Chapter 1:
Loons in the Morning
	It was sunrise, by the shore of a quiet and peaceful lake in Banff National Park, Canada. The birds had yet to wake up, the night critters were just retreating into their dens; no one would be up at this hour. No one except ten-year-old Nina Mathews. 
	She, her twin sister Danielle and their father had been invited by the girls’ friend Becky from Edmonton to her family cottage for a week, the summer’s last hurrah before school routines, or for the three girls, before Emma the Yellow Dream Train came to pick them up so they could start another year of adventures with her and her sisters. As Nina stared at the fiery light reflecting on the surface of the lake, she smiled at the memory of the moment, almost a year ago, when Emma had found her and Danielle, lying in bed and in the doldrums because their wicked step-mother Clarisse was, again, forcing them to come with her to the local market to sell the vegetables she grew in her garden. It seemed that Clarisse’s sole purpose in life was to make sure that Danielle and Nina grew up to be gardeners like her, so much so that she had torn up Nina’s prized possession, an acrobat magazine. But Emma, outraged by her heinous actions had given Clarisse a stern put-down, and when that didn’t work, she had rammed Clarisse’s vegetable stand and smashed it to bits. At this, Clarisse had run off screaming into the night, and the girls hadn’t seen her since. 
	Anyway, it still seemed too good to be true that it really had been Emma the Yellow Dream Train that had come that night, because when she was still with them, Danielle and Nina’s real mother Sara had always told them stories about Ruby, Ginger, Emma, Olive, Julia and Violet, the Rainbow Dream Trains who delivered dreams to the children of the world every night. The next year had been, basically, a wild ride for the two of them, which involved getting to see the world; living in a castle; meeting the Angel Gabriel, the dream trains creator and, for Nina, learning that she was inhabited by a powerful spirit that enabled her to talk to animals, act like animals and even turn into animals when the moon was full. 
	Tragically, that she had these powers was the reason that her mother had fallen at the hands of the Rainbow Dream Trains’ arch enemy; The Dark Phantom (aka The Bogy Man). The creature had been trying to capture the spirit ever since Emma and her sisters had chased away his cloud of fear that had engulfed the world for so long, though no one knew what he planned to do with it. Nina’s mother had died when The Dark Phantom attacked her, but not before she had gripped him where his leg ought to be and the love she felt for her daughters had flooded over him and forced him to retreat. Since then he hadn’t been seen, until the very night Ruby, the leader of the Rainbow Dream Trains, had told Danielle and Nina what had happened to their mother. Following a mysterious truck to a dark cave in the middle of nowhere, Danielle, Nina, Emma and her crew and discovered hundreds of baby animals trapped inside and a kidnapper who had boney hands. But, by using the Spirit of the Wild’s power, Nina had rescued them all and escaped The Dark Phantom, and after that, the rest of her time in the Castle of Imagination had been pretty calm. 
	However, Nina hadn’t used her powers since that night, and that was why she was awake at 4:30 in the morning, just as the sun was coming up and sitting outside at a picnic table, wearing nothing but her house coat and a swimsuit. For anyone else, swimming at this hour would be crazy, but ever since she had been out here, Nina had been picturing a lake trout in her mind, and now she was feeling like she could tolerate the water. But still she sat there, waiting. Her and Danielle’s hobby was to sit outside at nighttime and listen to the sounds of the night, and on their first night there, they had heard a sound that they had never heard before coming from the lake that had transfixed Nina the moment she first heard it. She just had to meet the animal that made it, and here she was now, waiting, listening . . . 
	There it was! The haunting call of the common loon, which did not nest anywhere near where Nina lived. She stood up, dropped her house coat and walked down to the dock. Looking across the lake, she could just make out the shape of the water birds, swimming silently. Unable to resist, Nina walked to the edge of the dock, and dove.  
	Anyone else would have recoiled from the shock of cold and scrambled out again, but the Spirit’s power kicked in the moment Nina’s fingertips touched the water, and it felt great. In fact, the lake felt more pleasant than any water she had been in before. Why don’t I do this more often? she thought. Well, she didn’t have time to marvel at that, she wanted to meet the loons before they disappeared, so she listened for the call again, which she understood to mean: Good morning sun. And she responded with her own call: “Good morning to you to!” so as not to scare them away.
	Instantly, she could tell that they had heard her, because the next call meant: “Is someone there?” 
	“I am” Nina responded. “I have the Spirit of the Wild.” This produced the same effect on all other animals that Nina had told she had the spirit with her. They immediately welcomed her over to them. There were two adults and a bunch of chicks that Nina couldn’t help but tickle. But it seemed that it was no coincidence that Nina had wanted to meet these birds. 
	“We were lucky to have these chicks” said the father. “Other families have lost theirs to some unknown illness.” 
	“Oh? What’s happened?” Nina asked, dreading the answer.  
	“This past season, a handful of chicks of several song or water birds have been hatching, well, unusual” said the father. “First they seem to be reluctant to be close to their siblings, even their parents at sometimes. But they grow normally, and eat well most of the time. 
“Then, when these affected chicks are old enough to fly they disappear and are never heard from again.” 
“Don’t parents ever see their grown up chicks again?” Nina asked. 
“Well, I mean their unique call is never heard from again” said the father loon. “They just disappear, right off the face of the Earth.” Then he grew serious. “But not long after they do, humans report nasty injuries in the area the chicks were last seen.” 
That sent a chill through Nina’s spine. This sounded like something The Dark Phantom would do, turn innocent animals into his slaves of fear. “Don’t worry sir, when Emma the Yellow Dream Train comes to pick me up next week, I’ll tell her what you told me and we’ll get to the bottom of this!” The loons nodded and for another hour Nina swam and played with them until the sun was up and she knew her own father would be looking for her. So she turned and swam back to shore, wondering just how many times The Dark Phantom would try to capture The Spirit of the Wild from her before he learned that he was no match for her. 



