




The Nightmare Room


Camp Nowhere


R.L. Stine

[image: image]






Contents


1

“I don’t want to talk about Forbidden Falls,” I said.




2

We all gazed up to the top of the rock…




3

I knew it was a snake.




4

“Ohhhh.” I landed hard on my back.




5

I let out a frightened scream and shook my whole…




6

After lights-out, Marty, David, and I were lying in our…




7

A few days later, in the early morning, Ramos and…




8

The night before our trip to Forbidden Falls, I dreamed…




9

I flew up—then bounced down hard, back into my place.




10

YAAAAIIIIII!




11

Ramos’s screams echoed off the trees.




12

Our paddles splashed in the water. The canoe felt empty…




13

My scream rang out as the canoe pitched forward.




14

We dragged the canoes up the rocky shore. Just past…




15

“Did they slide into the water?” Charlotte asked.




16

“This is totally freaking me out,” Erin said. She crossed…




17

Should we keep walking? Or should we wait here to…




18

Cries of surprise. Startled shouts. The campers all jumped up.




19

“Huh? What are you talking about?” I whispered.




20

“Trying to make a call?” he asked. His tiny round…




21

I heard footsteps thudding fast on the path.




22

A shaft of pale moonlight washed over a tiny shed.




23

A metal combination lock dangled from the shed door. I…




24

And then we were moving through the blackness. Pushed and…




25

I gasped.




26

A strong gust of wind burst through the campgrounds. In…




27

The flames leaped high off the shrub and licked at…




28

Around me, the water bubbled. It chugged like steam. Wave…



 



About the Author




Other Books by R.L. Stine




Credits





Copyright




About the Publisher







Welcome…




Hello, I’m R.L. Stine—and that’s my friend Russell Franklin over there by the river, pulling on a life jacket. Russell and some fellow senior campers from Camp Hawkwood are about to take a canoe trip to a place called Forbidden Falls.

Russell has been stressed about this trip all summer. Why?

Well, for one thing, all the counselors say that the falls is treacherous and deadly—a steep, white-water plunge onto jagged rocks below.

One other problem: Forbidden Falls is said to be haunted, by the ghosts of campers who never returned.

Russell doesn’t know what to think. Those stories about the falls—they’re not true. They’re just camp legends. Or are they?

As he picks up his paddles and prepares to push off, Russell doesn’t realize that he’s taking a canoe trip…into THE NIGHTMARE ROOM.
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“I don’t want to talk about Forbidden Falls,” I said. “I’m sick of talking about it. I’m ready to go!”

My friends laughed. “You mean you’re ready to go home!” David said.

More laughter.

The five of us were trudging back to camp through the woods after an afternoon hike under the blazing sun.

“When we go down the falls, Russell wants to sit in back of the canoe—in case he changes his mind!” David added.

“Ha-ha. You’re so funny,” I sneered. “Remind me to laugh later.”

Marty stepped up and slapped me hard on the back. My Camp Hawkwood T-shirt was damp with sweat. The slap made a hard, wet smack and sent me staggering forward.

“Hey—what’s that for?” I cried.

“For good luck,” Marty said. “When you ride down Forbidden Falls.”

“You hit me for good luck?”

Marty grinned his toothy grin. “Maybe I just like to hit you.”

“We’re all going to need good luck,” Erin said. She tugged her blond ponytail behind her shoulders. “Ramos says the falls drop straight down. Straight down onto jagged black rocks.”

“Ramos also says the falls are haunted,” Charlotte said. “You don’t believe everything Ramos says—do you?”

“He’s a counselor. He’s not allowed to lie,” David said with a straight face.

Marty put a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Russell, we’re riding the falls in one week. Have you written a will?”

Charlotte grabbed Marty by the shoulders and pushed him away. “Give Russell a break. Why are you always on his case?”

Marty grinned again. “Because he’s a wimp?”

“I’m not a wimp,” I protested. “I’ve just had some bad luck this summer.”

“You didn’t even want to come back to Hawkwood this year,” Marty said. “You told me you wanted to go to computer camp instead.”

I shrugged. “What’s the big deal? I just wanted a change.”

Marty shook his head. “No way. You knew you were a senior camper this year. And all senior campers have to canoe to Forbidden Falls.”

Erin sighed. “Hel-lo? Can we talk about something else? This is getting kind of bor-ring.”

David giggled. “Let’s talk about the camp-out last week when Russell screamed for help because he thought Ramos was a bear!”

“It was totally dark! I couldn’t see!” I protested.

“How do you spell panic?” David asked. “R-U-S-S-E-L-L.”

“I think we should lighten up on Russell,” Charlotte said. “Give him a break.”

“Okay. We’ll pick on you instead,” Marty said.

Charlotte raised her fist. “Pick on this, Marty.”

He danced around her. “Ooh, I’m so scared! Are you going to fight for your boyfriend, Charlotte?”

Charlotte blushed. “He’s not my boyfriend!”

One reason Charlotte and I have been such good friends at camp each summer is that we both have red hair. And pale white skin. And we both start blushing when anyone looks at us!

All five of us have been together for five summers at Camp Hawkwood—since we were eight. We don’t see each other during the rest of the year. But we keep in touch by e-mail.

Marty and David are both taller than me. Marty has wavy black hair, dark eyes, and a great, friendly smile. He’s very athletic, an awesome swimmer and tennis player. All of the girls in the lower camp follow Marty around like he’s some kind of superstar!


David is African American, lean and lanky, always in motion. He has short hair, dark brown eyes that always seem to be laughing, a mischievous smile, and a silver ring in one ear.

He is the funniest guy I know. He never stops making jokes. He thinks he’s pretty funny, too. He has a high-pitched giggle that scares the birds out of the trees!

Erin is the quiet one. She’s hard to get to know. She is awesome looking, with light blond hair and big green eyes.

I don’t know whether she’s stuck up or just shy. But she is always rolling her eyes when the rest of us get rowdy. Always telling us to “grow up.”

The five of us took a short break under the shade of some tall trees. We sat down on the ground, stretched our arms and our aching shoulders, and slurped warm water from the canteens we carried at our waists.

Sweat poured down our foreheads. A million tiny white gnats flew around us. I swatted a mosquito on my arm.

“Man, it doesn’t get any better than this!” David joked.

Erin raised her canteen over her head and let water trickle onto her hair. She wiped the water over her face. “Let’s keep moving,” she said. “Too many bugs here.”

Marty squinted at me. His eyes grew wide. “Look out, Russell!” he whispered. “Don’t move! Tarantula—on your shoulder!”

I started to leap up—then stopped. I shook my head. “No way I’m falling for that one, Marty,” I said.

The others laughed.

Charlotte patted me on the back. “Way to go, Russell.”

Marty shrugged. “Bet I get you next time.”

A few minutes later, we started hiking again. The sun rose higher in the sky. The back of my neck prickled from the heat.

The dirt path curved away from the woods. We followed it through a wide clearing of tall weeds and shrubs.

Soon we found ourselves walking single file along the bottom of a low rock cliff.

I led the way. Charlotte and Erin were close behind me. The rock wall stretched three or four feet above our heads. The sun reflected off the smooth wall, making it shine.

The path narrowed. We walked quickly, following it along the wall.

I gazed up, trying to see what was on top. Were there trees up there? Caves?

“Oh, no!” I cried out—and stopped so suddenly, Charlotte bumped into me.

“I don’t believe it!” I gasped. “Look who’s up there!”

“He—he’s going to fall!” Marty cried.
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We all gazed up to the top of the rock wall.

Harvey, the camp dog, stared down at us.

“How did he get up there?” Charlotte cried. “Did he follow us from camp?”

The big mutt started to bark wildly when he saw us. His eyes were wide with fear. His brown fur bristled on his back.

“The stupid dog is trapped up there,” Erin said. “How are we going to get him down?”

Marty cupped his hands around his mouth. “Jump! Harvey—jump!” he shouted.

The dog tilted back his head and barked ferociously.

“He’s terrified,” Charlotte said. “The poor thing.”

“He can’t jump. It’s too steep,” Erin said. “What are we going to do?”

I squinted up at the frightened dog. Can I climb the wall? I wondered. It isn’t that high. If I rescue Harvey, maybe they’ll stop calling me a wimp.


I took a deep breath. Then I grabbed the solid rock on the side of the wall and started to pull myself up.

The stone was smooth and slippery. I dug my hands deeper into the cracks of the rock face and hoisted myself toward the top.

“Russell—wait!” Charlotte called. “You’ll fall and crack your skull open!”

“We’re not supposed to climb up there. Remember?” Marty shouted.

“Right! The snakes!” David shouted. “Remember what the counselors told us? About the snake caves?”

I gasped. Yes. They told us the caves at the top of the wall were infested with poisonous cottonmouths.

I stopped halfway up the side of the wall. My heart started to race.

Above me, Harvey made pitiful whining sounds. His tail was tucked tightly between his legs. His eyes were wide with terror.

“That’s just another camp legend,” Marty said. “There aren’t any snakes up there. Besides, you’re not afraid of snakes—are you, Russell?”

I knew what he was doing. He was challenging me.

If I backed down now, Marty would be on my case for the rest of the summer.

I looked down. My friends were staring up at me.


“Come down, Russell,” Charlotte shouted. “If there really are snake caves up there—”

I couldn’t hear the rest of what she said. Harvey’s terrified barks and cries drowned her out.

Digging my hands deeper into the cracks in the stone, I started to climb again. I have to do this, I decided. I have to stop their jokes.

“Oh—” I cried out as one boot slid over the smooth stones. I grabbed onto a jutting rock to keep from sliding all the way back down.

“Go, Russell! Go, Russell!” David and Marty were chanting below me. Charlotte and Erin were silent.

Harvey barked and cried. His fur stood straight up. His body trembled with fear.

“I’m coming, boy,” I groaned. I moved slowly, making sure I had a good handhold before I pulled myself up another notch. “Don’t be afraid. I’m coming.”

“Go, Russell! Go, Russell!”

Finally, I threw my arms onto the top of the wall—and scrambled up onto the ground. Yes!

The narrow ledge was covered with tall weeds. Behind the ledge stood another sloping wall of rocks, with low caves at the bottom.

I jumped up quickly, breathing hard, and brushed off my T-shirt and the front of my shorts. Then I moved toward the terrified dog.

“It’s okay, Harvey,” I said softly, holding out my arms to him. “It’s okay, boy. I’m going to carry you down.”

Harvey lowered his head, whining, his eyes wild with fright.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “You’re going to be okay, Harvey.”

I took a step closer. Then another.

Wailing, the terrified dog backed up against the rock wall.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’m your friend. Don’t you remember me? I fed you that hot dog at the campfire last night?”

Holding out my hands to him, I took another step.

Harvey started to growl. A low, menacing snarl from deep in his throat.

“Hey, boy—what’s wrong?” I asked.

Why is he so terrified? I wondered. Harvey and I have been pals all summer. Why is he growling at me and acting so weird?

“Harvey?” I whispered his name.

And then I felt a tingle on my calf.

A feeling…something wrapping itself around my leg.
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I knew it was a snake.

I suddenly felt totally weak. My knees started to fold.

My whole body shook.

It wrapped itself around my bare leg. It tightened. Tightened until it sent a tingling sensation up my entire body.

I knew I had to look. “Come on Russell. You can do it,” I said to myself. Finally, I glared down—and saw a tangle of fat black-and-yellow snakes at my feet. Crawling all over each other, they slithered silently through the tall weeds, around my legs, over my shoes.

The dog stood in silence now, pressed against the stone wall. His whole body trembling, he stared at the snakes.

“Russell—what’s happening?” Charlotte shouted up. “Russell?”

“S-snakes!” I managed to choke out.


I heard my friends’ startled gasps.

“A lot of snakes!” I cried. “Maybe a hundred!”

A long yellow snake slithered between my boots. Another snake wrapped its scratchy, dry body around my ankle. I saw more snakes winding toward me through the weeds.

“Wow! It wasn’t a camp legend!” I heard Marty say from down below.

“Russell—don’t move!” Charlotte yelled. “Don’t make a sound.”

“That’s what the counselors said to do,” Marty called. “Stand as still as a statue.”

“I—I’m trying,” I called back in a whisper. But my legs were shaking so hard, I couldn’t stand still!

“What are we going to do?” I heard Erin cry, her voice shrill with panic. “We’re all alone out here!”

“Can you get to the edge?” Marty called. “If you jump, maybe we can catch you.”

I turned and gazed over the side of the narrow ledge. It looked a long way down.

If I leap over the side, I’ll break my neck, I thought.

And what about Harvey? With all that barking and crying, the dog had been trying to warn me about the snakes. I couldn’t just leave him up here.

“Can you jump, Russell?” Charlotte called.

“N-no,” I stammered.

My brain whirred. I struggled to think clearly. What could I do?


Then I remembered the red plastic lighter in my pocket. I carry it around everywhere. It’s sort of a good-luck charm.

If I can pull it out and flick it on, maybe the flame will scare the snakes away, I thought.

Slowly, slowly I began to lower my hand into the pocket of my shorts.

But then everything happened too fast.

I heard a hissing sound. It sounded like air escaping a tire.

I looked down—a fat black-and-yellow snake pulled back its head, arching for an attack. It hissed another ugly warning.

Barking ferociously, Harvey roared forward.

With a louder hiss, the snake shot its head forward. Its jaws snapped at Harvey. Missed.

I pulled back my leg—and kicked hard.

Got him. The snake sailed into the air.

But Harvey couldn’t stop. The big dog leaped onto me.

I snatched Harvey up in my arms—and the two of us toppled off the narrow ledge.
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“Ohhhh.” I landed hard on my back.

Pain swept over my body. I felt the air whoosh out of me.

I saw a flash of red—the brightest red I’d ever seen.

And then black…. Only black.

I thought I was dead meat.

I opened my eyes to find my four friends leaning over me. Charlotte was shaking me, chanting, “Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.”

I only had the wind knocked out of me. My friends helped me to my feet. It took me a while to shake off my dizziness. Then we made our way back to camp with Harvey leading the way.

Charlotte insisted that Dr. Larry, the camp doctor, check me out. He examined me for snakebites, then for broken bones. No problem.

Charlotte was waiting for me outside the doc’s cabin. The sun had fallen behind the trees. A cool wind made the lake ripple with low waves. The waves made a gentle slapping sound on the grassy shore.

Canoes bobbed like dark fish at the small dock. The canoes reminded me that our trip to Forbidden Falls was a week away.

Charlotte must have been reading my mind. “Ramos is going to talk about the falls at the campfire tonight,” she said. “He is going to tell the legend.”

I rolled my eyes. “Again?”

She pulled me to a wide old maple tree near the shore. “Where are we going?” I asked. “I have to go back to my bunk. You know. Get changed for the campfire.”

She frowned at me. “I know why you climbed that rock wall,” she said softly.

“Yeah. To rescue Harvey,” I said.

Charlotte shook her head. “No. The real reason. You were trying to prove to everyone that you’re not a wimp.”

“No way!” I protested.

“I know you’re sick of everyone giving you a hard time,” Charlotte continued. “I know you’re tired of everyone teasing you, Russell. But you went too far. You could have hurt yourself.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I replied sarcastically.

“I’m just trying to help you,” Charlotte snapped. Her blue eyes flashed. “Those snakes—they’re deadly!”


“I’ll try to remember that,” I muttered.

I let out a long sigh. “You know, this hasn’t been the greatest summer. First, I couldn’t finish the swim across the lake because I got that cramp. Then I got those red splotches all over my body, and I had to drop off the soccer team.”

“I know, I know,” Charlotte said.

“And then I started screaming like a baby when I thought Ramos was a grizzly bear.”

“Can’t you just forget about that?” Charlotte asked.

“How can I?” I yelled. “No one will let me forget it! Kids tease me about it every day. Even my best friends! I should just wear a sign around my neck: CAMP WIMP.”

“You don’t have to shout,” Charlotte said. “I was just trying to help. How are you going to enjoy anything at camp if you keep going over and over these things?”

“I’m going to enjoy camp by being the bravest one who goes over the falls!” I declared. I gave her a quick wave, then took off toward my cabin. “Let’s get going. We’re going to be late.”

The boys’ cabins were on the steep hill that overlooked Camp Hawkwood. The girls’ cabins were clustered down by the lake.

The senior campers’ cabin stood at the very top. By the time I climbed the hill, I was sweaty and panting.


Marty and David had already showered and changed into jeans and sweatshirts. They asked me how it went with Dr. Larry. Then they headed out to the campfire.

I showered and changed. The windows were open, and a cold breeze swept through the cabin. I shivered. The July sun was strong during the day. But as soon as it disappeared, the air turned as cool as autumn.

I straightened my camp sweatshirt and made my way out the door. I could see everyone gathering at the meeting grounds in the middle of the camp. And I could smell hot dogs roasting on the grill. I started to jog.

I was nearly down the hill when I heard Marty’s alarmed shout: “Look out, Russell—that cotton-mouth followed you!”

I stopped. “Whoa.” I shook my head. “No way, Marty. No way I’m falling for that dumb trick!”

Then I felt the snake drop onto my shoulder.
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I let out a frightened scream and shook my whole body, trying to throw the snake off.

I could already hear kids laughing. I knew I’d been tricked again.

My heart still pounding, I spun around—and saw David dangling a rope over my shoulder. He and Marty slapped each other a high-five and collapsed on the ground, giggling.

“Not funny,” I muttered through clenched teeth. I could feel the blood rushing to my head. I knew I was blushing.

There is only one way to stop their jokes, I thought as I hurried away from them. I have to prove to them I’m brave—no matter what it takes.

Campers were lined up at the grill to get their hot dogs. Two counselors—Ramos and Corey—were struggling to light the campfire. The logs must have been wet. The kindling sizzled and smoked but wouldn’t light.


I pulled out my red lighter and flicked the flame high. “Let me try,” I said, bumping Corey out of the way. I held the flame under the kindling until it finally caught fire.

“Way to go, Russell!” Ramos clapped me hard on the back. I nearly went flying into the fire. “You’re a hero!”

“I heard you saved Harvey’s life,” Corey said. A grin spread over his face. “Well, actually, I heard you fell off the rock cliff and Harvey landed on top of you.”

Both counselors laughed.

“That’s not what happened,” I said angrily. “I was attacked by snakes, and I fought them off.”

“That’s cool,” Ramos said, nodding his head. One of his favorite expressions. He kicked the fire. “Get yourself some food, Russell. As soon as the logs catch, I’m going to start the meeting.”

 

The campfire crackled and sent purple embers shooting into the sky. The sun had gone down. The air had grown cold. The dancing red flames were our only light.

The tangy smell of the barbecued hot dogs lingered in the air. Somewhere in the distance, a bird hooted, a sad, lonely sound.

We huddled in a tight circle around the fire. Tucking my legs under me, I glanced around at the faces, orange in the firelight.


Marty and David sat together across the fire from me. They were laughing about something. Marty grabbed David’s baseball cap and shoved it low over David’s face. I saw Charlotte sitting with Erin and some girls from another cabin.

Ramos stepped into the center of the circle. He is big and powerful looking, with broad shoulders and muscle-man arms. Some of the other counselors call him Truck, but I don’t think he likes it.

Ramos is twenty or so. He has long, straight black hair that he pulls back in a ponytail. He has round, black eyes, heavy eyebrows, and a thick black mustache he calls his bandito mustache.

Ramos hardly ever smiles. He speaks slowly, in a soft voice, and walks around camp with his eyes narrowed to slits, like a gunfighter looking for a fight.

He says he is descended from one of the Indian tribes that used to live near the lake. He told us he lives on his own in the woods and survives by hunting and fishing.

But Erin, who works part-time in the camp office, found out he actually lives in Shaker Heights in Ohio. And he’s a student at Oberlin College.

He is a great storyteller. Which is one of the reasons everyone likes him. He’s the most popular counselor at Camp Hawkwood. Even more popular than Priscilla, the girls’ senior counselor, who looks like a supermodel.


Standing with the fire behind him, his dark eyes moving from face to face, Ramos raised his arms for quiet. “Tonight, I am going to tell once again the legend of Forbidden Falls,” he announced.

“In a few days, our five senior campers will leave on the two-day trip to the falls. They have heard the legend many times. But it is repeated every year for the new campers, who will have to face the terrors of the falls in the near future.”

A log split in the fire, sending up a burst of red sparks. A couple of girls jumped, startled by the crack of the log.

“The story starts one hundred and fifty years ago,” Ramos began. “This forest and lake and all the land for hundreds of miles was controlled by the Onanoga Indian tribe. To this tribe, the falls was a sacred place.

“It was known as the Pure Place. No one was allowed to bathe in the waters that flowed from the falls. No one was even allowed to step into those waters.”

In the distance, the bird hooted again. The night air felt heavy and damp. I leaned closer to the fire.

“During the Civil War, a unit of Union soldiers came to the river,” Ramos continued. “The men were tired and dirty. They admired the steep, raging waterfall. Then they stripped off their uniforms and bathed in the river.

“They defiled the waters. They dirtied the waters. For the Indians, their Pure Place was destroyed forever.

“The tribe put a curse on the falls. They gave it a new name—Forbidden Falls.

“Soon after, the Indians were driven away. They were all forced from their land. The falls continued to roar—with no one to hear it.”

Ramos shifted his weight and crossed his arms in front of him. His dark eyes flashed in the light of the darting fire.

“Now we come to more modern times,” he said. “Several years ago, a group of boys from Camp Hawkwood went on a long canoe trip. On the second day, they discovered the falls.

“They stared in amazement at the steep drop, at the foaming, rushing white water. They didn’t know anything about the falls. They didn’t know about its history—or about the curse.

“These campers were looking for adventure. For thrills. They decided to take their canoes over the falls. Whooping and shouting and laughing, they braved the white water. And do you know what happened to them?”

Silence. No one answered.

“They crashed?” a girl finally said.

Ramos shook his head. He narrowed his dark eyes. “They disappeared—never to be seen again. Five campers. Twelve years old. Just like you. We don’t know what happened to them,” he said in a soft voice just above a whisper. “They rode their canoes over Forbidden Falls. They splashed into the river below. And they were never seen again!

“No sign of the boys’ canoes,” Ramos continued. “No life jackets. No clothes. No canoe paddles. No sign of the boys. All vanished.”

He had been talking so softly, but now he raised his voice. “And here is the strangest thing of all,” he said. “The strangest thing of all. For years afterward, the missing boys’ parents received letters from them—letters about how much they were enjoying camp!”

Silence. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the soft rush of the wind.

And then I heard a laugh. And recognized David’s high giggle.

Ramos turned slowly to face David across the fire. “I hope you are still laughing after your trip next week,” he told him.

Ramos motioned to David with both hands. “Come on. Stand up. Get over here. You, too, Marty.” He gazed around the circle of campers. “I need all five senior campers up here,” he said.

I knew what this was about, but I still felt a chill at the back of my neck. It was moment-of-silence time.

The five of us lined up in front of the fire. David and Marty were having a playful shoving match. Ramos quickly broke it up.


“Grow up,” Erin muttered.

“What for?” David replied.

Ramos put one big hand on David’s shoulder, the other on Marty’s. He turned them toward the fire. We all faced the flames.

“Every year, we gather here and hold a moment of silence,” Ramos announced. “A moment of silence for the five brave campers who will go up against Forbidden Falls next week.”

Charlotte glanced at me. Was she looking to see if I was scared or something? I turned away and stared into the glowing flames.

“We hold a moment of silence and hope they will return safely,” Ramos continued. “Let us all shut our eyes now and listen to the silence of the night.”

Total quiet now. Even the wind grew softer.

I shut my eyes. Another chill rolled down my back. I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets.

What was that sound? I listened hard. At first, I thought I was hearing the crack of the fire. But the sound was steady. A steady rhythm.

Drums?

Yes. A gentle thud thud thud. Indian drums. So soft…so far away…

I opened my eyes. I felt someone there, someone behind me. I glanced back.

No. No one.

I stared into the fire. And listened to the steady pounding of the drums.


Thud thud thud.

My four friends remained facing the fire, their eyes shut tightly.

Don’t they hear it? I wondered. Don’t they hear it, too?
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After lights-out, Marty, David, and I were lying in our bunks, still talking about Forbidden Falls.

Silvery light from a pale half-moon washed in through the cabin window. The gusting wind made the flimsy cabin walls creak and groan.

Ramos shared the cabin with us. But he was hanging out with the other counselors at the main lodge.

I pulled my wool blanket up to my chin. I was sleeping in my clothes, but it didn’t help much. This was the coldest night of the summer.

“I know this kid who is friends with a guy who knew one of the boys who disappeared,” Marty was saying.

“But that’s impossible. Those kids disappeared years ago,” I protested.

“They weren’t the only ones,” Marty replied. “A lot of kids who tried the falls have disappeared.”

“Says who?” I demanded.


“Says this kid I know,” Marty insisted. “He told me that five kids disappeared just a few years ago. They went out in two canoes, and they never came back.”

“Just a few years ago? No way!” I muttered.

“Did this kid you know go to camp here?” David asked.

“No. But he knew a kid who did,” Marty answered. “It was his cousin, I think. And the cousin said the camp had to close down for a while. Because the kids disappeared.”

I laughed. “That’s crazy,” I said. “Forbidden Falls can’t be that bad. It can’t be. Or they wouldn’t let us go there.”

“Ramos told me it’s the rocks that are the killers,” David said. “You go straight down the falls. Then you run into these pointy rocks sticking up from the water. If you hit one…” His voice trailed off.

“He was just trying to scare you,” I said.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” David replied. It was the first time all summer that I’d heard him sound serious. “A kid from my school was a senior counselor here three summers ago. He went on the canoe trip to the falls—”

“And did he come back?” I asked.

“Yeah, he came back,” David said. “But he said it was the most terrifying thing he ever did in his life. He said he still dreams about it.”

“Wow,” I murmured.


“Uh-oh. Now Russell is going to have nightmares!” Marty teased.

“Nightmares about what?” a voice called.

The cabin door slammed behind Ramos. “Why are you guys still awake? Who is going to have nightmares?”

“Russell is,” Marty answered, sitting up in his bunk. He tossed his pillow across the cabin at me. “Because we’ve been talking about Forbidden Falls.”

“Guess you guys are a little stressed about it,” Ramos said. He grabbed Marty’s pillow and tossed it back to him. Then he dropped down onto his own bed.

“Marty told us that some kids disappeared at the falls just a few years ago,” David said. “Is that true?”

“And David knows a guy who went over the falls and said it was the most terrifying day of his life,” I added.

Ramos shook his head. “What’s your problem, guys? Why do you listen to that stuff? You don’t believe those wild stories—do you?”

“Well? Should we believe them?” I asked.

“It’s a piece of cake, guys,” Ramos said. “The falls, I mean. You want to know the truth about the falls? It’s a piece of cake.”

All three of us stared at him. He didn’t crack a smile. He almost never did. It was impossible to tell when Ramos was telling the truth and when he wasn’t.

“And I’ll tell you what,” Ramos said, jumping to his feet. “If any of you are really scared, you don’t have to go.”

David and Marty both turned and stared at me.

“Give me a break,” I said. “Don’t look at me. I’m not the one who is scared.”

Ramos started across the cabin. “Later, guys. Don’t wait up.”

The door slammed behind him. I could hear his heavy footsteps as he trotted down the hill.

“He was lying,” Marty said, settling into his bed. “He was definitely lying.”

“The falls isn’t a piece of cake,” David said. “No way. He just doesn’t want us to know the truth.”

“Well…” I whispered, my stomach suddenly feeling a little fluttery. “We’ll soon find out….”
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A few days later, in the early morning, Ramos and another counselor, Corey, led the five of us senior campers to the river. It was a short hike through the woods that surrounded the camp.

Bright yellow sunlight shimmered down through the tall trees. Insects chirped all around us. We walked single file along the narrow dirt path that led to the riverbank. The woods smelled fresh and clean.

“This is your one and only practice session,” Ramos said when we arrived on the shore. “So take it seriously.”

He stared at David when he said that. He knew it was hard to get David to take anything seriously!

Corey unwrapped a pile of blue life jackets. “Try these on,” he said, handing them out. “You have to get familiar with these. Find one that fits snugly.”

I took a life jacket off the pile. It was heavier than I remembered. It was made of some kind of rubber with a dozen straps all over it.


It took me a while to figure out the top from the bottom. Then I slid my arms through the holes, and Charlotte started to help me deal with the straps and buckles.

“Whoa. Check this out!” David called. I spun around.

He had his life jacket on backward. “It’s a straitjacket!” he declared.

“You need a straitjacket!” Ramos sneered.

“We all need straitjackets for going on this trip,” David joked.

“Give me a break, guys. No more jokes,” Ramos ordered. “These jackets could save your lives.”

He helped David turn his life jacket around. Corey inspected the rest of us. I had buckled my straps in all the wrong places. I had to unsnap them all and start over again.

I heard shouts in the distance. The cheers of kids playing softball back at camp.

I wish I were back there with them, I thought. I didn’t tell anyone. But the trip to the falls was giving me nightmares—every night.

“This thing weighs a ton,” Erin complained. “I’ll sink!”

“Maybe you should go on a diet,” David said.

“Maybe you should shut up!” Erin snapped.

“Guys! Guys!” Ramos pleaded. “Let’s climb into the canoes. We need to practice paddling together and several other things.”


“How can we paddle in these heavy jackets?” Marty asked.

“That’s why we are having this practice session,” Ramos replied. “So you can learn how.”

Two aluminum canoes rested on the shore. They glowed under the bright afternoon sunlight.

We stepped up to the canoes. “Wow. They’re brand-new,” I muttered. “How come we get brand-new canoes?” I asked Ramos.

Ramos mopped the sweat off his forehead with one hand. “We had to buy new ones,” he said. “The canoes from last year’s trip were totaled.”

“Hey!” Corey shouted. He grabbed Ramos by the arm and pulled him aside. “What’s wrong with you, man?” he asked. “You weren’t supposed to tell them that. Remember?”

Ramos shrugged. “They should know the truth,” he said. “I’m not going to lie to them.”

Both talking at once, the two counselors moved back toward the woods. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. But they kept shaking their heads and gesturing angrily with their hands. We could tell they were arguing.

I turned and gazed at the two shiny canoes. They looked so small and flimsy. Could they really take us safely down Forbidden Falls?

Charlotte stepped up next to me. I could see the fear in her eyes. “I guess the senior campers last year didn’t do so well,” she said softly.


“We’ll bring these canoes back without a dent,” I said. I was trying to sound like a hero—but my voice cracked.

The rest of the practice went okay. We took the canoes out onto the river and practiced paddling together. The river was flat and calm here. But with three in a canoe, we could get them moving pretty fast.

We returned to camp in time for afternoon swim. I was hot and sweaty. The lake looked really inviting to me.

I hurried up the hill to my cabin to get changed. I pushed open the door and stepped inside. Marty and David had to help put the canoes away. So I was the only one there.

I tugged off my T-shirt and tossed it onto my bed. It landed on top of a white square. A sheet of paper?

Yes. I picked it up. A note someone had left me. Written in bold red ink.

I held it close and struggled to read the scribbled words:

DON’T GO. YOU’LL NEVER RETURN.
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The night before our trip to Forbidden Falls, I dreamed I was alone in a canoe. In the dream, the river was bright red.

It flowed so quickly, it sent my canoe speeding toward the falls without any paddling. In fact, I didn’t have any paddles. I sat helplessly in the canoe, searching for my friends, shouting their names.

The roar of the falls became deafening. I covered my ears. The canoe started to toss and bounce on the red water. I gripped the sides with both hands to keep from falling out.

I could see the falls ahead of me. A steep drop like the edge of a cliff. The red water bubbled and foamed.

And then my canoe tipped over. And I fell into the roaring red water. The intense current pulled me down…down beneath the surface.

I struggled to get to the top, fighting the surging waves. When I finally surfaced, Panda, my black-and-white cocker spaniel from home, was in the water with me. He was swimming frantically, his paws slapping the rushing water.

I reached out a hand. Tried to grab him. And instead the current dragged me over the tumbling falls.

I woke up screaming.

Marty and David were leaning over me, shaking me. “Russell—wake up. Wake up!”

“Huh?” I blinked my eyes open. I could still feel the current, the rushing red water pulling me down.

“You were having a nightmare,” Marty said. “We couldn’t wake you up.”

“Were you dreaming about Forbidden Falls?” David asked.

“Of course not!” I snapped. “Why would I dream about the falls?”

I was angry at David. He was the one who left the scribbled note on my bed. He confessed the next day. He thought it was real funny.

“Then why did you scream like that?” David asked.

“I was dreaming about your face!” I said.

Gray light poured in through the cabin window. It was nearly dawn. No point in going back to sleep.

I climbed out of bed and started to pack. I stashed most of my stuff in my backpack. Then I folded the rest up in my sleeping bag.

Lugging our gear on our backs, David, Marty, and I made our way down the hill. The rising sun cast a red stripe low over the trees. The grass shimmered wetly from the morning dew. The air still carried the chill of night.

We met Charlotte and Erin by the lake. Then, bending under our backpacks and sleeping bags, we made our way through the woods to the river.

Ramos met us there. He was sitting on the ground next to the bags of rolled-up nylon tents, drinking coffee from a paper cup. Three canoes bobbed gently in the water behind him.

“Where’s Corey?” I asked.

“He isn’t coming. You’re stuck with me.”

We dumped our gear on the ground. Ramos shook his head. “It’s only a two-day trip. Did you bring everything you own?”

“Yeah. I brought a little TV in case we get bored,” David joked.

“Russell brought his teddy bear,” Marty said.

I tossed a punch at his shoulder. “Give me a break, Marty.”

“Yeah. Give Russell a break,” Ramos said. “No more kidding around. We have to be totally serious. Remember, we’re all in this together.”

“David and Marty are a little tense,” I told Ramos. “I’ll try to calm them down.”

“Is it supposed to rain?” Erin asked. She and Charlotte had their eyes on the low gray clouds overhead.


“If it stays cloudy, that’s good,” Ramos said. “It’s hard to paddle long distances under a burning sun.” He gazed up at the clouds. “Of course, if it rains, the river could get really churned up. We could have a more exciting ride than we expect!”

Those words sent a chill down my back.

David grinned at me. “Did you bring an umbrella, Russell?”

I ignored him and helped Ramos load the tents, backpacks, and sleeping bags into the equipment canoe. Then Ramos carefully tied the equipment canoe to one of the other canoes.

“Okay, how shall we divide up?” Ramos asked, handing out sets of paddles. “Russell and Charlotte—you come with me. Erin, Marty, and David—you take the lead canoe.”

We pulled on our life jackets. Then, holding his paddles in front of him, Ramos climbed into the canoe and made his way to the back.

I stepped in next. The canoe tilted to the side. “Whoa!” My hands shot up as I almost toppled out.

Charlotte and some of the others laughed. “Stop it, Russell. You did that deliberately,” she said.

“Yeah. I did,” I lied. I could feel myself blushing.

Shape up, Russell, I scolded myself. We haven’t even left the shore—and you almost fell in! You can do better than that.

I took a deep breath and settled into my place in the middle of the canoe. Charlotte climbed in. She sat down, dropped her paddles, and finished fastening the buckles on her life jacket.

A few minutes later, we took off from the shore. Our canoe followed the other kids. The equipment canoe bobbed along behind us.

I started to paddle. It felt awkward and hard. It took a while to get a rhythm going.

The sky grew darker. I felt a few cold raindrops on my head. On the shore, I glimpsed a family of fat brown-and-black raccoons loping into the trees.

“The river is slow today,” Ramos said. “We’re going to have to do most of the work. Lean into it, guys.”

We paddled harder. Water splashed onto the sides of the canoe.

“I—I think I’m seasick!” David called. He pretended to puke over the side of his canoe.

“Very mature,” Erin groaned. She turned back to us. “Ramos, can I switch to your canoe?”

Marty and David giggled.

Ramos shrugged. “You can swim alongside if you want.”

“How long does the river stay calm like this?” I asked.

“Not for long,” Ramos replied. “It gets faster about ten miles from here. Of course, we won’t hit the real white-water rapids until tomorrow.”

I swallowed hard. I tried to picture the white-water rapids. I imagined the falls, plunging straight down. I pictured roaring white foam. Canoe paddles flying out of our hands. The canoes turning over. Everyone screaming…

“Russell, get with the program.” Ramos’s words broke into my frightened thoughts. “Remember our practice. You’ve got to paddle with the rest of us. Were you daydreaming or something?”

“No. He fainted!” David called back. His canoe had pulled farther ahead of us.

“Let’s catch up to them,” Ramos said. “Come on. Paddle. One-two. One-two. Up-back. One-two.”

When we pulled alongside the other canoe, the sky lightened again. We seemed to be leaving the dark clouds behind. The water rippled gently, dark under the gray morning sky.

“The river curves right up ahead,” Ramos said. “And it picks up speed.”

“Maybe we can coast for a while,” Erin said, sighing.

“We’ll paddle in shifts,” Ramos said. “Everyone will get a break. But listen up, I want to give some last-minute instructions.”

Marty and David were laughing about something.

“Come on, guys,” Ramos said sharply. “It could save your lives. I want you to remember—if you fall in when we hit the rough stuff, don’t struggle. Don’t try to swim out. Your life jacket will keep you afloat. Get your feet out in front of you so you float on your back. And then let the current carry you.”

“Shouldn’t we try to get back to the canoe?” I asked.


Ramos shook his head. “Too dangerous. The canoe might hit you or run over you. It’s best to let the current carry you down. Just be careful of the rocks.”

We paddled in silence for a while. I listened to the splash of the paddles in the water. A flock of birds flew high overhead, black V’s against the gray sky.

Charlotte broke the silence. “But Ramos, if we fall out, won’t you come rescue us in the canoe?”

“Too dangerous,” he replied. “I won’t be able to control it well enough up at the top. I’ll have to pull you out down below.”

“You mean—after we go over the falls?” I asked.

“Yeah. After,” Ramos replied. “But don’t worry.”

A chill ran down my back. “Don’t worry?” My throat suddenly felt tight.

If we fall out, we have to swim over the falls?

I knew Ramos was trying to prepare us. He was trying to let us know what to expect.

But his words were terrifying me.

I leaned forward and paddled harder, trying not to think about falling into the roaring rapids…the jutting, jagged black rocks…the sheer drop over the falls.

I can’t believe we’re just sitting in these canoes so calmly, I thought. I can’t believe we’re all facing this incredible danger.

The canoe rocked. We started to pick up speed. The current grew stronger. The rolling river pulled us around the curve. The canoes pitched from side to side. Waves lapped higher on the sides of the canoe.

“Whoa!”

I felt a hard bump.

Without warning, the canoe leapt up.

And I went flying.
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I flew up—then bounced down hard, back into my place.

I felt Ramos’s hand on my shoulder. “Easy,” he said softly.

I turned and saw him climbing out of the canoe. “It’s too shallow here, guys. We hit bottom.”

“We did, too,” Marty called. His canoe wasn’t moving. The water trickled past.

“We have to get out and carry them for a while,” Ramos instructed. He splashed into the water. Then he held the canoe steady for Charlotte and me to climb out.

We all waded to shore. The water was only a foot or two deep. My sneakers sank into the soft mud of the river bottom.

“It’s only about half a mile,” Ramos told us. “Then the river is deep enough the rest of the way.”

Charlotte and I carried our canoe above our heads. It was lighter than I thought it would be. Erin and Marty carried the other canoe. David helped Ramos drag the equipment canoe over the ground.

We slogged along the muddy, marshy riverbank. Our boots made splosh splosh sounds as we walked. The air was warm and perfectly still. No breeze at all. The river was brown here, more like a narrow creek than a river.

As we walked, my arms grew tired. My muscles ached. I wanted to put down the canoe and rest awhile.

“Almost there,” Ramos called, as if reading my mind.

And then I stumbled. Over a thick tree root poking up from the mud.

The canoe ripped from my hands. I tumbled forward. Into a tree.

No. Into something soft and dry on the side of a tree.

As I struggled to get my balance, I heard an angry buzzing sound. I jumped back.

Something shot past my ear, buzzing loudly.

Insects? Two more. Five more. I couldn’t count them. They swarmed around my face.

I slapped the air with my hand. Tried to brush them away.

The droning buzz became an angry roar.

“Wasps!” I heard Charlotte cry from behind me.

“Russell knocked over a wasps’ nest!” Marty shouted.


A dozen wasps darted in rapid circles around me. I felt one in my hair. Wasps buzzed over my head. Several landed on my T-shirt, wings flitting too fast to see.

Zzzzzzzzzzz. It sounded like a buzz saw.

The wasps darted and jabbed against my face, my bare arms. I tried to swat them away.

“Don’t move!” Ramos called. “Stand perfectly still. Wait till they calm down.”

I froze with my arms tight at my sides. It wasn’t easy. The wasps circled, darting and spinning.

I shut my eyes. I gritted my teeth so hard, my jaw ached.

“Are you allergic?” Ramos called. “Russell—are you allergic to wasp stings?”

“I—I don’t know,” I choked out. “I’ve never been stung before.”

And then I cried out as I felt a sharp, stinging pain—like a knife stab—in the side of my neck.
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YAAAAIIIIII!

I wanted to scream. I wanted to wail and shriek my head off.

But I didn’t.

I was proud of that. I think maybe that’s one reason no one teased me about the wasps later.

The sting swelled only a little bit. It itched a lot. But the cream that Ramos spread over it kept it from really hurting.

“You were lucky,” Ramos said later as we paddled along the river, the current pulling us easily. “All those wasps and only one sting. The others must have decided that you wrecked their nest by accident.”

I forced a weak laugh. “I guess.”

“You were brave the way you just froze there and let them climb all over you,” Charlotte said. She shuddered. “Just thinking about it gives me the creeps.”

The river picked up speed. We took turns paddling. The sun tried to come out a few times. But it couldn’t break through the high clouds.

My neck was throbbing and I felt a little dizzy by the time Ramos announced it was time to stop for the day. We pulled the canoes to a wide, grassy area on the shore.

Then we carried the tents and other supplies across the grass to a flat, dry circle surrounded by tall trees. I saw a rabbit watching us from the edge of the woods. Two squawking blue jays swooped through the low branches of the trees.

The air carried a chill. The sky darkened to charcoal gray.

“We need lots of firewood,” Ramos instructed. “After we cook our food, we’ll want to keep the fire going for warmth. Get going, guys.”

He set to work on the tents. The five of us made our way into the woods.

I was walking with David and Marty. But when I bent down to pick up some long twigs, they wandered away. I saw the two girls on the other side of a clump of tall reeds. They were struggling to pick up a fat log from the ground.

“Russell—find any wasps’ nests?” Marty called.

“Not yet!” I shouted back.

“We’re staying as far away from you as we can,” David said.

Erin said something, but I couldn’t hear her. I was staring at something caught in the brambles of a low bush.


At first I thought it was a small white bird. But bending down, I saw that it was an arrow. A stone arrowhead with a wooden shaft and a long white feather attached. “Weird,” I muttered.

I picked it up to study it. Was it an Indian arrow?

“Hey—check this out!” Charlotte called. Carrying the arrow, I hurried over to her. She held up a small brown object. “I found it resting against that tree.”

“A doll?” I asked.

She nodded. “It’s made of some kind of leather. And it’s wearing a long dress, all fringed. It’s an Indian papoose.”

“It’s a Native American papoose,” Erin corrected her, taking it from Charlotte.

I showed them the feathered arrow. “Remember? Native Americans lived in these woods for hundreds of years,” I said.

“But these things are brand-new,” Erin replied.

“How could that be?” Charlotte asked, running her finger over the fresh white feather of the arrow. “Ramos told us the Indians were driven out a hundred years ago. So how did these things get here?”

“It’s a mystery,” Erin said. She handed the little leather doll back to Charlotte. “A real mystery.”

 

I heard the Indian drums again that night.

We all gobbled up dinner—hot dogs on the fire and sandwiches left over from lunch. We were starving.

We showed Ramos the doll and the feathered arrow. But he couldn’t explain them. He was as puzzled as we were.

After dinner, Ramos asked if we wanted to sit around and tell jokes. But we were all yawning. Aching and exhausted from the long day of canoe paddling.

The tents formed a tight circle around the fire. The shadows of the flames danced on the nylon tent walls.

We divided up and climbed wearily into the tents. Marty and I shared a tent. I left the tent flap open so that we could watch the fire.

We pulled off our muddy shoes. Then we climbed into our sleeping bags in our clothes.

“How is your wasp sting?” Marty asked, yawning.

“Not too bad,” I whispered. “It itches a little, but it’s okay.”

I turned and saw that he was sound asleep.

I settled into my sleeping bag and stared out at the red-orange flames licking up at the darkness.

I wasn’t sure how much time went by when the drumbeats began.

Low and distant. A slow, steady thrum…thrum…thrum.

Indian drums, I thought.

I pictured the leather doll, the feathered arrow.

I picked up my head and gazed out through the tent flap. The fire had died down. The flames were small now, sparks above the purple embers.


Thrum…thrum…thrum…

Soft drumbeats from the woods. From all around.

All around the circle of the clearing, I thought.

Thrum…thrum…

Soft but close…so close.

I fell asleep to the slow, steady rhythm of the drumbeats. I slept a deep, dreamless sleep.

I jerked awake the next morning—sat straight up—stared out at the gray morning light.

What woke me up?

A scream?

Yes. A hideous, deafening scream of pain.

Ramos!

I reached over and frantically shook Marty awake.

“Wake up!” I cried. “It’s Ramos! Do you hear that scream? It’s Ramos!”
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Ramos’s screams echoed off the trees.

I pulled on my sneakers and scrambled out of the tent.

Charlotte and Erin were awake, standing tensely in front of the dead campfire. Charlotte’s red hair stood out in all directions. Erin was struggling to tug down the sleeves of her sweatshirt.

They turned to me, their eyes wide with fright. Marty hopped out of the tent, pulling on his left boot.

David came climbing out of the tent he shared with Ramos. “What’s happening?” he asked, his voice still hoarse from sleep. “Is that Ramos screaming?”

Before anyone could answer, Ramos roared across the clearing, holding his right arm tightly against his side. His face was red. His dark eyes were half shut from pain.

“Oh, man. Oh, man,” he moaned.

“Ramos—what happened?” Charlotte cried. We all ran across the grass toward him.

“My arm,” he moaned. “I—I think I tore something.”

He dropped into a sitting position in front of the dead fire. “Oh, man—it hurts.” He gripped the arm tightly, holding it stiffly against him.

We huddled around him. “What happened? What did you do to it?” I asked.

He groaned in pain. “I went out early to chop more firewood for this morning,” he said. He looked around. “Where’s the ax? Oh, man. I left it in the woods.”

“I’ll go get it,” I said.

He motioned for me to stay where I was. “I was chopping a log in two—and I heard something snap. In my arm. The pain is unbelievable!”

He motioned to David. “Bring me some water. It’s in the pack over there. I…I’m so dry.”

“Do you think you broke your arm?” Marty asked him.

David handed the water bottle to Ramos. Ramos tilted it to his mouth and took a long drink. “No. I didn’t break the bone,” he said, wincing in pain. “I think I tore a tendon.”

He drank down the rest of the water and crushed the plastic bottle in his good hand. “I can’t believe this,” he muttered. “I won’t be able to paddle at all.”

My heart jumped. “Do you mean we have to go back to camp?” I asked.


Ramos shook his head. He glanced at the river. “No. We’re too close. The falls are less than half an hour away. You…you’ll just have to go over them without me.”

I gasped. I could feel my stomach tighten. “Go without you?” I whispered.

Holding his arm, Ramos struggled to his feet. “I’m really sorry I won’t be able to help. But you guys can do it without me. I know you can.”

“But—if we get in trouble…” Erin started to say. “If we need help…”

“You’ll help each other,” Ramos told her. He groaned in pain. “Listen, guys—leave everything here in the supply canoe. We’ll pick it up on the way back. Just have some breakfast. Get into your life jackets. Take the two canoes. And go.”

“But where will you be?” I asked.

“I’m going to start walking now,” he answered. “I’ll wait for you down below the falls. I’ll be watching the whole thing from the shore.”

“But, Ramos—” Erin objected.

“No more questions,” he groaned. “Good luck, everyone. Make me proud.”

Holding his arm limply at his side, Ramos turned and started away, walking quickly. We watched him make his way out of the clearing.

When he reached the shore, he gazed at the canoes for a moment. Then he turned and started to follow the river.


He didn’t look back.

The five of us didn’t say anything for a while.

Marty kicked the crushed water bottle into the fire. The bottle sent up a cloud of ashes.

“Guess we might as well get going,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah,” I said softly. “Let’s get it over with.” A shiver ran down my back. “We can do it…right?”
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Our paddles splashed in the water. The canoe felt empty without Ramos.

I sat in the back. Charlotte took the front. I raised the paddle, then pushed…raised the paddle, then pushed. Copying Charlotte’s rhythm.

Trying not to think about where we were headed.

My life jacket seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. Large drops of sweat started to roll down my forehead, stinging my eyes.

Through the morning gray, I saw a tall deer watching us from the shore. The sun, trying to poke through the clouds, cast a white glare over the flowing water.

The canoe rocked as water splashed up in front of us. The current is definitely speeding up, I realized.

The river grew wider. The tangled trees along the banks suddenly seemed a lot farther away.

I leaned forward and paddled harder. Our two canoes slid through the water side by side.


“Whoa!” I cried out as we tossed over an onrushing wave. The canoe slapped the water hard as it came back down.

Swirls of water made circles of white, foamy waves. The canoe bumped again, harder this time.

“We’re getting close,” Marty said. “The river is starting to get rough.”

A wave of fear swept over me. We need Ramos for this, I thought. It isn’t safe to be doing this on our own.

I wondered if the others were thinking the same thing.

I was so surprised when Erin spoke up. “Maybe we should turn back,” she said. “I don’t feel right without Ramos. I mean, what if one of us falls into the river? What if our canoes crack up on the rocks?”

“Erin, go climb in Russell’s canoe!” David joked. “The two of you could hold each other’s hands.”

“Not funny,” Erin snapped.

Our canoes tossed up, then slapped back down.

“Russell, are you getting seasick?” David asked.

“No way! This is fun!” I lied. “I hope it gets rougher than this. This is kind of babyish.”

I’m going to be the bravest one here, I vowed to myself. Even if it kills me!

Foamy white water swirled up in front of us, then splashed down into the canoe. The canoe rocked from side to side as water slapped the sides.

I bounced into the air and nearly dropped my paddle. Charlotte’s hair flew wildly behind her head. Our faces were wet from the cold spray.

“Guys, I’m serious!” Erin shouted. “This is too scary! And we haven’t even come to the falls!”

I was so glad she was saying this, and not me. But would anyone listen?

“Erin, just keep paddling,” Marty said. “You’ll be okay. Really.”

“We won’t be okay!” Erin cried, her voice shrill and trembling. “We’re going over steep falls, and we’re going to crash into rocks below!”

Charlotte suddenly spoke up. “We have to do this!” she shouted, bouncing up as a wave tossed the canoe. “We can’t be the first senior campers in history not to go over Forbidden Falls!”

“But the others all had a counselor with them!” Erin protested.

“So we’ll be the first without a counselor!” I shouted. “We’ll be famous!”

Everyone turned to look at me. “Russell—you’re the man!” Marty yelled. “You’re the man!”

We all had to shout over the roar of the water. White-capped waves splashed against the canoes on all sides. The canoes bounced beneath us.

Our canoe went into a wild spin. Charlotte and I stabbed the paddles harder and held firm. “Whooooaaa!” We both laughed as we finally straightened out the canoe.

Paddling hard, I turned to the other canoe. Marty sat in front. He was drenched with water. His hair was matted to his head. Water rose up into the canoe. Splashed against the front of his life jacket.

Erin, in the middle, leaned forward. She seemed to be ducking behind Marty, letting him shield her. Her face was very pale in the gray light. Even from my boat I could see the fear tightening her face.

David stared straight ahead. His eyes were narrowed. His face was set. His body was tensed, alert, ready for anything. As the canoe bounced and rocked, his expression didn’t change.

Our canoe bumped down hard, then bumped again, as if going down steep stairs. “We—we’re almost there!” I shouted to Charlotte.

She shouted a reply, but I couldn’t hear her over the roar of the rushing water. The canoe shot forward, rocking harder. The current pulled us faster…faster.

“Look out!” I shouted as the swirling waves tossed the canoe toward the shore. “Too close!”

Tall gray rocks jutted up along both sides of the riverbank.

We struggled to paddle back to the middle. The river dipped sharply here, and the current kept pushing us to the shore.

Cold water splashed over me. I gasped and sucked in a shuddering breath.

So close…

The rushing current carried us forward, faster…faster….


Charlotte and I stopped paddling. I gripped the sides of the canoe tightly, holding on for dear life.

“Here we go. Here we go!”

I tried to remember Ramos’s instructions. But they had flown out of my head.

I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t think.

I couldn’t move.

The rushing water roared in my ears. Waves rose up all around us, as if reaching for us. The canoe tilted to one side, heaving me hard. I felt myself start to tumble out.

Then the canoe tilted to the other side. I fell back into place.

Charlotte’s hair flew in the wind, flapping behind her like a red pennant.

Where were the others? Close behind us? I didn’t dare turn around to look back.

Charlotte and I were going down first!

The river dipped. Dipped again…

And as the canoe rushed toward the falls, I couldn’t help it.

I opened my mouth in a deafening, shrill scream.
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My scream rang out as the canoe pitched forward.

Charlotte let out a cry.

Our boat rocked one more time, then settled in the smooth-flowing water.

We both stared open-mouthed at the falls.

A tiny trickle of water down the side of a black rock on the shore.

A tiny trickle…

“My—my shower at home is more powerful than that!” I cried.

Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t believe it,” she muttered. “The falls—it’s all a fake.”

“There is no falls,” I said, my heart still pounding.

The other canoe came bouncing around the curve. I could hear my three friends screaming the way Charlotte and I had.

And then the shocked silence.

Their canoe tossed up beside ours.


“Where is it? Where is the falls?” David cried breathlessly.

I pointed. “That’s it. That tiny trickle.”

“Get it? It’s a joke,” Charlotte said, frowning bitterly. “It’s all just another camp joke.”

Erin let out a sharp cry. “How could they do that to us?”

David shook his head. “Can you believe it? They do it to kids every year. They build it up and build it up. They make you think the falls is a really big deal. And then…”

We all gazed at the trickle of water. It splashed into the river, which was calm and quiet here. The white-water waves and spills all ended where the river curved.

“Are you sure it’s just a joke?” Erin demanded.

“Of course it is. Don’t you see?” I replied. “Everyone keeps the secret year after year. Because it’s so much fun to frighten the kids who have to do it next year.”

“Let’s get out of these canoes,” Charlotte said. She started to paddle toward the shore. “I’m totally soaked.”

Erin heaved her paddles onto the rocks at the shoreline. “What about Ramos?” she asked. “Do you think that whole thing with his arm was just an act?”

Before anyone could answer, we saw Ramos. He was standing in a clearing of tall grass. He was leaning over a long, straight stick he held between his hands—swinging it like a golf club.

“Look at him,” Marty whispered. “His arm is perfectly okay.”

“The lousy faker!” Erin growled. “Quick—don’t let him see us.”

She jumped from the canoe and waded through the shallow water to the shore. Charlotte and I ducked low and pulled our canoe onto the rocks. David and Marty dragged their canoe beside ours.

We hurried behind a clump of tall pine bushes. We tugged off our life jackets and piled them on the ground.

“Did Ramos see us?” Erin whispered.

I gazed around the side of a bush. Ramos was still taking his practice swings. “He is so busy over there, I don’t think he even knows we’re here,” I whispered.

The sun finally burst through the high gray clouds. I could feel its warmth on my wet clothes. All five of us stretched out on the ground, letting the sun’s rays warm us and dry us out.

“I’ve got a good idea,” David said. A grin spread over his face. “Let’s sneak away in the canoes.”

“You mean leave him here?” I asked.

David nodded. “Yeah. Make him walk back to camp. It would take him at least a couple of days.”

“Cool!” Marty declared. He tossed his baseball cap in the air and caught it.

“No good. He’s not stranded. He could take the supply canoe back,” I said.


“It isn’t mean enough,” Erin said through gritted teeth. “I want to do something much, much worse to that creep.”

“It was just a joke,” Charlotte said to her.

“He scared us to death,” Erin snapped.

“Whoa. Wait. I’ve got a great idea,” I said, jumping up. “Let’s turn it around. Let’s play a joke on Ramos.”

Everyone turned to me. “What kind of joke?” Marty asked.

“Well, he doesn’t know we came around the curve—right?” I said. “Ramos doesn’t know we’re here. What if we don’t show up? Think he’ll get a little worried?”

Charlotte narrowed her eyes at me. “You mean—?”

“He scared us—right?” I replied. “So, what if we give him a little scare? What if he waits and waits for us, and we don’t come around the curve?”

“No. No good,” David said. He jumped up beside me, his dark eyes flashing excitedly. “We don’t want to give Ramos a little scare. Let’s give him a big scare. What if we make him think something terrible happened to us?”

“Cool,” Marty said, grinning.

“How do we do it?” Charlotte asked.

“We go back to where the river dips,” David said. “And we overturn the canoes. And we smash them up a bit. You know. Make it look like we crashed.”

“Yeah. And we could send a few life jackets floating down the river,” I added. “That would get his attention. A few empty life jackets floating past him.”

“Yeah. Way cool!” Marty agreed. “We make it look like we crashed against the rocks on the riverbank. Then we hide in the woods. And we wait for Ramos to come searching for us.”

“I can’t wait to see the look on his face!” Erin exclaimed. “He’ll think we all drowned. He really will. He’ll be sick. He’ll probably have a stroke or something. It will be so totally cool!”

Charlotte bit her bottom lip. “It’s pretty mean,” she said softly.

“Not as mean as what he did to us!” Marty insisted. “Come on. Let’s do it.”
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We dragged the canoes up the rocky shore. Just past the curve of the river, we turned them upside down.

David and Marty wanted to smash them with rocks. But I reminded them that we needed the canoes to get back to camp once the joke was over.

So we left the canoes, bobbing upside down, half in the water, half on the ground. Then Marty waded into the water and sent a single blue life jacket floating downstream.

“Come on. Let’s hide,” he said, splashing back onto the rocks. “As soon as Ramos sees that life jacket, he’ll freak. He’ll be up here looking for us.”

We scampered across the rocky shore and into the woods. The ground sloped up steeply. We found a hiding place behind two fat trees. We were high enough so that we could see the river and the whole riverbank.

Warm yellow sunlight filtered down through the leafy trees. Tiny circles of light danced over the ground at our feet. The air smelled fresh and sweet. Insects chittered all around.

We leaned against the rough tree trunks and waited.

Two green-and-brown ducks floated silently by, carried by the river current. “Quack! Quack!” David called to them.

Marty clapped a hand over his mouth. “Shut up! Ramos will hear you!”

The ducks turned their heads, as if following our voices. Then they disappeared around the river’s curve, leaving narrow lines of ripples behind them.

“Where is he?” Erin whispered. She yawned. “What’s taking him so long?”

“I guess he hasn’t finished his golf lesson,” I muttered.

“I’m hot, I’m itchy, I’m still soaked, and I’m starving,” Erin complained.

“Shhhh.” Charlotte raised a finger to her lips. “Listen.”

Yes. We heard Ramos’s trotting footsteps. His hiking boots thudding the stones on the shore.

I peeked out from my spot behind the wide tree. Down the sloping hill of trees and tall weeds, I could see Ramos jogging up to the overturned canoes.

He was carrying the blue life jacket we had floated downstream. But he dropped it to the ground when he saw the canoes.


David started to giggle as Ramos bent over to study the canoes. Again, Marty clapped a hand over his mouth.

“Check out the look on his face,” Erin whispered.

Ramos’s face was twisted in a frown. He kept shaking his head, staring at the canoes, shaking his head some more.

I watched him jump to his feet. He cupped his hands around his mouth and started to shout. “Hey, guys! Hey! Where is everyone? Can you hear me?”

Ramos kicked a canoe hard. “Hey! Where are you? Are you guys here? Where’d you go?” He lowered his hands and squinted into the woods, his eyes making a complete circle.

Then he cupped his hands around his mouth again and shouted at the top of his lungs. “Hey, everyone! It’s me! Can you hear me?”

He stood stiffly with his hands at his waist. Even from so far away, I could see his chest heaving up and down. See him breathing hard.

He was scared to death.

Holding on to the tree trunk, Charlotte leaned close. “Should we go down there?” she whispered. “Should we put him out of his misery?”

“I guess,” I whispered back. I took a step away from the tree.

“No!” David tugged me back. “Let’s see what he does.”

“Yeah,” Marty agreed. “Let him sweat it a while longer. I’m enjoying this!”

I turned back to Ramos. He stood stiffly, one boot resting on an overturned canoe. He shouted for us again. His cries sent birds flapping from the trees.

Ramos shook his head. He was muttering to himself.

Finally, he turned and strode off. He jammed his hands into his jeans pockets as he walked. I watched him until he disappeared behind a thick row of shrubs.

“Where is he going?” Erin whispered.

“Upstream,” Charlotte answered. “He’s following the river upstream.”

“He is definitely in a panic,” David said, grinning. “Wow. He is totally messed up.”

“We let this go on too long,” Charlotte said. “I’m starting to feel kind of bad.”

“Hey—I worried about riding over Forbidden Falls for months,” Erin replied. “I think it’s okay to make Ramos sweat for a few minutes.”

“I just don’t think it’s nice. A joke is a joke. But—”

I stepped between the two girls. “No problem,” I said. “Let’s catch up to him and show him we’re all right.”

“But where is he going?” Erin asked.

“Probably back to where all our stuff is,” Marty said. “Maybe he’s hoping we went back there. Or maybe he wants to get the supply canoe.”

“Well, let’s go catch up with him,” Charlotte said. She started to lead the way down the sloping hill to the riverbank.

“How about we sneak up behind him and yell ‘Boo!’” David suggested.

“That’s awesome!” Marty exclaimed. “He’ll jump a mile.”

We scrambled down to the rocky shore. The water shimmered under the bright sunlight. Our overturned canoes glowed as if on fire.

I glanced one more time at the lame trickle of water that was Forbidden Falls. How many nights had I stayed awake for hours, worrying about the falls?

With a sigh, I turned and followed the others. We jogged along the riverbank, jumping over rocks, our shoes sinking into the sandy ground.

“Where is he?” Charlotte asked. She raised a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun. “How did he get so far away from us?”

“He must be running,” Erin replied. “The poor guy. He’s in such a total panic, he’s running all the way back to where we camped last night.”

Four brown ducks floated by, heads straight forward, ignoring us. As we jogged, following the river upstream; the water began to toss. The current grew stronger. Waves topped with white foam slapped the shore.

“Remember how rough this part was?” David said. “We thought it was only the beginning.”


“Where is Ramos?” Charlotte repeated. “We should be able to see him from here.”

The river stretched straight into the distance. We could see for miles. No sign of Ramos.

“Maybe he decided to go for a swim,” David said.

I wiped sweat off my forehead. “A swim is a great idea!” I exclaimed.

“Do you think he crossed the river? Or took some kind of shortcut?” Charlotte asked.

I shielded my eyes and gazed upstream. The trees were tangled and thick on the other side. Sunlight couldn’t poke through the leafy treetops. Beneath them, the ground was as dark as night.

“Why would he cross the river?” Marty asked.

“Why did the chicken cross the river?” David said.

“No jokes, David,” Charlotte said sharply. “If Ramos is heading back to where we camped, we should be able to see him from here.”

“Are you sure he went this way?” I asked. I turned and gazed down the shore in the other direction.

“Totally sure,” Charlotte said.

“Maybe he is already back at our campgrounds,” Marty said. He pulled off his baseball cap and scratched his head. “Think he’ll wait for us?”

“Not if he thinks we crashed or something,” Charlotte answered.

“Then we should go back and get the canoes,” Marty said.


“Get the canoes? Why?” Erin asked.

“We’ll need them to get back to camp,” Marty replied. “You don’t want to walk all the way back, do you? It would take days.”

“He’s right,” I agreed. “Let’s get the canoes.”

We turned and started back. Our shoes crunched over the sand and rocks.

“Paddling upstream is going to be rough,” Erin muttered.

“Once we’re past these rapids, we’ll be fine,” Marty told her. “Besides, you want to work on those biceps, right?”

Erin rolled her eyes in reply.

“Wow. Look at that tree,” Charlotte said, pointing. “Weird. I don’t remember passing that.”

The tree was twisted and gnarled. The trunk bent in the middle. The leaves were faded and gray. It reminded me of a bent-over old man.

“I don’t remember it, either,” I said. “And look at those birds!”

I was staring at a wall of vines, covered with bright red berries. Dozens of blackbirds clung to the vines, hungrily pecking up the berries.

“Weird. The birds look as if they’re growing out of the vines,” Marty said.

“Did we pass this before?” Charlotte asked. “I don’t remember the blackbirds or that bent tree.”

The riverbank grew rockier as we followed the curve back toward the falls. The five of us started to jog as we neared the canoes.

Charlotte stopped suddenly. She turned to the rest of us, her face twisted in confusion. “Where are they?” she murmured, “Where are the canoes?”

I stepped beside her, my eyes searching the riverbank. “Are you sure this is where we left them?” I asked.

“Yes, of course,” Charlotte replied sharply.

I swallowed hard. And stared at the empty ground.

“Th-they’re gone,” I whispered.
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“Did they slide into the water?” Charlotte asked.

We turned and stared downriver. No canoes bobbing in the water.

Marty and David ran farther along the bank, searching both sides of the river. They stopped when they reached the tiny falls and came walking slowly back.

“No canoes,” David said.

“I don’t see them anywhere,” Marty called.

David shook his head and frowned as he stared at the brown river. “Do you think someone took them?” he asked.

“No way,” I replied. “Who would take them? There’s no one around for miles.”

“Except for Ramos!” Erin exclaimed, her eyes flashing. “I’ll bet he sneaked back here through the woods. Waited for us to leave. Then he hid the canoes to pay us back for our little joke.”

I bent down and examined the sand. “No way,” I said. “There are no tracks in the sand. Check it out.”

We all stared at the sandy ground. No slide marks from the canoes.

No tracks at all.

Erin’s mouth dropped open. “And no footprints,” she muttered.

“She’s right,” I agreed. “If Ramos had returned, he would have left footprints.”

“Whoa! Wait a minute!” Marty exclaimed. He pulled off his baseball cap again and squinted down at the ground. “Where are our footprints?”

We all turned to Marty.

“Our footprints are gone, too,” he said. “This is where we started walking, right? When we tried to follow Ramos? Well? Where are our footprints?”

I gazed down at the ground. Marty was right. The sand was totally smooth.

A chill prickled the back of my neck.

What is going on here? I asked myself.

I gazed at the smooth, sandy ground, thinking hard. “It means we’re standing in the wrong place,” I said. “This isn’t where we left the canoes. Let’s keep walking.”

“But this has to be the spot,” Charlotte insisted. “Look. The falls.” She started to point—and let out a startled cry.

“Oh, wow,” Erin muttered.

We all saw it at once. The tiny, trickling falls had vanished!


“But that’s impossible!” Erin gasped. “First our canoes. Then the falls…”

“We’re definitely in the wrong place,” Charlotte muttered.

“We’d better start walking,” Marty said. “I’m starving already. And we left all the food at our campground.”

Charlotte kept staring at the flat river. “I just don’t understand…”

Erin grabbed Charlotte’s hand and pulled her away from the edge of the bank. “Come on. Forget about it. We have a long walk. We’ll be able to think better after we have some lunch.”

We huddled close together as we walked along the shore once again, following the river upstream. A few minutes later, we came to the same gnarled tree we had seen before. Only this time it was on the other side of the river!

“Whoa! I don’t believe this!” I cried. “That weird tree—it was on this side!”

“You’re right,” Charlotte agreed. Her eyes bulged in disbelief.

All five of us stared across the narrow river at the gnarled tree and the wall of vines covered with blackbirds.

“Totally weird,” David muttered. “Did we cross the river? How did they get on the other side?”

I turned and saw Erin staring at the water, her eyes wide. She bit her bottom lip. And pointed. “Hey, you guys. That bridge…”

A narrow wooden bridge crossed the river.

“We were here before—right?” Erin asked.

“Yeah. Of course we were,” I replied.

“But that bridge wasn’t here,” Erin insisted. “Does anyone remember seeing that bridge?”

Silence.

We all stared at the old bridge, its boards weathered and cracked.

“I—I never saw it,” I whispered. “This…this is so creepy!”

“Give me a break!” David shouted. “We’re all just freaking out here. Because we’re hungry or something. We’ve got to get it together, guys.”

“We must have crossed the river,” Charlotte said. “We crossed the river and started walking in the wrong direction.”

“But we didn’t cross!” Erin said. “Everything is…messed up! Everything!”

My chest suddenly felt fluttery. I gazed at the narrow bridge…at the wall of vines…the gnarled old tree…the smooth sand—no footprints. No footprints at all…

“I—I don’t like this,” I whispered.
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“This is totally freaking me out,” Erin said. She crossed her arms tightly around herself. “We have to get out of here. Really.”

“But which way?” Charlotte asked.

“We know that all our stuff is upstream,” I said. “So we have to follow the river up.”

“But nothing looks familiar here,” Marty said.

“We can’t just stand here, talking about this!” Erin cried shrilly. “I’m really freaking here. No kidding. We have to go now!”

She was hugging herself tightly to stop her trembling. Charlotte put an arm around Erin’s shoulders. She led the way upstream, and we followed.

“Let’s just keep going,” Charlotte suggested softly. “We’ll come to something. We have to.”

“I am really starving,” David muttered. “Why did we leave all our stuff?”

“We thought we’d be back there by now,” Marty said. He handed David a stick of gum. “Here. Take it. It’s all I’ve got.”

As we followed the river upstream, low clouds rolled over the sky, blocking the sunlight. The sand and rocks gave way to mud.

“Yuck.” Erin made a face as her sneaker disappeared into wet mud. “It’s a swamp here.”

Charlotte helped tug Erin away from the shore. “Let’s try walking up there.” We followed her toward the woods.

But the ground was just as marshy away from the riverbank. We slogged through the mud for at least an hour. No one said a word.

The sky grew darker. The river curved to the right. The ground became rocky again.

“We should be very close to the campground,” I said.

Erin sighed. “If we’re heading the right way.”

“I think I remember those tall evergreen bushes,” I said, pointing.

David shook his head. “I never saw them before in my life.”

“No. I think I’m right,” I insisted. My heart started to pound. I began to feel hopeful. We were nearly there.

“Right around this bend,” I said. “I think we’ll see our stuff.”

Without another word, we all started to jog. We followed the curve, trotting in a tight group. Our mud-covered shoes thudded on the hard ground.


We made the turn and came out in a wide clearing of tall grass and swaying reeds. The river split in two here. Two narrow channels of water ran through the tall grass.

“Where are we?” Erin moaned. “You said—”

“I was wrong,” I said softly.

“Does the river end here? How come it gets so tiny?” David asked.

“This doesn’t look right at all. We’ve never been here before,” Charlotte said.

“So where should we go? What should we do?” Erin cried, her voice shrill with panic.

I dropped wearily onto the grass and crossed my legs in front of me. Then I rested my head on my hands. “We’re lost,” I said. “We’re totally lost.”
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Should we keep walking? Or should we wait here to be rescued?

We talked and argued and finally decided not to move.

“Ramos will be searching up and down the river for us,” Marty said. “He’ll probably find us before dark.”

I wasn’t so sure Ramos was still nearby. I guessed he had taken the supply canoe back to camp to tell everyone what had happened. And to gather a rescue party.

If I was right, he wouldn’t be back for at least another day.

Luckily, the low clouds rolled away, and it didn’t rain. When night fell, we gathered firewood and built a campfire. I lit it with my plastic lighter.

My stomach kept growling. We were all hungry. But we couldn’t figure out a way to get food.

David and Marty tried fishing in the river. They didn’t have strings or hooks or anything. They planned to grab the fish in their hands.

But the river was so dark and muddy at this point, they couldn’t see any fish. After half an hour or so, they trudged back to shore, wet, cold, and unhappy.

As the night grew cooler, we huddled around the campfire. We tried singing songs for a while to take our minds off how hungry we were. And then David suggested we take turns telling jokes.

But no one felt much like laughing.

Before we went to sleep, we piled sticks and logs on the fire and hoped it would keep burning and keep us warm all night.

I folded myself into a tight ball on the ground. Staring at the tall, dancing flames, feeling the fire’s warmth, I quickly fell asleep.

I was awakened sometime later by the soft thud thud of drums.

I pulled myself up slowly. My body ached from lying on the hard ground. My left hand had fallen asleep. The fire still burned, but the flames were low and purple.

I listened….

Yes. The soft, steady beat of Indian drums.

Trying to shake the pinpricks from my left hand, I sat up and gazed around the fire. Did anyone else hear the drums?

David and Marty were sound asleep, curled on their sides close to the fire. But I could see that the two girls were awake.

I crawled over to them. “Do you hear them?” I whispered. “The drums?”

They both nodded.

I let out a sigh. I’m not going crazy, I thought. The girls hear them, too.

Erin shivered. “Where is it coming from?”

Charlotte tilted her head, listening hard. “It seems to be coming from all around us.”

“But there are no Indians in these woods,” Erin insisted. “Who would be playing Indian drums?”

Thud…thud…thud…thud…

My heart pounded with each drumbeat. I turned and saw that David and Marty were still asleep.

And behind them…something caught my eye behind them in the woods. A flicker of orange light.

“What’s that?” I asked Erin and Charlotte, pointing.

The light glowed dimly through the dark trees. “Is it a fire?” Charlotte asked. “It’s very far away.”

“Yes. Maybe it’s a campfire,” Erin said, squinting hard. “Maybe someone else is in the woods. Someone who can help us.”

I stared at the flickering dot of light. “It could be Ramos,” I said. “He might still be here, searching for us.”

Charlotte climbed to her feet. She brushed herself off quickly. “We have to go see.”

Thud…thud…thud…


The steady drumbeats seemed to grow louder.

“Maybe it isn’t safe,” Erin said. “Maybe we should stay here.”

“But if it’s Ramos, or someone else who can help us…” Charlotte said.

“Whoever it is might have food!” I exclaimed.

Across the fire, David and Marty stirred. “What’s up?” Marty asked, stretching his arms. “Did someone say food?”

“There’s a light,” I said. I pointed. “In the distance. We think someone else is in the woods.”

They scrambled to their feet. “Let’s check it out,” Marty said.

“But what if it’s a UFO?” David asked. “What if aliens from another planet are secretly landing in the woods, and they zap anyone who disturbs them?”

“But they might have food!” Marty exclaimed.

“Yeah. Let’s check it out!” David said.

 

Into the woods. We kept close together. But sometimes the path through the trees was so narrow, we had to squeeze through single file.

Clouds covered the moon, and we had no flashlight. Marty suggested we use my plastic lighter for light. But it wasn’t really bright enough to show the way. And I knew it wouldn’t last long anyway.

We stumbled over rocks and twigs and upraised tree roots. Low branches scratched our faces, scraped against our clothes.


The flickering light grew brighter as we came near.

“It’s definitely a fire,” I said. “A pretty big one.”

Thud…thud…

The drums kept up their steady rhythm. The sound surrounded us as we made our way through the woods.

And then I heard voices over the drumbeats.

The voices bounced off the trees. Echoed through the woods.

Boys’ voices.

I couldn’t make out the words.

The fire glowed brightly ahead of us. The drumbeats faded.

We stepped out of the trees into a broad clearing.

I gasped as I saw small wood cabins. A basketball court. A pile of canoes. A campfire.

Yes. A blazing campfire in a circle between the cabins. And sitting around the fire, a group of campers. Boys. All boys.

“It’s—it’s a camp!” Charlotte whispered. “Yes! Another camp!”

“We’re saved!” Erin cried.

And the five of us took off, trotting toward the dancing fire, moving into the light into the warmth of the tall flames.

At first, the campers didn’t see us. A tall, dark-haired counselor wearing white shorts and a white T-shirt stood before the fire, motioning with his hands as he talked.


“Hey!” Marty called breathlessly as we ran. “Hey!”

A boy on the edge of the circle turned at the sound of Marty’s cry. And his expression turned to horror.

The boy jumped to his feet. He spun around and frantically pointed at us.

“Ghosts!” he shouted. “Look! It’s the ghosts!”
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Cries of surprise. Startled shouts. The campers all jumped up. The counselor froze, his face red in the firelight.

Ghosts? Why did he call us ghosts? I wondered.

I didn’t have time to think about it.

Silent now, the campers came at us. Walking tensely, spreading out.

I counted at least two dozen boys. They were all dressed in white shorts and white T-shirts.

The shirts had a green symbol on the front. As the campers drew closer, I could see that they were trees. And I could read the words: CAMP EVERGREEN.

“Hey, guys—” I called out.

They didn’t look friendly. Staring at us, not making a sound, the campers formed a tight circle around the five of us.

And then the circle closed in, holding us prisoner.

“We—we’re lost,” I told them. “You see, our canoes are missing, and—”


“Yeah. Our camp is up the river,” Marty broke in.

A man pushed his way through the circle of boys. He was big and wide. His Camp Evergreen T-shirt was stretched tight over a huge stomach that bulged over his shorts. He had a thick, football player’s neck and a round red face topped with prickly, short blond hair.

“Easy, guys,” he said in a booming voice. He stared at my friends and me with little round black eyes. “No problem here.”

He laughed. “These aren’t ghosts,” he announced to his campers. He grinned at us. “We were telling ghost stories. Believe it or not, we just finished a story about five ghostly campers who came out of the woods—and there you were!”

The campers relaxed. They backed up a few steps. They started to talk among themselves.

One of them slapped a short, dark-haired camper on the back. “Gary, you jerk. You really thought they were ghosts?”

“The story seemed so real,” Gary protested. “And then they came running out of the woods!”

Several campers laughed.

“You got everyone freaked!” a kid yelled at Gary.

“I guess Will is too good a storyteller,” the big man said, grinning at the tall, dark-haired counselor who had been talking.

He turned back to us. “Sorry if we all acted a little weird. We don’t get many visitors in the middle of the nights. How did you find us?”

“We—we saw your fire,” Charlotte said. “We were camping by the river. We’re lost, I guess. Our counselor—”

“You’re lost? It’s lucky you found us,” the man said, scratching his beefy arm. “The woods can be dangerous at night.”

“We were on a canoe trip,” Marty explained. “But it…got messed up.”

“Everyone calls me Uncle Brian,” the man said. “I run this camp. Camp Evergreen. Ever heard of it?”

We shook our heads. “We didn’t know there was a camp nearby,” I said. “Do you know Camp Hawkwood? That’s our camp.”

He frowned. “No. I don’t know it. But I’d better phone them and let them know you’re okay.”

He took a few steps, then turned back to his campers. “Lights out, everyone. Get going. Back to your cabins. You can hang out with these ghosts in the morning.”

Lots of laughter and joking as the campers made their way to the cabins around the circle. A few of them turned back to stare at us one more time before disappearing into their bunks.

“Did you guys have dinner?” Uncle Brian asked.

“No! We’re starving!” Erin cried.

Uncle Brian turned to Will, the storyteller. “Think you can find them something?”

“Maybe some sandwiches,” Will said.


“See what we have,” Uncle Brian instructed. “I’m going to try to reach their camp. And then we can put them up for the night in those two empty cabins near the lake.”

He trotted off, his stomach bouncing in front of him.

“Welcome to Camp Evergreen,” Will said. He flashed us a toothy grin. “You don’t look like ghosts to me. I don’t think ghosts get hungry—do they?”

We followed him to the mess hall, a long, low building at the top of a grassy, sloping hill. He pulled out turkey and tuna sandwiches from the big fridge in the kitchen. And we gobbled them up as fast as he pulled them out.

Uncle Brian came in to say that he couldn’t reach our camp. No one answered the phone. He said he’d try again first thing in the morning.

“We made up the two cabins by the lake for you,” he said. “Will can show you where to go. Make yourselves at home, guys. You can swim and join in anything you want tomorrow. Then we’ll get you back to your camp safe and sound.”

We thanked him and went back to our sandwiches.

“We lucked out,” David said, chewing hard. “We really lucked out.”

“At first, I thought those boys were weird,” Charlotte said. “But when we came running out of the woods like that, I guess we gave them a good scare.”


After we pigged out, Will led us back outside. The cabins were dark and silent now. Purple embers glowed in the dying campfire.

He pointed the way down the hill to the cabins. “You should have everything you need,” he said. “Sleep tight. See you in the morning.”

We started down the hill. “Wow, this is great,” I muttered.

“Better than sleeping on the ground,” Erin said.

We were passing a dark cabin near the end of the path, when a boy jumped out at us. He wore the camp uniform—white shorts and Camp Evergreen T-shirt. He was short and very skinny, with long dark hair flying wild around his face.

“Shhhhhhh.” He raised a finger to his lips. “Don’t let them see!” he whispered.

“See? See what?” I asked.

He waved us frantically to the side of the cabin. “Hurry. Get over here. My name is Drew. I can’t let them see me.”

“Why? What’s up?” Marty said.

“Are you okay?” Charlotte asked him.

He looked frightened. His eyes were wild. Sweat rolled down his forehead. “Listen to me,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you the truth. I’m the only one who will tell you….”
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“Huh? What are you talking about?” I whispered.

Before Drew could answer, Will stepped onto the path.

He glanced angrily at Drew, then turned quickly to us. “I brought extra blankets,” he said, holding them up to show us. “I’ll take them to your cabins.”

“That boy—” I started to say. “He said—”

I turned to where Drew had been standing. He was gone. Vanished.

“What did he want?” I asked, hurrying to catch up to Will.

Will shrugged. “Beats me. He’s kind of weird. The other boys don’t like him much. They call him Drew the Shmoo. Don’t pay any attention to him.”

He led us to the cabins. They were cleaner and nicer than our cabins at Camp Hawkwood.

We found white shorts and Camp Evergreen T-shirts waiting for us on our bunks. I couldn’t wait to get changed. My clothes were muddy and sweaty and gross. The clean outfit felt so good.

Marty, David, and I slid under the blankets on our bunk beds. “It doesn’t get any better than this,” I muttered. I was asleep a few seconds later.

 

At breakfast the next morning, the other campers were very friendly. As we downed big plates of scrambled eggs with biscuits and bacon, we told them about our canoe trip. About the falls and the trick played on senior campers every year. And about how we hid from Ramos and made him think we crashed our canoes.

“He must be in a total panic!” the boy named Gary said. “He must be so scared, he’s probably sick.”

“Well, he’ll feel better as soon as Uncle Brian phones our camp,” Charlotte said.

I glanced around the mess hall, searching for Uncle Brian. I didn’t see him. I didn’t see that strange kid Drew, either.

After breakfast, Will found us some swimsuits—the girls had theirs on, under their clothes, for the canoe trip—and the five of us joined in the general swim at the lake. Even though it was early in the morning, the water felt warm. We all had a great time.

We had a race across the lake—the five of us versus five of them. They won easily. But we put up a really good race.


The other campers clapped and cheered and shouted as we swam. “Wish we had this kind of spirit at our camp,” Charlotte said to me as we were drying off. “These guys are really into camp!”

We split up after the swim. I joined a volleyball game on the basketball court. I thought my arms would ache after the long canoe trip. But it felt good to stretch and use my muscles.

Mike, another kid on my team, kept staring at my sneakers. As we were rotating sides of the net, he stopped me. “What kind of sneakers are those?” he asked.

“Air Jordans,” I told him.

He made a face. “Air what?”

“You know. Air Jordans,” I said.

“Weird,” Mike said, staring at my sneakers and shaking his head.

“You never heard of them?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah. Of course I have,” Mike replied quickly.

“Hey, Mike—your serve!” a kid yelled.

Mike hurried to his place.

I stared at him for a long while. What was that about? I wondered.

The other guys all wore black-and-white high-tops. I didn’t see any other Air Jordans.

The game ended just before lunch. Our team won—but by only two points.

I followed Mike to the mess hall. Guys were streaming in from all directions. I stopped at the front door to the building and searched for Uncle Brian. I wanted to ask if he had been able to reach anyone at our camp.

Guys trotted past me, eagerly heading in to lunch. “Is there pizza today? I heard there was pizza today,” a chubby, curly-haired boy said excitedly.

Charlotte and Erin appeared. They told me they’d been playing softball.

“Have you seen that boy Drew?” Charlotte asked. “I wanted to ask him about last night.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t seen him all morning. I haven’t seen Uncle Brian, either.”

I followed them in to lunch. The mess hall was serving pizza—little round English muffin pizzas.

David, Marty, and I found a table near the wall. Mike and a guy named Peter were already sitting there. They each had taken five or six pizzas on their trays. Mike had a pizza in each hand.

Before I sat down, I searched the room, checking out each table. “Have you seen that kid Drew?” I asked Mike.

Mike grinned. “You mean Drew the Shmoo? What a weirdo.”

“Have you seen him today?” I repeated, pulling open my can of soda.

Mike frowned. “No. I haven’t run into him.”

“He stopped us last night down by the lake,” Marty said. “He said he wanted to tell us the truth.”

Mike and Peter exchanged glances.


“What do you think he meant?” David asked. “Was it some kind of a joke?”

“Probably,” Peter answered. “Drew the Shmoo is a real whack job. No one knows what he’s talking about.”

Mike swallowed a chunk of pizza. “His head isn’t exactly screwed on tight,” he said. “You can’t believe a word he says.”

“But everyone eats lunch at the same time—right?” I asked. “So why isn’t Drew here?”

Mike and Peter both shrugged. “Beats me,” Mike said. “Maybe he went on a hike or something.”

After lunch came more activities. Marty and I played two-on-two basketball with a couple of Camp Evergreen guys. We had another swim. I joined in a crazy “insect hunt” competition with a bunch of guys.

I didn’t see Drew or Uncle Brian all afternoon. I didn’t see them at dinner, either.

“How you guys doing?” Will came up to our table during dinner. “Everything okay?”

“Great,” Marty replied. “This is a cool camp.”

“Hey—we try!” Will replied.

“Have you heard from our camp?” I asked. “Did Uncle Brian reach them?”

There was a shout across the room. “Food fight! Food fight!” Cheers and laughter echoed off the low wooden rafters.

Will spun away and hurried to break it up.


I turned to my four friends. “Don’t you think it’s a little weird that we haven’t heard anything from our camp?”

David shrugged. “Whatever. I think I like it better here.”

“Yeah. The food is better,” Marty agreed. “And the guys are cooler.”

“I hate these geeky shorts,” Erin complained. “I hate wearing a uniform. I’d like to get back to my real clothes. Besides, this is a boys’ camp!”

Charlotte finished her Coke. “Russell is right,” she said. “Where is Uncle Brian today? Why haven’t we heard anything?”

I shoved my tray away. “I think we should go see him,” I said. “His office is in the lodge behind the mess hall.”

Marty jumped up. “Yeah. Let’s go right now. We can just ask him what’s up.”

“Don’t you want to wait for dessert?” David asked. “I think it’s Rice Krispie treats and ice cream.”

“We’ll come back for dessert,” Marty said. He dragged David up from his chair.

The five of us made our way out of the mess hall.

“Hey, Russell—where are you going?” Mike shouted from a table near the door.

“Back in a minute!” I shouted back.

The sun was nearly down. The sky was purple, streaked with red. A squirrel stood beside the path from the mess hall. It turned and scampered behind the building when it saw us coming.

“There’s no campfire tonight,” Marty said. “What are they doing instead?”

“I think they’re showing a movie,” Charlotte replied.

Walking quickly, we made our way around to the lodge. The mess hall and the lodge were the only large buildings in camp. They were both built to look like old-fashioned log cabins.

We stepped inside. The lights were on, but the building was silent. Three of the four doors were closed. We made our way over the creaking wood floor to the open door.

A hand-printed sign on the door read: FEARLESS LEADER.

“This must be Uncle Brian’s office,” I said.

“Hel-lo?” Charlotte called in. “Hello? Uncle Brian?”

No reply.

All five of us pushed through the narrow doorway into the office. A small desk cluttered with papers nearly filled the room. A box on the floor was filled with tennis balls. On the wall behind the desk was a handwritten chart: COUNSELOR ASSIGNMENTS.

“Not here,” Erin muttered.

I picked up the phone on the desk. “Why don’t we call Camp Hawkwood ourselves?” I said.

“Does anyone know the number?” Erin asked.

“No problem,” I said. “I can dial Information.”


I raised the phone to my ear.

Silence.

I clicked it a few times. Silence. No dial tone.

I felt my throat tighten. “It—it’s dead,” I muttered.

I clicked it a few more times. Then I pulled up the cord. “Whoa—look. It’s not dead. It isn’t plugged in!” I cried.

“Huh?” Erin gasped. “What is going on here?”

I heard a cough. Looked up. And saw Uncle Brian—his big body filling the doorway.
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“Trying to make a call?” he asked. His tiny round black eyes narrowed on me.

“Yes,” I said. “But the phone—it’s…” I held up the cord.

Uncle Brian pushed past us and stepped around his desk. “The phone has been down all day,” he said. “I tried to call out a hundred times. But I couldn’t get a dial tone.”

“But—but it’s unplugged!” I sputtered.

He frowned. “Yeah. I know. I have to admit I lost my temper. After it didn’t work for the hundredth time, I just unplugged it.”

He took the cord from me. With a groan, he bent down and plugged the cord into the wall. “Now let’s try it.”

Uncle Brian raised the phone to his ear. “No. Still not working.” He set the phone down. “This has happened before. It’s so annoying.”

“So I guess that you couldn’t reach our camp,” Charlotte said.

He shook his head. “No. I hope they’re not in a panic over there.” He rubbed his stubbled cheeks. “But they probably are. Five missing kids…”

“We—we’d kind of like to get back,” I said.

Uncle Brian nodded. “Of course. I understand. I’d drive you back myself. But some counselors took the van in to be repaired.”

He shrugged. “We’re kind of stuck. But don’t worry. I’ll keep trying. I’ll send up smoke signals if I have to!”

We all thanked him.

The knot in my throat started to loosen. I instantly felt a lot better.

“You’re all missing dessert,” Uncle Brian said, plopping into his desk chair. “Better get going. We’re having a movie tonight, too.”

He waved us to the door with both hands. “Relax. Lose those worried faces. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll take care of everything.”

We made our way out of the lodge and around to the mess hall. “Maybe we could have Camp Hawkwood send our stuff here,” David suggested. “It’s a much better camp!”

“Uncle Brian is so cool,” Marty added. “Guess that’s why everyone has such a great attitude here.”

We made it back to our table in time for dessert. And then we helped push the tables against the wall. The counselors set up a movie screen and brought in a movie projector and several large reels of film.

They shut off the lights. And we all sat on the floor and watched an old black-and-white comedy movie. It was called Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein.

We laughed and hooted all through it. It was kind of funny. But I wondered why they didn’t show videos like this at our camp.

After the movie, the counselors led everyone in a bunch of camp songs. Some of the songs were the same ones we sing at our camp. So we all joined in.

We were feeling really good when Uncle Brian announced lights-out in fifteen minutes. Everyone scrambled to the mess hall door.

We stepped out into a clear, cool night. A half-moon floated low in the sky. Insects chirped in the trees.

I yawned as I followed David and Marty down the path to our cabin. My legs ached. I suddenly felt really sleepy.

So many activities today, I thought. We usually don’t pack as much in back at our camp.

I could hear Charlotte and Erin laughing about something behind us on the path. David and Marty were acting crazy, slapping each other, talking really fast. They were imitating Abbott and Costello, the two comedians in the movie.

We weren’t paying attention. We must have taken a wrong fork in the path. It grew a lot darker as we wound our way down toward the lake.

Suddenly, we were walking past a wooden fence. It was a very tall fence. The planks rose at least two or three feet above our heads.

I turned to the others. “I think we went the wrong way. Do you remember this fence?”

Before anyone could answer, a low cry rang out. “Can you hear me? Please—help!”

I gasped. The frantic voice came from the other side of the fence.

“Help me. Can anyone hear me? Please!”
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I heard footsteps thudding fast on the path.

“Hey, guys!” Will called, breathing hard. “Did you get lost? Your bunks are back there.” He pointed.

“We heard someone,” I said. “Calling for help.”

“On the other side of this fence,” Marty added.

“Huh?” Will turned and put his hands on the wooden planks. “Anyone back there?” he called. “Who’s there?”

Silence.

Will turned back to us. “No one there,” he said. “Are you guys pulling my leg or something? This is just a retaining wall. There’s nothing but woods behind it.”

“We’re not joking,” Charlotte told him. “We really did hear a boy. He was calling for help.”

Will glanced back at the fence. “Well, where is he now? I don’t hear anything. You guys are just overtired. You’re hearing things.”

He gave Marty and me a playful shove. “Let’s go, everyone. Lights-out in ten minutes.”

He led the way back up the path to our bunks. We dropped off Charlotte and Erin at the first cabin. Then we followed him to our cabin a few yards away.

I waited until I was sure Will had left. Then I turned to Marty and David. “Don’t get undressed,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I think we should go back to that fence.”

“Yeah. Let’s do it,” Marty agreed. “Will was wrong. We weren’t hearing things. That was a real boy calling for help.”

“Why didn’t Will go around to the other side of the fence and check it out?” I asked.

“And why did he hurry us away from there so fast?” David added.

I poked my head out the cabin door. No one around. The coast was clear.

The three of us crept to the girls’ cabin. They were already at the door. “Back to the fence?” Charlotte whispered.

I nodded.

We made our way through the darkness to the path. The chirping insects suddenly grew silent. I could hear voices and laughter from the cabins in the center of camp. But we couldn’t see them from down here by the lake.

I heard the scrape of tiny footsteps. Leaves crackled. Some kind of animal scampered by our feet.

The path curved up beneath low, leafy trees.


My heart started to pound as the tall fence came into view, gray against the black night. I stepped up to the fence and brought my face close to the wooden planks. The others huddled close around me.

“Anyone here?” My voice came out in a whisper.

Silence.

I could hear the plink plink of lake water splashing against the small dock.

“Anyone here?” I repeated.

And then I heard the whispered reply. “Help me. Please—hurry!”

The fence stretched for only ten or twelve yards. I pushed myself away from it. Turned and ran to the end. My friends were close behind.

I stepped off the path. Squeezed behind the fence.

And let out a startled cry.
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A shaft of pale moonlight washed over a tiny shed. And in the faint beam of light, I recognized Drew.

His head poked out through a tiny window, his dark hair ruffling in the breeze. He raised his eyes to me and again repeated his plea. “I’m locked in. Help me. Hurry. You’ve got to hurry.”

“Russell—what is going on?” Charlotte appeared beside me, and the others followed.

“It’s Drew,” I said. “I—I don’t believe this! He’s been locked in this tiny shed!”

“Oh, wow,” Erin muttered. Her eyes went wide with shock.

Drew banged his fists on the walls inside. “Help me. I’ve been in here all day.”

“But—but why?” I sputtered.

“Why are you in there?” Erin demanded. “Who locked you in there?”

“That counselor Will. He’s Uncle Brian’s buddy. Will heard me yesterday when I said I’d tell you the truth. He and Uncle Brian grabbed me late last night. They dragged me from my bunk and locked me in here.”

“But—that’s crazy! Why?” Charlotte demanded.

“They don’t want me to talk to you,” Drew said, his voice hoarse and frantic. “They didn’t think anyone would come down here. They figured they could keep me hidden here—until it was too late. Too late for you.”

Marty grabbed my shoulder. “This kid isn’t making any sense,” he said. “I think we should leave him here.”

“No!” Drew screamed. “I’m making sense. I’m not crazy! You don’t know the danger you’re in. You’ve got to listen to me.”

I squinted at Drew through the pale light. His eyes were wild. He was spitting as he talked.

“The other guys say he’s crazy,” I whispered to my friends. “And he looks kind of…dangerous.”

“What if he isn’t crazy?” Charlotte whispered. “What if he’s trying to help us?”

“Help us do what?” Erin asked. She turned back to Drew. “What is this about? Tell us!”

“I can’t,” Drew replied breathlessly. “There is no time. We have to get away from this camp. Listen to me. The danger is real. After we get away from here, I promise—I’ll explain everything.”

“We’re leaving this camp tomorrow,” Charlotte told Drew. “Uncle Brian promised us—”

“He’s a liar!” Drew cried. “Believe me. He’s not your friend.”

“That’s not true,” Marty insisted. “He’s been trying to call our camp all day. He—”

“On what phone?” Drew demanded. “That phone in his office is a fake. Did you see any phone lines out here? No. There are no lines. His phone isn’t hooked up to anything.”

“But—” I started to object. My words caught in my throat. Was Drew telling the truth?”

Drew slammed his hands against the inside of the shed once more. The thin walls shook. “Listen to me! Uncle Brian is not going to let you leave,” he said. “He is going to keep you prisoner here forever—like all of us.”

“Prisoner?” David cried. “Are you totally nuts?”

Drew pushed his head farther out the tiny square window. “I’m telling the truth,” he rasped. “Let me out. I’ll help you escape. We’ll help each other get away from this place. And then I’ll explain the danger. I promise. Hurry! They’ll be coming. Please—hurry!”

I studied Drew’s face, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth. But I saw only fear there.

I believe him, I decided.

He’s telling the truth about Uncle Brian.

If Uncle Brian was such a good guy, why did he have Drew locked up? What kind of a man would lock a kid in a tiny shed for an entire day?

“Let’s do it,” I whispered to my friends. “He’s telling the truth. Let’s get him out of there.”

I started to walk to the shed door. But Marty grabbed me and pulled me back. “No—wait,” he pleaded. “This kid is lying, Russell.”

“Then why did they lock him up in there?” Charlotte asked.

“I—I don’t know,” Marty answered. “But if we let him out…who knows what he’ll do?”

“I’m telling the truth!” Drew insisted, frantically pounding the shed wall. “You’ll be prisoners forever. You’ll never see your families again—like us. You’ll never leave this camp. Please—”

Charlotte shuddered. “I believe him,” she said.

“So do I,” David added softly.

I stepped up to the shed door. “Okay. Let’s get him out.”
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A metal combination lock dangled from the shed door. I took out my plastic lighter and held the flame close to the lock to see it better.

“It is all rusted,” I told my friends. “Maybe we can just tug it loose.”

“Let me try,” Marty said, pushing me aside. “I’m stronger than you.”

He bent down and wrapped both hands tightly around the lock. Then, with a loud grunt, he pulled down with all his strength.

“Whoa!” Marty stumbled back as the lock broke loose with a loud crack. I caught him and helped him regain his balance.

The shed door swung open and Drew burst out. “Yesss!” He pumped both fists above his head in triumph.

Then he gazed past us, up the path toward the center of the camp. “Let’s go,” he whispered. “The counselors will be down here soon.”


He brushed his black hair out of his eyes. Then he spun around and took off, following the path to the lake.

“Hey—wait up!” I called. My friends and I ran after him.

“Where are we going?” Charlotte asked.

“We’ll keep to the lake,” Drew called back. “Then once we’re away from the camp, we’ll cut through the woods. We have to get to the river.”

“Huh? We’re heading back to the river?” I asked.

Drew didn’t slow down. He pushed through a thick bramble of bushes, keeping low, running full speed. “We won’t be safe until we get to the other side of the river,” he called breathlessly.

Charlotte ran up beside me. “That doesn’t make any sense,” she whispered. “Why will we be safe on the other side?”

I shrugged. Maybe Drew is crazy, I thought. I ducked to keep from hitting my head on a low tree branch.

The path curved along the lakeshore. The water lapped softly, ripples shimmering under the pale moonlight.

Charlotte picked up speed to catch up to Drew. “Can’t you explain why we’re doing this?” she demanded.

“No time,” Drew muttered, gasping for breath. He kept glancing back, his face tight with fear. “They’ll be coming after us.”


He turned into the woods. “Hey—!” He tripped over a fallen tree branch. Ducked his head. Pushed through a tangle of weeds. And kept running.

“Wait up!” Marty shouted. “I don’t want to do this. This is crazy!”

“Yeah—hold on a minute!” David rasped, breathing hard.

Drew stopped and spun around. His eyes were wild. His hair flew around his face. “Shut up!” he screamed. “Just shut up!”

“Whoa. Wait a minute—” Erin called.

Drew’s chest heaved up and down. He sucked in breath after breath. “Just shut up!” he screeched. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing!”

He started running again, lowering his shoulder like a football lineman, pushing a path through the tangled woods.

My head throbbed as I followed him. Was this a mistake? Was it? The question kept repeating in my mind.

Where was he leading us?

A few minutes later, we heard the drums.

Thrum thrum…thrum thrum…

The steady rhythm of the Indian drums. Closer this time. Close and all around us.

“Where is it coming from?” Charlotte asked. “Who is doing it?”

Thrum thrum…thrum…

Drew didn’t seem to hear it. He shoved a tree limb with both hands and slipped past it.

The thud of the drums grew louder. It pounded in my ears.

So close…

And then up ahead, I saw a shimmering shadow figure float out from behind a tilted tree.

I blinked. My mouth dropped open.

The figure floated up like a wisp of fog.

And then another shadowy form floated beside it. The two figures sailed forward. Shimmering, twisting into different shapes.

A third figure sailed up from the ground. Four of them…five.

We stopped running. And gaped in horror as the figures shifted and changed.

Charlotte grabbed my arm. “They…look human!” she gasped.

“No—not human,” Erin whispered, hands pressed against her face. “They’re animals!”

The drums pounded. The steady thuds rang out through the trees.

“Black panthers,” I muttered, staring at the shifting shapes floating around us. “They look like big cats.”

But they walked on two legs now.

Circled us, floating through the trees, shimmering shadow figures. And the drums beat…beat…beat….

“Keep going!” Drew shrieked, unable to hide his panic. “Don’t let them stop us!”

But the shadow figures floated up, rose up over us. Rose up in rhythm to the drums.

And then sank down…so silently…. But so heavily. The blackness so heavy, so suffocating…as they spread over us, covering us in darkness.
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And then we were moving through the blackness. Pushed and guided. Forced through the woods. The drums—the steady, frightening drums—pounding in our ears.

“I…can’t see a thing!” I heard Erin cry.

“Where are we going?” David’s muffled voice seemed so far away.

We were walking over weeds and through the thick bushes. Pushed through the woods. And then I heard the gentle lapping of lake water.

I blinked hard. Struggled to see. But the shadowy forms covered us like heavy blankets.

When they lifted, we all let out startled cries.

“No!” Drew was the first to find his voice. He opened his mouth in an angry cry—

—as Uncle Brian rose up in front of us.

The shimmering, dark forms had vanished. They had brought us back to the center of camp.

And now we huddled close together as Uncle Brian—his camp T-shirt stretched tight over his big frame—glared angrily at us.

Behind him, several grim-faced counselors stood in a line. Their eyes were alert. Their bodies tensed, as if expecting a fight.

I turned and saw the other campers crowded behind us. Their faces were angry. They muttered quietly to each other.

“Drew the Shmoo!” a boy shouted.

“Get him! Get him!” another camper urged.

And then someone heaved a rock. It hit Drew in the back. He cried out and staggered forward, almost falling into Uncle Brian.

The campers cheered gleefully.

Why are they so angry at Drew? I wondered. What is going on here?

With a growl, Drew reached down to pick up the rock. He pulled back his arm to heave it at the cheering campers.

But the counselors quickly surrounded him. They grabbed the rock away. Two counselors gripped Drew tightly by the shoulders.

He tried to squirm free. But they held him in place.

Uncle Brian scowled at Drew, his tiny black eyes cold and angry. “If you think you’ve seen trouble before…” he rasped. “You haven’t seen anything yet!”

I glanced at Charlotte. She was trembling, biting her bottom lip. I knew we were both thinking the same thing: Drew told the truth. Uncle Brian is evil.

A chill rolled down my body. What was going to happen to us now?

“Drew, listen to me.” Uncle Brian said. “You know what you have done. You know it cannot be allowed.”

Drew furiously struggled to twist free from the counselors who held him. “I hate you! I hate you all!” he screamed. He spit at Uncle Brian but missed.

Uncle Brian stood his ground. His scowl grew even angrier. “Do you think we can allow you to break the rules?” he boomed, glaring at Drew. “Did you really think you could get away with this?”

“I don’t care!” Drew screamed. “I hate you! You’ve all been so horrible to me. Just because I’m not like you. Just because I hate this camp!”

With a desperate lunge, he broke free. He ducked past the counselors and started to run.

But Uncle Brian moved with surprising speed. He leaped at Drew and tackled him to the ground.

Will helped Uncle Brian to his feet. Three other counselors held on to Drew.

“I don’t care! I don’t care!” Drew wailed. “I want this to end. I want it all to end! I don’t care what happens to any of us!”

“Hold him tight!” Uncle Brian ordered breathlessly. He clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. “I’ll deal with him in a minute.”


The counselors dragged Drew away from Uncle Brian. They backed him up against a tall stack of canvas tents.

Behind us, the campers cheered and hooted.

“Okay, break it up,” Uncle Brian shouted. He waved them away. “The fun and games are over. Everything is okay now. Back to your cabins. Go!”

Still laughing and cheering, the boys spread out, making their way to their bunks.

As I watched them leave, a wave of fear swept over me. We were alone with Uncle Brian now. What was he going to do to us?

Was he going to lock us up with Drew?

Drew told the truth, I realized. Drew tried to warn us that we were in terrible danger.

We had finally listened to him—too late. What were the shadowy forms that captured us? Who was playing the Indian drums that pounded so close while we were covered in blackness?

It was all too puzzling, too frightening. My head spun.

I gazed up to find Uncle Brian stomping toward us, his fists swinging at his sides. “Now it’s your turn,” he boomed.

I took a deep breath. I forced myself to speak. “Tell us. What is going on here?” I choked out. “Are you really holding all of these campers prisoner?”

Uncle Brian narrowed his eyes coldly at me. “Yes,” he replied. “I am.”
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I gasped.

“You can’t do this!” Charlotte screamed.

Uncle Brian raised a hand to silence her. “I should explain,” he said, lowering his voice. “The campers are not exactly prisoners. We’re all prisoners, in a way.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my voice shrill and trembling.

Uncle Brian crossed his beefy arms in front of him. “It’s sort of a long story,” he said, sighing.

“He won’t tell you the truth!” Drew shouted from behind us. He had three counselors holding him in place.

“Yes, I will,” Uncle Brian said. “It started a long time ago, many years before Camp Evergreen was built. This had been Native American land for hundreds of years. When the natives were forced to leave, they left spirits behind. Spirits to protect the land.”


The drums, I thought. The drums we heard…. Were they played by Native American spirits? Was it possible?

“No one knew it at the time,” Uncle Brian continued. “But Camp Evergreen was built on their sacred grounds. Twenty-five years ago, when we all arrived to start camp for the first year, we had frightening visitors.”

Behind us, Drew let out an angry cry. “Do I really have to hear this again?”

“Yes, I want you to hear it,” Uncle Brian replied sharply. He turned back to us. “Angry spirits came out of the woods. They covered the camp in shadow. They planned to murder us all—campers and counselors. And take back the land they were there to protect. But I made a deal with them to keep us alive.”

“A deal?” I asked. “A deal with the angry spirits?”

He nodded solemnly. “Yes. Try to understand. The spirits cast a powerful spell on us. Under the spell, Camp Evergreen disappears—except for two days a year. For most of the year, all of us—all of us—sleep a deep sleep.

“We wake up when our two days come around,” he continued. “We’re not any older. We all enjoy two wonderful days of summer camp. We eat all we want, and play sports, and enjoy the outdoors. We don’t even feel as if we’ve been asleep for three hundred sixty-three days.”


My friends and I stared at Uncle Brian in silence. Could he be telling the truth? I glanced behind us and saw Drew squirming uncomfortably, a scowl on his face.

“The spirits allow us to live,” Uncle Brian continued, “as long as we follow two rules. One, we must keep the land untouched. As clean and perfect as when we found it.”

He sighed. “The second rule is that we all must stay. If anyone leaves the camp and tries to return to the real world, the spell will be broken. We will all disappear forever.”

Uncle Brian turned and glared at Drew. “Everyone here loves Camp Evergreen. Everyone loves being able to go to summer camp forever. We all are willing to follow the rules of the spirits. Everyone but Drew.”

“I never wanted to go to camp in the first place!” Drew cried. “My parents forced me!”

“We knew Drew would try to escape,” Uncle Brian said, turning back to us. “That’s why we locked him up when you arrived. We have to stay together. We can’t let anyone leave. Do you understand? Do you kids understand what you almost did by helping Drew escape?”

“We—we almost killed everyone!” Charlotte murmured.

Uncle Brian nodded. “Yes. You didn’t know what you were doing. But if you had gotten away we would have all perished.”


A thought flashed into my mind. A frightening thought. My throat tightened. I took a deep breath. “Uncle Brian,” I said softly. “Does this mean that my friends and I will never leave?”
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A strong gust of wind burst through the campgrounds. In the woods around the camp, the trees creaked and bent.

Uncle Brian raised his eyes to the gray sky. I could see a pale line of pink through the tops of the trees.

“It’s almost dawn,” he said. “In a short while, Camp Evergreen will vanish for another year.”

“And will we vanish with it?” I demanded.

Uncle Brian nodded his head sadly. “Yes,” he whispered.

I swallowed. “And we’ll sleep three hundred sixty-three days a year? And be trapped here forever?”

Uncle Brian nodded again. “I can’t let you go. I can’t take the chance that you will tell someone about us. If you say one word, we will all die. All of us.”

I glanced at my friends. “We’ll take a solemn oath,” I said. “We’ll swear on our lives, on the lives of the Native American spirits. Never to tell.”

Uncle Brian stared hard at us. “I’m sorry. I cannot allow it. I don’t know you well enough. I have no choice.”

“Please—” I said. My friends joined me, begging with him to let us go.

Uncle Brian raised his eyes to the sky again. “Dawn is almost here. Time for us to go back to sleep.”

“Nooooooooo!” Drew’s deafening howl of protest made me jump.

“No! I won’t! I won’t do this anymore!” he wailed.

And with a cry, he burst free from the counselors. He leaped forward and grabbed me from behind.

“Hey—!” I cried out in surprise. “What are you doing?”

I tried to wrestle free. But he tightened his arms around my waist and wouldn’t let go.

I quickly realized Drew’s desperate plan.

I felt him jam his hand into my pocket. He pulled out my plastic lighter. Then he gave me a hard shove and sent me stumbling forward into my friends.

“Drew—stop!” Uncle Brian ordered.

Too late.

Drew had the lighter flame high. He swung his hand—and set a shrub on fire.

It took only a couple of seconds for the shrub to burst into flames. The flames rose high. And lapped at the side of a cabin.

“Stop him!” Uncle Brian screamed.

Drew’s wild eyes reflected the dancing flames. “Let it burn!” he cried. “Let it all burn!”
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The flames leaped high off the shrub and licked at the cabin wall.

His dark eyes wild, Drew tossed back his head and screamed again. “Let it burn! Let it burn!”

If the camp burned, the sacred ground would be ruined. The bargain with the spirits would be ended. All of us would die.

I didn’t wait to think about it. “Hurry! Help me!” I shouted to my friends.

I grabbed a canvas tent off the top of the stack. I tugged it free and spread it open.

Marty and Charlotte grabbed the other end. “We’ve got to work fast—before it spreads!” I shouted. I pulled the tent to the shrub.

We tossed the canvas over the shrub. Pulled it down over the fire.

The flames danced out around the edges of the tent. I pulled the canvas tighter.

Smothered the fire. Smothered it.


“Yesss!”

Thick, sour smoke sizzled up from under the canvas. But the fire was out.

Choking on the black smoke, Charlotte, Marty, and I staggered back.

“Thank you. Thank you!” I heard Uncle Brian exclaiming.

My chest burned. Tears ran from my eyes. I sucked in breath after breath, trying to clear my lungs.

When I looked up, Uncle Brian appeared to be fading. I could see the cabin and the stack of tents right through his body!

And then the cabins and trees, the faces of the counselors, Uncle Brian, Drew, the ground itself—they all began to shimmer, as if made of glass.

“Run to the river,” Uncle Brian called. His voice sounded muffled now, already far away.

I could see the pink sky through him. As he faded from view, he seemed to be blending in with the sky.

“To the river,” he called. “You saved us—so I’m letting you go. Keep your promise. Keep our secret. Hurry. You must go down the falls to return to your lives.”

The falls? But there are no falls, I thought.

“Come on—run!” I felt Charlotte pulling me away.

The five of us started to run, our shoes thudding over the hard ground. After a few seconds, I turned back.


And stared at a black cloud. A heavy mist washed over the camp. Over Uncle Brian and the counselors, over the buildings, the lake, and the trees.

A few seconds later, the mist floated away.

The camp and everyone and everything in it had vanished. The woods stood dark and silent.

My friends and I didn’t speak. We stared in amazement at the dark, empty spot. My whole body trembled. I forced myself to turn away.

And then, without saying a word, the five of us were running. Running full speed through the trees. Jumping over fallen branches and upraised roots. Pushing through tangles of tall shrubs and weeds.

Thrum…thrum thrum…

The drums, soft and distant, started their steady beat as we ran. And we heard the chant of low voices all around us.

Were the voices saying good-bye? Or warning us that we were doomed?

The sky brightened from gray to pink. The ground shimmered under a heavy morning dew.

We ran silently, as if in a dream, as if floating to the river. And when we heard the soft trickle of the water when the river came into view…we gasped in shock.

A roar of thunder greeted us.

No. Louder than thunder. An endless roar.

I turned to the sound—and let out a cry as I saw the falls.


A steep wall of raging white water. Straight down. Straight down from a high rock cliff. Sweeping straight down with such force that curtains of water and mist shot off in all directions, so thick they cut off the sun.

“The falls!” I screamed. “They’re here! They’re really here!”

Had it been here all along, hidden by the ghostly camp?

Charlotte grabbed my arm. “But we can’t ride down that!” she yelled. “It—it’s too steep!”

“It’s impossible!” Marty agreed, shaking his head.

“It’s straight down!” David shouted. “We’ll be killed!”

“We don’t even have life jackets!” Erin cried.

Standing near the shore, we were soaked by spray off the plunging falls. Erin wiped water from her face. Her eyes were wide with terror.

“How do we get up to the top?” Erin cried. “Maybe we could just cross the river down here.”

“No. We have to do it!” I shouted, shielding my eyes as I stared at the raging white wall of water. “We have no choice. Uncle Brian said we have to ride the falls to return to our lives.”

“But we don’t have canoes!” Marty shouted.

“We have to climb up there!” Charlotte cried. “Russell is right. We have to try!”

Marty shouted something. But I couldn’t hear a thing over the roar of the falls.


Huddling together, we followed the shoreline. The rocky ground was wet and slippery. Spray from the falls filled the air with steam. The trees dripped water as we hurried beneath them.

The ground sloped up sharply. We leaned forward, forcing ourselves to climb. My legs ached. My chest throbbed with pain.

Soon, the roar of the falls was behind us. A narrow dirt path curved through the trees. We lost sight of the river, but we continued to climb.

“Where is it taking us?” Erin asked breathlessly.

I struggled to catch my breath. “I hope we’re not lost in the woods again.”

The path curved again—and the trees opened to reveal the river. White-capped waves bounced in a wide channel.

I knew at once where we were. We had climbed to the top. We were staring at the rapids that led to the falls.

We stumbled to the river edge. My eyes searched the rocky shore.

Yes! Yes!

Our canoes!

Were they right where we left them? Had they been there all along?

Waves tossed high in the rapids. White spray flew up from the waves as they slapped hard against the jutting black rocks.

I was drenched by the time I reached the canoes. I grabbed paddles. Turned and saw David already pushing a canoe toward the water.

He shouted something, but I couldn’t hear.

A high wave crashed over us, rocking the empty canoes.

We’re not going to make it, I thought, staring toward the steep wall of raging water. No one could survive it!

My ears rang from the roar of the plunging water.

Charlotte and David were already in one canoe. Swinging my paddle over the side, I climbed in and took my place between them.

I turned and saw Marty pulling Erin into the other canoe. Her face was twisted in terror. She didn’t want to go.

He was shouting, pleading with her. Finally, she dropped into the front of the canoe, her eyes shut, her whole body tensed against the rocking waters.

A moment later, we were in the water, tossed from wave to wave. “Ohhhh!” I let out a cry as the paddle flew from my hand.

I watched it smack against a rock. Then bob in the tossing water until it went flying over the falls.

Our canoe went into a hard spin. Then rose high on a white-water swell. “The paddles are useless!” I screamed.

I didn’t know if anyone heard me.

A second later, I was screaming. Screaming louder than I’d ever screamed in my life.


But I couldn’t hear it. I couldn’t hear my own scream. The raging explosion of water drowned out all other sound.

The canoe tilted forward—then down.

I tried to pull back. But my body jerked forward. I felt myself lift off the seat.

Felt myself start to fly. Fly from the canoe.

But then I hit back down hard.

And fell with the canoe…plunging faster than a roller-coaster car…

My scream burst from my throat as the canoe shot straight down. And then my breath cut off in a rush of freezing white water.

I heard the smaaaack of the canoe.

I flew up again. My arms shot up as if trying to grab the sky.

And then I tumbled forward. Out of the canoe.

I saw Charlotte flying, too. Her mouth open in a silent scream of horror.

We hit the water at the same time. The slap took my breath away. Sent a raging stream of pain shooting through my body.

The powerful current pulled me down—so hard I couldn’t raise my arms or kick my feet. The pain swept over me…

Down…deeper into the dark, swirling water.

Drowning…I knew I was drowning.

The force pulled me, pulled me deeper…deeper.

Battered one direction, then the next.


Like a rag, I thought.

It’s snapping me around like a limp rag.

I’m not strong enough to fight it.

The falls defeated us, I knew.

We drowned here.

We vanished. Like the others.
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Around me, the water bubbled. It chugged like steam. Wave after powerful wave beat against me.

My chest began to burn. I knew I had only seconds left.

The water tossed me hard against a rock. I gazed up at the churning surface—miles above me.

I shut my eyes.

Waited…waited for the water to fill my lungs…

Waited…

And felt myself lifted.

Felt a powerful force raising me, pushing me up through the tossing water.

I opened my eyes and gazed around.

No one. No one there.

But it felt as if strong arms were lifting me, raising me to the surface.

And in my mind, I heard a voice. A low, soft voice whispering to me: “You saved our land from fire. Now we shall rescue you and your friends.”


The spirits?

I burst up to the surface. Gasping and choking. My lungs burning. My chest ready to explode.

And felt the powerful force lift me…lift me over the water.

I was flying. Flying above the tossing, slapping waves.

Still gasping, still struggling to catch my breath, I landed gently on the shore. I turned and saw the others, flying above the river, carried by powerful, invisible arms.

Spirit arms.

And then, soaked and shivering, we were hugging each other. And shouting. Shouting to prove we were alive. Shouting over the roar of the falls that we had defeated, over the steady drumbeats, the heartbeat of the forest.

 

Back to camp.

A herd of campers stampeding toward us. They greeted us with a thousand questions.

“How are you? Are you okay?”

“How did you get back?”

“How was Forbidden Falls?”

“We’re going next year. What was it like?”

I glanced at my friends, then turned back to the eager faces.

“Forbidden Falls? It’s nothing,” I said. “Really. A piece of cake.”









Take a look at what’s ahead in
 THE NIGHTMARE ROOM
 Thrillogy #1
 Fear Games




The sun had gone down, but the air was still steamy and hot. Insects chittered in the trees. A tiny sliver of a moon floated just above the swaying palm trees.

April met her teammates after dinner in front of the meeting hall. Backpacks bulged on their backs. Kristen tilted a bottle of water to her mouth.

Anthony raised the beam of light from his flashlight to April’s face. “You ready?”

April nodded. She tugged her flashlight from her backpack. She gazed around the empty camp. The other two teams had gathered near the ocean.

“I have to tell you something,” April whispered. “I think Marks did something to Josh.”

Anthony rolled his eyes. “Here she goes again,” he muttered.

“April, what are you talking about?” Kristen asked sharply.

“Josh and I had a plan,” April replied, glancing around again to make sure Marks wasn’t around to hear her. “To go exploring. Because we both thought there is something strange on this island. Maybe someone else living here.”

“Maybe the island is haunted!” Anthony sneered. He let out an evil movie laugh.

Marlin shook his head. “You’re definitely weird,” he told April.

“I’m not making this up,” April insisted. “Marks overheard Josh and me making our plan. And today, Josh is gone. Just like that.”

“Josh got sick last night,” Marlin said. “They announced it at breakfast. Stop trying to cause trouble, April.”

“Yeah. We have to get behind these Life Games. Maybe you don’t care about it, but we all want to win the competitions,” Kristen said.

“And the money,” Anthony added. “And we don’t need you messing up our chances.”

“Okay, okay. Let’s all lighten up on April,” Marlin said. He turned to her. “No more crazy talk, okay? Are you ready to start the night hike?”

April saw that they weren’t going to believe her. They didn’t care. All three of them cared only about winning the competition.

They began walking away from the camp, following the sandy path that led into the forest. Under the low trees, the pale moonlight disappeared. The only light came from the beams of their flashlights ahead of them on the forest floor.

“This path leads to the rock caves near the shore,” Marlin said. He and Anthony walked side by side, bumping each other as they walked. Kristen followed them, swinging her light over the smooth tree trunks.

April walked a few yards behind Kristen. She felt alert, excited. Over the steady chirping of insects, she heard the low warble of birds in the trees.

If only she could stop thinking about Josh…

“I don’t know if the path goes all the way to the other side of the island,” Marlin said. “We’ll have to see when we get there.”

“Well, we can’t follow the shore. It’s too rocky,” Kristen said. “We have to reach Rick and Abby at the little dock by going through the trees.”

“Finding our way back will be the hard part,” Anthony added. “We’ll be completely on the other side of the island.”

“No problem!” Marlin exclaimed. April watched him tug something from his pack. A long, silvery blade glinted in the light of Kristen’s flashlight.

“A machete!” Anthony exclaimed.

“That’s pretty scary looking, Marlin. What are you going to do with that?” Kristen demanded.

Marlin grinned. He made wide chopping motions with the big knife. “Kung Fu Warrior!” he cried.

“Hey—watch out!” Kristen stepped back.

Marlin lowered the machete. “This will help us find our way back,” he said. “I’m going to mark the path.”

He stepped up to the narrow trunk of a palm tree. He pulled the machete back, then swung the blade hard into the soft wood. Choppp.

April stepped up beside her teammates and squinted into the light to examine the trunk. The machete blade had sliced a narrow groove, about an inch deep.

Marlin led the way deeper into the forest. Every few paces he stopped and swung the machete. Choppp. Another slice mark in the side of a tree.

“We’ll follow the cuts home,” Marlin said. “We’ll be back at the village while the other two teams are wandering around lost, calling for their mommies.” He laughed and swung the blade.

Choppp.

“Cool!” Anthony declared. “Totally cool.”

The path curved toward the shore. April could hear the waves washing against the rocks. They all stopped as a lizard was caught in the circle of light from Anthony’s flashlight.

The lizard froze and stared up at them, its round, black eyes reflecting the light.

“Ugly little guy,” Anthony said. He raised his boot. “Should I crush him?”

“No way!” Kristen cried, pulling Anthony back. “Let him go!”

“I don’t think he’s ugly. I think he’s cute,” April said.

“Takes one to know one!” Anthony replied nastily.

“Be careful, Anthony,” Kristen warned. “Or April will use her powers and turn you into a lizard!”

“That’s not funny!” April cried angrily. “Stop joking about that, Kristen. I told you, I don’t have any powers!”

The lizard suddenly came to its senses and scampered into some thick fern leaves. The path ended at the edge of the trees. Marlin made one more chop mark, then led the way out of the forest, toward the rock caves.

April suddenly felt a chill run down her back. Josh and I were going to explore those caves this morning, she thought. Did Marks really drag Josh away in the middle of the night?

What is Marks afraid of?

The blue rocks—so cold, so eerily cold all the time—were creepy during the daytime. At night, they glowed softly under the moonlight.

As April approached them, the shimmering light made them appear to pulse, to throb—as if they were alive!

She blinked. Stop thinking crazy thoughts, she scolded herself. She hurried across the wet, sandy ground to catch up to the others.

“Wait up,” she called. And then, as she stepped up beside them, April let out a cry.

A shudder of fear shook her body. She grabbed Marlin’s arm. “Stop!” she uttered, her voice shrill with terror. “Stop! Do you hear it? Voices!”

April pointed. “Voices! From that cave!”


The others stopped. Kristen gasped. The flashlight slipped from Anthony’s hand. Listening hard, he made no attempt to pick it up.

Marlin was the first to laugh.

“April, you jerk,” he muttered.

April realized she was gripping his arm. She let go and backed away. “Huh?”

“Of course you hear voices,” Marlin said, rolling his eyes. “It’s the kids on the other team.”

April let out a long whoosh of air. “Oh, wow. Sorry.”

She recognized Dolores from her long, blond hair. Dolores was climbing on a sloping rock hill with her three teammates.

April took a deep breath. Get it together, she instructed herself. Get it together—now.

I’m letting my imagination run away with me, April decided. I’ve got to shape up. I’ve got to relax and try to enjoy my two weeks here.

I’ve got to show my teammates that I’m not crazy.

The three teams were not supposed to explore together. So Marlin turned away from the caves, and led the way back into the trees.

Kristen and Anthony were talking together, still laughing about April’s voices. “Listen, guys—I said I was sorry,” April said. “I’ll shut up. I promise. I won’t say another word the rest of the night.”

“That’s okay,” Marlin said. “Come on, everyone. Let’s try to be a real team. It’s going to be a long night. Let’s have some fun!”

He swung the machete—choppp—and made another slice mark in the smooth trunk of a tree.

“Hey, let me try that!” Anthony said. He grabbed the big knife from Marlin’s hands.

“Watch out—” Marlin cried.

Anthony swung the blade into a tree. Choppp. “Cool!” he cried. He pulled the blade back—and swung again. This time, he made an even deeper cut below the first cut.

“Hey—you’re hurting the tree!” Kristen protested.

She grabbed the handle of the machete and tried to tug it away from Anthony. The two of them wrestled with it until Marlin stepped up and took it away from them.

“Just one cut in a tree,” Marlin said. “It’s not for fun. It’s so we can get back.”

“Where are we?” April asked.

The leaves overhead had grown thicker until they blocked the sky from view. The pale moonlight couldn’t break through the thick tangle of trees.

It’s much darker here, April realized. And quiet. The insects had suddenly stopped chirping. April listened for the wash of the ocean waves on the shore. Silence.

“We must be somewhere in the middle of the island,” Marlin said. “If we just keep going straight…”

“But the path ends here,” Kristen said. She swept her flashlight over the trees. “Which way is straight?”


“We have to keep going north,” Marlin said. He pulled off his baseball cap and wiped his forehead with his hand. “Man, it’s hot tonight. Wish we could go for a swim.”

“Which way is the ocean?” April asked. “I—I’m all turned around.”

“I brought a compass,” Anthony said, pulling off his pack. “It’s supposed to point towards the north, right?” He squatted down and unzipped the pack.

Kristen leaned over Anthony and held her light on the pack while he searched through it. He pulled out a water bottle and took a long drink.

“Take your time,” Marlin said sarcastically. “We’re only lost here in the middle of the island.”

“Don’t worry. The other teams are probably even more lost,” Anthony said. “Hey—here it is.”

He pulled out a round object on a leather strap. “My grandfather gave me this compass when he came back from Alaska. He was a gold prospector in the Yukon and—”

“Save the family history for later,” Kristen said. She shone her light on the compass. “Well? Which way do we go? Which way is north?”

Anthony squinted hard at the compass dial. He turned it in his hand. Then he turned it again.

Suddenly, he jumped to his feet. “Whoa! I don’t believe this!”

He held the compass up so the others could see. April squeezed between Marlin and Kristen to get a good look at it.

Inside the dial, the arrow was spinning. Spinning rapidly, round and round.

“That’s impossible!” Anthony cried. “Why is it doing that?”

“Because it’s broken,” Marlin said, frowning.

“A compass can’t break,” Anthony cried. “It’s magnetic. That’s all. It’s just a magnet. What would make it spin like that?”

April stared at the spinning arrow. It looked like one of those crazy clocks in cartoons.

“Put it away,” Marlin muttered. He wiped sweat off his forehead again. “Ow!” He slapped his neck. “Did anyone bring mosquito spray?”

“What time is it?” Kristen asked.

Marlin shone his flashlight onto his wristwatch. He squinted at the watch for a long time. “You’re not going to believe this,” he whispered.

He shook his wrist hard and stared at the watch again. “It—it stopped,” he said. “It stopped at seven-oh-two.”

April raised her watch to the light—and let out a gasp. “Mine too!” she cried. “Look. It stopped at seven-oh-two.”

“Weird,” Kristen muttered. “First the compass, then the watches. That’s totally weird.”

“You’re starting to sound like April,” Anthony told her. “Maybe it was…WITCHCRAFT!” He gave his spooky, evil laugh again.


“Let’s find the ocean,” April suggested. “If we keep the ocean on our left, we’ll be heading in the right direction.”

“Then we have to go this way,” Marlin said. He turned to the left and made his way towards the trees.

“No—wait!” Anthony zipped up his pack, flung it onto his shoulder, and ran after Marlin. “You’re all turned around. We want to go that way!” He pointed to the right.

“I think Anthony is right,” Kristen said. “Because we came through those trees over there—remember?” She pointed behind her.

April swept her flashlight beam over the ground. “Where is the path? If we could see where the path ended…”

“No, that’s no help!” Kristen cried. “We came through those trees over there. I know we did.”

All four of them began talking at once.

“Whoa! Hold it! Hold it!” Marlin shouted finally. He raised the machete high over his head.

April and the other two grew silent. Marlin looked so menacing with that blade glimmering in his hand, April felt a chill.

“We left a trail, right?” Marlin asked, waving the machete over his head. “We left a trail to follow.”

“For when we want to go back,” Kristen said. “But we don’t want to go back.”

“Why not?” Marlin replied. “This isn’t a race. We’re not being judged by how fast we get to the other side and back.”

“That’s right,” Anthony agreed. “We have all night.”

Kristen squinted at Marlin. “What is your plan?”

Marlin pointed to the trees. “We find the chop marks and we follow them. Back to the blue rocks and the ocean.”

“We go back?” Kristen asked.

Marlin nodded. “Not all the way to the village. We’re not allowed there until dawn. Just to the rocks. That way, we’ll get our direction back.”

“Yes, that’s good,” April chimed in. “Then we can start through the forest again with the ocean on our left.”

Anthony scratched his face. “Go all the way back to the rocks?”

“Why not?” Marlin replied. He pointed to the trees. “We could pick a direction—any direction—and just go. But why take a chance? Besides, it’s not that far.”

“It’s a good plan,” April said. “Let’s stop arguing and do it.”

Marlin slapped her on the back. “Hey—a little team spirit! Now you’re cooking, April!”

Everyone laughed, even Anthony. It made April feel a little better.

Marlin headed to the trees. “Here’s the last chop mark we made,” he said. He shone his flashlight on the trunk in front of him.


The others started to follow him. But all four kids stopped when they heard a sound.

A loud choppp.

Nearby. To their right.

They turned toward the sound. “Who’s there?” Marlin called.

Silence.

Then another choppp.

The sound of a blade cutting into a tree trunk. This one up ahead.

“Hey—!” Anthony cried. “Is someone there? Who is it?”

Another choppp rang out through the trees. This one to their left, closer.

Marlin started running toward the sound. But he stopped at another sound of a blade slicing into a tree.

“Who is doing that?” he shouted.

“Who’s there?” Kristen cried.

April swept her flashlight beam around in a fast circle. She saw only trees and ferns and low shrubs.

No one there. No one.

Chop chop…choppp.

All around them now. Close and far. Behind them. Up ahead. And to both sides. The swipe of a blade through the air. And the chopping…chopping…

Faster. Slice-slice-slice…

“I don’t understand this!” Kristen said in a trembling voice. She pressed her hands to her ears, as if trying to shut out the chopping. The steady, horrible chopping…“Make it stop! Make it stop!” she wailed.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” Marlin cried.

Chop…chop…

“Let’s follow the path we made,” Anthony said, his eyes wide with fear. “Here’s the last chop mark.”

Choppp…choppp… The cutting continued, all around them.

“No. Here’s the last one,” Kristen said, grabbing a palm tree trunk.

“This one has a slice,” April said. “And this one. And look—” Her words caught in her throat.

All of them.

Every tree!

Every tree trunk in the forest had a slice mark.

Who was doing it? There was no one there. No one in view.

But the horrifying sound continued to pound in their ears.

Chop…chop…choppp…

The machete trembled in Marlin’s hand. He raised it in front of him like a sword.

The steady chopping sounds echoed through the forest. Far into the distance.

“Who’s there?” Marlin called, waving the big knife. “Who is doing that?”
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