As we half-walked, half-slid down the embankment we were met by Buster who reacted to the excitement by emitting a few sharp barks and turning to run with us. As was usual with the Labrador retriever, he ran in short spurts stopping to sniff any protrusion in his path.

I ran ahead of Kelly, and shot across the surface of the pit, the metal contents of my pack clinking like loose tin roofing in a storm. As I stepped off into the tall grass on the north side of the road, I slowed my pace so that Kelly could catch up.

“It should be on the other side of these small trees,” I said, dividing the grass as I went. Buster had stopped to poke his nose under one of the boulders that had been pushed to one side of the road entrance. I was working my way around a stand of elder when I suddenly stopped and dropped to my knees.

“Wait! Stop!” I said in a loud whisper.

“Whoa!” said Kelly, stopping abruptly behind me. “Isn’t that the big truck we’ve been looking for?”

“Sure looks like it,” I said, not believing our luck. “Yes. Look at that tag number. I remember that tag number.”

“I wonder if anyone’s around,” said Kelly, stepping back farther into the undergrowth.

“I’ll find out. You stay here. I’ll sneak around these trees and see if anyone is in the cab.”

“Okay. But what about Buster? If they see him they’ll know we’re here too.”

“We’ll just have to hope he stays interested in whatever he’s sniffing at behind those rocks.”

Cautiously making my way around the small stand of elder, I crawled through the tall grasses like a cat stalking a sparrow. I was directly in front of the truck now, about twenty feet away. I could see no one in the cab nor was there any movement around it. Inching further along I now had a clear view of the side as well. It seemed that the truck had been abandoned.

Deciding that the coast was clear, I started toward the vehicle, calling for Kelly to join me. Kelly and Buster reached me just as I walked up to the cab.

“I wonder why they left it way out here?” asked Kelly.

“Maybe they figure it’s a good hiding place,” I said, placing my hand on the side of the hood. “Wow!” I said, quickly withdrawing my hand. “That’s hot.”

“Do you suppose they just turned off the motor a while ago, and that’s why it’s hot?” Kelly asked.

“Nah, it’s probably hot from the sun.”

“Dad always said he could tell if a car had just been driven by whether the motor was still warm.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll crawl underneath and touch it on the bottom,” I said, taking off my backpack.

“No, it’s pretty cold down there,” I said after I had scooted back out from under the chassis.

I curled my arms under the straps of my pack and walked around to the back of the truck. “Let’s check to see if the boxes are still in it.”

I jumped up on the wide steel bumper and yanked on the long handle of one of the doors.

“It’s locked,” I said, jumping backward off the truck. “I guess we won’t know whether it’s still loaded or not. There’s not even a window to look into.”

“Mmmm,” said Kelly.

“Mmmm,” I repeated.

We stepped back to get a better look at the truck. Standing with my thumbs in my pockets, I decided, “Well, all we can do now is to go on berry-picking, and we’ll check again after we’ve finished. If no one has shown up by then at least we can report it.”

“Yeah, but we didn’t find the brown pickup yet,” Kelly reminded me. “We have to get all the information together before we let the police take action.”

I realized that Kelly wanted to do a thorough job as far as her detective work was concerned. I felt the same way. But I was also feeling that this was getting much bigger than two inexperienced young sleuths could handle. Yes, we had done a great job at collecting clues and information so far, but I felt that the situation could turn dangerous at any moment. Since I was the head detective, it was up to me to make a decision.

“We did our best and couldn’t find the pickup,” I said. “Your dad will know how to find it with the tag number.”

Kelly kicked the ground sending a tuft of grass between Buster’s dusty paws. “I guess so.”

I couldn’t remember the last time that Kelly sounded this disappointed.

As we stepped away from the truck, I thought I heard a familiar sound. “Sshh. Listen,” I said in a strained voice. “I think I hear something coming up the road.”

We both moved sloth-like toward the road, being careful not to step past the scrub that bordered it. Suddenly, Kelly pulled back. “They’re coming!” she exploded in a high-pitched squeal.

“Sshh,” I cautioned. “Come on. Let’s hide back here in the brush.”

“Where’s Buster?” Kelly asked, looking behind her as she ran with me to the thickest part of the undergrowth which scattered itself among the pines standing along the southern edge of the entrance road.

“We’ll have to hope he’s in the woods on the other side of the truck.” I said, making myself as small as possible.

At that moment a brown pickup, followed by a large sports utility vehicle, drove slowly up to the parked truck. The doors of the pickup opened and two men stepped out. “Our suspects,” I whispered.

“Yeah,” whispered Kelly. “Look. That guy must really love wearing plaid shirts. We’ll have to make a note of it. What kind of shirt would you call the other guy’s?”

“I think that’s a polo.”

“I wonder who the other two are?”

“Accomplices.”

Two men, both wearing black slacks and black collarless shirts stepped out of a very black SUV. They looked to me like gangsters in a police action-movie. “I wonder what they’re carrying in that briefcase,” I said.

“That’s got to be the money. You know--like on TV.  They’re buying whatever is in that truck.”

“It sure looks illegal, doesn’t it?”

“It must be. Otherwise they wouldn’t go to so much trouble to hide it”

At that moment the plaid-shirted man shoved a key into the lock in the back door of the parked truck and turned it. Placing his right hand on one of the handles he gave it a jerk and pulled the door open. The tallest of the black-suited men jumped into the back of the truck and pulled out a switch-blade. It snapped opened with a sharp metallic sound. Sliding the shiny blade across the tape on several of the boxes, he unfolded their lids and examined their contents.

“Looks okay!” he shouted down to the man who had accompanied him.

There was a long silence as the men on the ground looked at each other with badger eyes. Finally the man holding the briefcase handed it to the plaid-shirted man, and stepped back. The plaid-shirted man flipped the packets of bills with mistrusting fingers. “It’s all there,” said the black-suited buyer impatiently.

“Look!” I whispered. “He’s handing the new guys the keys to the truck.”

“I guess the deal is done.” Kelly sounded disappointed. “Maybe we could get the license plate number of that SUV,” she said with a little more enthusiasm.

“Okay. I’ll...” My sentence was cut short by Buster, who had suddenly appeared, barking furiously, beside the truck on the side closest to us. Startled by the commotion, all four men stepped back and away from Buster, who had begun showing his teeth and uttering low, guttural sounds.

“You again,” growled the man in the plaid shirt. At the same moment he reached down and scooped up a handful of sandy gravel and threw it into Buster’s eyes and nose.

The surprised dog stopped barking immediately and began frantically rubbing his nose in the grass along the edge of the clearing. I looked over at the man just in time to see him pick up a large knotty stick and step toward Buster, his heavy hand high overhead.

“NOoo,” I shouted. Without thinking, I bolted from my sanctuary into the clearing. From somewhere deep inside me, surged a feeling of protectiveness I had never before experienced. It was as if a great sense of urgency had suddenly descended upon me like hail the size of dog biscuits. My brain felt like an instruction booklet, but the only instruction I could understand was to protect Buster at all costs.

The man in the plaid shirt stopped briefly at the sudden intrusion, then shouted angrily, “Someone get the kid. I’ll take care of the dog.”

I felt two powerful hands grab my upper arms and snatch me violently backwards. My head jolted forward and then jerked back up to rest sharply on my backpack. I felt myself being pulled farther and farther back. The man with the makeshift club raised it over and beyond his shoulder, preparing to strike his yelping victim. Reversing its direction, he brought the club down sharply. Buster raised his bloodshot eyes at just the right moment.

Dashing sideways into the tall grass, he avoided the brunt of the blow. The knotted club impacted with the dog’s right shoulder. The blow was slight, but it was enough to frighten Buster into retreating into the bushes and disappearing from sight--and harm.

Meanwhile, I was flailing and kicking as hard as I could. I felt myself being dragged towards the pickup.

“Get me one of those ropes,” I heard my abductor shout. “I’ll take care of this one.”

“No! No! No!” It was Kelly this time, running frantically into our midst. “Let him go,” she yelled, half-shouting, half-crying. But before she could reach me, she too was snatched off her feet by the towering giant in the black shirt.

By this time the shorter black-suited man had reached into the truck and gathered several short ropes. It seemed like only seconds, before we were tied securely and shoved roughly onto the floor of the pickup’s club cab, backpacks and all.

