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CHAPTER 1 

 
 

Henry Wilson doubled his pace even though the branches and vines 

clawed at his bare arms. The overcast day had given way to torrential 

rain, and shadows taunted him from all sides. In the deepening dusk 

Henry’s senses operated at their maximum. The rain splattering 

through the leaves masked the sound of his steps on the dark forest 

floor lit briefly by flashes of lightning. Henry dared not risk using his 

flashlight. He was certain someone was following him. 

Tiring rapidly, Henry pushed forward.  

I sure miss Chuck and Sam. Having a friend with me right now would be 

great. 

Henry’s aching side and the tightness in his chest forced him to 

take a breather. He could hike all day, but the rapid pace, especially in 

the damp air, had triggered his asthma. He took a puff from his 

always-present rescue inhaler stowed in the side pocket of his 

camouflaged pack and forced himself to slow his breathing. Panic 



and asthma do not mix well, and Henry had learned to calm himself 

whenever the debilitating malady struck. 

As his breathing returned to normal he wiped his fogged-over 

glasses on the least-wet section of his shirt, shook the water from his 

safari hat, and mopped the sweat from his face. A slosh of lukewarm 

water from the nearly empty bottle riding in the mesh pocket on the 

side of the pack and a peppermint disk finished his recovery. Henry 

adjusted the straps on his pack and moved south. 

Thankfully the heavy rain has grounded the bugs. At least until the sun pops 

out again.   

The crack of a branch behind him and to the right confirmed his 

fears, and he dashed deeper into the brambles to find a place to hide. 

Someone was on his trail.  

The underbrush thinned as Henry scrambled up a muddy rise. A 

flare of lightning revealed a meadow beyond, and Henry increased his 

speed in that direction. Though he could not stop to check his map, 

he guessed the Little Tumble River was close, and the rocks lining the 

rugged mountain side stretching down to the river would give him a 

safe place to hide from his pursuer. 

At the far side of the meadow Henry’s plans changed when he 

tripped over a large stone protruding from the soil and landed on his 

knees in a water-filled depression. The next burst of lightning 

revealed a few chiseled letters, but the moss obscured the full name. 

Several similar stones stood in formation around him. 

“This must be it!” 

Henry had convinced his parents that a solo jaunt into the remote 



side of the Wilson Game Lands was completely harmless. After his 

harrowing escape from smugglers which nearly drowned him and left 

him with a head injury, his mom and dad kept close tabs on his 

whereabouts. Henry had worked hard to recover from the injuries 

and followed his doctor’s advice carefully. After several months the 

doctor had given Henry the thumbs up to return to a normal life. 

Today marked his first solo hike. 

Henry had ventured out hoping to locate an ancient cemetery 

which he had found marked on a crumbling map uncovered in his 

research. That plot of land, or at least one of the stones in the 

cemetery, might give the clue he needed to solve his current case. 

Henry scrambled forward on hands and knees and took cover 

behind a stone with a carving of a crown on top. He wrapped his 

arms around his legs and rested his head on his knees as the rain 

pounded him. Rain, a daily occurrence in the Aries Mountains, fed a 

host of cascading streams all racing downhill to the Little Tumble 

River.  

Almost as quickly as it had started the rain subsided and patches 

in the cloud canopy gave enough light so Henry could make out 

some of the inscriptions on the stones. For an instant he had 

forgotten about being followed. His brain had switched into mystery-

solving mode. 

A sudden noise forced him back to reality, and a large black boot 

covered in mud splashed down beside him. 

“Well, kid. We meet again!” 

Henry’s heart raced as he recognized the voice and looked up to 



see the face of Darby Steele, aka Steeley, a wanted outlaw and the 

leader of the smugglers Henry and his friends had thwarted. With the 

man’s hands resting on his hips Henry could read the tattoos on 

Steeley’s fingers,  H-O-L-D on the right and F-A-S-T on the left. 

“Steeley! I mean, Mr. Steele.” 

“Steeley’s fine, kid. Glad to see you’re still kicking. You sported a 

nice shade of blue when I tossed you out of the drink onto the dock 

in that boathouse.” 

“I nearly drowned.” 

“Yep, and you cost me a fortune busting up the neatest smuggling 

setup I ever stepped into. But I’m not holding a grudge. I’ve been 

keeping tabs on you, your recovery and all, waiting for a chance so 

we could talk man to man. You might have stopped a couple of miles 

back to parlay instead of bee-lining it through the rain and briers. I’m 

plum tuckered.” 

Steeley, his breath coming in rasps punctuated with deep coughs, 

leaned against a large tombstone. 

“Kid, you wore me out. Let me catch my breath, and we can talk a 

bit.” 

Henry glanced around looking for an escape route. Steeley seemed 

to be alone.  

“I had no idea who was following me.” 

“I got two guys with me. Don’t even think about playing rabbit 

again, got it?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Alright, that’s more like it. You’re real smart. I know you found 



the path from the lake cavern through the tunnels to the old mine. I 

figure you might have some information I need, information 

rumored to be hidden in that maze of tunnels.” 

“Information?” 

“Strange symbols carved into the wall. Possibly a steamer chest. 

Maybe a leather-bound diary.” 

The passing storm had one last trick to play on the soggy hikers. A 

lightning strike exploded a tree on the other side of the meadow. 

Steeley dove for cover. 

Henry scrambled to his feet and bolted for the tree line and the 

boulders beyond. 

 


