached the porch. He took Miss Hall’s hand in a polite handshake, removing a paper from the inside of his jacket with his free hand. Nina and Jake strained to listen as the man read the paper in garbled English. As soon as he finished, he folded the paper and placed it in Miss Hall’s hand. She stood motionless while the car turned around in the circular driveway and sped off, raising a dust cloud.
“What did he say?” blurted Jake, not being able to contain his curiosity any longer.
“Couldn’t hear a word,” said Nina, frowning and flopping back into her chair.
Several minutes passed before Miss Hall returned. Sophie, their cook, was at her side, and Gertie followed them with wet, overflowing eyes, which she was dabbing with a tissue.
Nina rose to her feet, investigating each face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“We’ll need to postpone lessons for today,” answered Miss Hall, brushing a droplet of moisture from her cheek.
“Are you crying?” asked Jake with the sensitivity of a sledgehammer.
The farmhouse staff continued to stare at Nina and Jake as though their wordless gazes might convey what they did not want to disclose. Miss Hall never cancelled lessons. Perhaps Pickles had gotten squashed in Jake’s pocket? Or Nomad fell over dead after that last merciless run this morning. Nina concluded it must have to do with the papers delivered by the mysterious man in the black sunglasses.
“The plane bringing your parents back to the States was in a terrible storm,” started Miss Hall, clearing her throat and trying to find her normal voice. “According to airline officials, the plane went down over the Atlantic. So far, they are reporting… no survivors.” She was looking at Nina to see if she comprehended the announcement.
Nina stared at the floor, sorting the bizarre information and allowing it to register into a semi-complete understanding. Her eyes flooded as emotions of fear and panic replaced her security and now, in retrospect, her semi-lovely day. She imagined her parents floating on a piece of the broken, sinking plane in the vast cold water of the ocean.
“Both Mom and Dad are excellent swimmers,” said Nina, looking in Miss Hall’s eyes for confirmation, but they looked sympathetic, not hopeful.
“Did they find them in the water?” asked Jake, almost whispering.
“I am sorry, they didn’t mention that. The airlines spoke with the Jons family attorney this morning and faxed him some information. The notice we received only said, ‘no survivors’,” replied Miss Hall.
“I guess you don’t know them like I do,” Nina began. “Because they survived. They are alive.”
The adult faces continued to be plastered with sympathy, certain the parents were dead, and not one of them suggested the report was at least premature. 
Jake was deep in thought and then jolted back to reality. “No one can be certain unless they find and identify the bodies,” he stated as a matter of fact, reciting details from forensic mystery reruns.
“You are right. No bodies, no proof. They just need time to contact us,” said Nina with complete certainty. Jonathan and Laura Jons may have been in a plane crash and lost somewhere in the ocean. Perhaps they washed ashore on some uncharted island, but their demise was not in question.

      [image: ]The local newspapers blasted the article all over the front page. News reports included pictures of the floating plane wreckage and publicity pictures of Jonathan and Laura Jons. And the headlines blared, Philanthropists Dead, Tragic Ending. 
The television news stations announced the horrific disaster over and over. Experts analyzed how long people can live in cold water and the number of days the human body can subsist without fresh water. They repeated how many great white sharks were in the area and the unlikelihood of any human survival following the plane crash.
Jake sulked and became a silent shadow following Nina everywhere. Under normal circumstances, his behavior would have been cause to call 911. He would in time conclude, like her, that it would be impossible for a mere plane crash to kill their talented and heroic parents. 
Homework priorities slipped to an all-time low, right above cleaning out the chicken coop, but Miss Hall provided some leeway by giving few or no daily assignments. Nina tried to concentrate on her reading, but the thought of the letter announcing her parents’ survival edged out all other mental capacity.

      [image: ]The next morning, Jake and Bartie watched in unison, riding the porch swing back and forth while Nina paced. The daily mail arrived right after breakfast, but the waiting caused Nina’s stomach to twist in agony. She ran back into the house, leaving her followers in the air, and stopped short outside the kitchen door.
“We’ll have to tell them, and considering the news, I think it should be soon,” Sophie advised, scurrying around the kitchen gathering the ingredients for a batch of peach pies.
“But perhaps we should wait a little longer. A letter might still come,” pleaded Gertie.
“You are such an optimist. They are coming, and to keep pretending nothing is wrong is only going to make the situation harder in the long run.”
Gertie looked down, searching the floor for some brilliant inspiration, but her mind was blank. “I just wish there were some other way.”
“Of course, but there isn’t,” Sophie said with finality.
“Who is coming?” asked Nina, pushing open the kitchen door. Sophie dropped a pan, and Gertie whirled around. They looked at each other, waiting for the other to respond. The long silence imploded with a stammering, stuttering Irish-English.
“Ah, ah…no one, it’s not important,” Gertie lied.
Sophie frowned. “Run along into the dining room, Jalina,” she said, throwing Gertie an ugly look. “Breakfast is ready.”
Angry whispering continued in the kitchen. Could Mother and Father be on their way home and it was a surprise? Peach pie would be a delightful addition to any party.
Nina felt excitement whirling inside her stomach during breakfast. The welcome-home party would need to be very special, with decorations and roast turkey, Father
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