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    To a Courageous Grandmother,

This book is dedicated to an extraordinary soul, a beacon of strength and love. As a single grandmother, she has been the unyielding force keeping her family together, showering her grandchildren with a love so special, it transcends words. Co-authoring this story, she helped turn a shared dream into a mesmerizing reality, weaving her remarkable spirit into every page. May this dedication honor her invaluable contribution and the dreams we've nurtured to fruition.
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Chapter 1: The Call of Adventure
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The small village of Windwood was usually buzzing with activity, but lately, fewer people from this beautiful place with its lush green fields, mountain tops, and forests had been going outside to enjoy the sun. On the street corners, people whispered stories about others disappearing.

Some speculated that it might be a wolf or a bear terrorizing the community, while others believed it was evil spirits enslaving people for eternity. Whatever the cause, in the last couple of weeks, three people had mysteriously disappeared.

First, there was old Henry, a loner. His disappearance was only noticed when his old dog wandered into town as thin as a plank. Henry was nowhere to be found. The second disappearance was more notable; a rich trader scheduled to arrive in town never came. His belongings were later discovered on the edge of the forest, but there was no sign of the man himself.

More recently, a young herder didn’t make it back to town, and there was no sign of his whereabouts. These incidents made parents keep their children inside, many forbidding their children to go outside without supervision.

However, not all children obeyed their parents. Simon and his gang, Jack, Freddy, and Leo, played marbles, showing little concern for the fears of the rest of the villagers. That was, except for Jack, who constantly looked around. “I tell you, there’s a murderer in this town! We are taking a big risk being outside!” The twelve-year-old tall, skinny boy with blue eyes and black hair was clearly uncomfortable.

His complaints made little impression on his friends. Freddy, accurately hitting one of Jack’s marbles, claimed it. “Ah, shut up Jack, you will soon be out of marbles, then you can go home,” he mocked his friend.

Jack looked annoyed at Freddy, the short chubby boy with red hair, freckles, and big glasses, who just seemed not to miss anything when he threw. He was as accurate with his marbles as he was throwing a stone. “Freddy, you are a machine; it’s unfair to play against you,” Jack retorted.

Simon, the self-appointed leader of the group, took his time to take aim with his marble. He was sure he could outplay Freddy. Concentration showed on his face, and a silence fell over the group as Simon got ready to throw the best marble throw of his life. As he readied himself, two figures stormed out of the trees, making a sound which could only be described as that of a wounded lion tortured by a ghost. “Whoooo, suckers!” the two girls shouted as they darted towards Simon.

The sudden yell and moving figures caught Simon off-guard; his marble flew way over the other marbles, giving Freddy the pot. Shocked, he turned around, and to his dismay, it was the two girls, Roxanne and Tiffany.

The girls were laughing so hard that tears ran down their faces. Leo, Roxanne’s brother, was enjoying the moment as well. His face lit up with a naughty smile playing over his lips. “Well done, sis! Simon was just telling us how brave he was,” he said. Freddy, eagerly collecting the marbles he profited from the incident, agreed. “Simon, I didn’t know you are afraid of girls!” he continued the teasing.

Roxanne eventually regained her composure. “I’m sorry, Simon, but it was really funny,” she said. Her long blond hair framed her pretty face, a sight Simon could not stay angry at for long. However, he had to make a point. “Thank you, Roxanne, you got me when I was vulnerable. I’ll get you back,” he promised.

***
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HE WALKED TOWARDS THE edge of the forest, calling the boys with him. “Come, let’s go and play Cowboys and Crooks in the forest!” he shouted.

Tiffany looked concerned. “Simon! You should not go in there!” she cautioned. Jack echoed her sentiment. “Simon, Tiffany is right, we should rather go home; it’s getting late,” he pleaded.

Simon turned around. “Who is afraid now?” he asked. Hanging his head, Jack followed the other boys into the forest.

Roxanne looked at her friend Tiffany, the eleven-year-old who was not as athletic as she was, but although a bit chubby, her long black hair complemented her friendly-looking face. Tiffany was her best friend in the entire world. “Tiffany, I don’t want you to get hurt, please go home. I’m following them. They are up to something, and I want to know what,” she said in a serious tone.

Tiffany started walking towards the edge of the forest. With a smile, she responded, “Roxanne, my curiosity far overshadows my fear.” The girls burst out laughing. Roxanne took Tiffany’s hand. “Well, let’s follow them; they may need us. Boys can be such babies sometimes,” together they slowly started to follow in the tracks of the boys.

***
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ONCE THEY ENTERED THE forest, the game of Cowboys and Crooks was forgotten. Leo, who looked just like his sister, was chasing a butterfly. His blond hair swung from side to side as he tried to catch it. Meanwhile, Freddy picked up a small rock, aimed, and threw it, ending Leo’s chase as only the butterfly’s wings floated down.

Leo, with fiery blue eyes, looked at Freddy in disgust. “Why did you do that!” he shouted, grabbing Freddy in a neck lock. Struggling to get free, Freddy laughed, “I just wanted to help,” and then joked, “Now you have the pretty wings to play with.”

Simon pulled the boys apart. “Look what I found!” he exclaimed, showing them a ring he found near a stream. The boys crowded around. “Wow, is it a diamond ring? How did it get here?” Leo wondered.

Freddy, always the joker, teased, “Now Simon and Roxanne can get married. You’re so in love with her!” Simon’s face turned red, but he didn’t respond. Leo joined in the teasing, “Are you going to kiss my sister?” he asked with a mischievous grin.

Simon playfully made a fist, making the other boys laugh, and they continued deeper into the forest.

Hiding just twenty feet away behind a big tree, Tiffany tried not to laugh. Once the boys moved on, she burst out, “Simon is in love with you, Roxanne!” Roxanne blushed, looking even prettier. “Well, he’s not too bad. Actually, I think he’s cute,” she replied and hurried to catch up with the group.

***
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AS THE BOYS WENT DEEPER into the woods, it got darker and quieter. A strange feeling hung in the air. Jack stopped first. “Have you noticed there are no birds singing here? This place feels creepy!” he said, standing still. Leo paused and listened. “You’re right, something’s off. We should be careful,” he agreed with Jack.

Freddy picked up two rocks, about the size of oranges. “Let’s keep going a bit more. I think I see something ahead,” he said, moving forward. Simon nodded. “If we don’t find anything cool in ten minutes, we head back. I need to feed my dogs, and it’s getting late,” he said, following Freddy.
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