

[image: cover]




CHAPTER 1


The clock ticked 7 in the morning. The sun had risen with all its might and glory. Birds had left their trees to start the struggle of their day. Yet, she was snuggled in her bed, cocooned in her warm quilt. She wasn’t sleeping; however, she wasn’t fully awake as well. The alarm had been ringing continuously for the last several minutes. Her body was trying to get up. On the contrary, her heart was not ready to start the day.


She felt the sunlight coming from her windows as daggers, diving deep into her skin and eyes. She hated to wake up on weekends. If Kathy hadn’t forced her, she wouldn’t have assented to join the hiking group. Now, when the day had finally arrived, she was regretting it tremendously. “Rosella… this is the last time I’m waking you up…Get up, dear.” She winced and finally got up. “Hannah, I don’t want to go…Call Kathy and tell her I have a sore throat and…high grade fever?? Perfect. Please tell her.”


Hannah raised her eyebrow and shook her head. Rosella let out a sigh “Fine… I know aunt Hannah doesn’t lie. I’m going.” She made her bed and went to the bathroom. As she splashed cool water on her face it instantly freshened her up. She was no longer drowsy or sleepy. She quickly changed her pajamas and dressed up into a blue tank top and black denim shorts, the outfit which she and her best friend Katherine had selected for this trip. She quickly brushed her glossy chestnut brown hair and scooped it into a high ponytail. She was almost ready.


“Hurry up Rosella… you are way too late today. The van can be here any minute now.” Hannah reminded her. “I am almost done…Few more minutes.” She quickly grabbed her watch, wallet, and her bag pack. She was thankful to Hannah that she had forced her to pack her bag and keep her things ready before sleeping. She knew Rosella more than Rosella knew herself. Hannah had been a mother, father and everything for Rosella. The day when Rosella’s parents lost their lives in an unfortunate incident since that day Hannah had nurtured her and loved her like her own daughter.


“Hannah I’m ready…Bye.” Rosella rushed towards the door but stopped when she heard Hannah “Wait… here take this sandwich and…” she took a few currency notes and gave it to her. “Keep this, you might need it.” Rosella shook her head in denial. “No… no… I already have it. I don’t need it.” Hannah smiled and insisted on keeping it. Rosella loved her aunt. She was the only family Rosella had. She hugged her. “I’ll miss you, Hannah. I’ll try to video call tonight.” Hannah chuckled. “Rosella, disconnect yourself from the internet tonight and embrace the beauty of nature.” “Let’s see.” Rosella winked. “And one more thing… do not go alone anywhere. Stay with the group.” Hannah instructed. “Yeah sure.” Rosella nodded; however, she knew that she won’t stay with the group for very long. “Wait… I think my bus just left.” She lunged towards the door and ran outside.


Her school bus had left, but it has only gone a few blocks farther. “What a wonderful start of the day.” She closed her eyes in irritation. “Kathy…” an idea came in her mind. She took out her phone and started dialing Kathy’s number. “Late again Rosy?” Katherine teased her. “Stop calling me that… Ask the driver to stop.” Rosella was agitated. “Nope…not today. Walk to the school now.” Kathy suggested. “Alright fine…do not shed your ugly tears in front of me when I send Brian’s picture which you took from my cellphone to him. Imagine how creepy you would look to him.” She disconnected the call.


The very next second, the bus stopped. Rosella smirked and walked smartly and ascended the bus. The driver cast an angry look on her. She shrugged and took her seat next to Kathy. “Delete the pictures this instant Rosella.” Kathy was annoyed. “Which pictures?” Rosella replied while putting air pods in her ears. “Brian’s pictures which I took.” Kathy was restless. “Oh… those? I deleted them after sending them to you.” She winked. Kathy clenched her teeth and wanted to punch her best friend on her face. “Rosella… I wish I could kill you.” She shook her head at her helplessness.


A few minutes later the bus had arrived at the school. The high school students excitedly descended the bus, they couldn’t wait for the trip to actually start. All the students had gathered in the basketball court to meet the teacher and their guide.


“Hello students, excited for the trip? Away from the city and its chaos?” the crowd roared with excitement, except Rosella and few others like her. She was yawning and looked utterly disinterested in what the guide was saying. She caught Ms. Samantha scowling at her. She immediately averted her gaze from her to the guide and pretended to absorb all the details that he was sharing. “Ready everyone? Let’s move…we need to reach before the sun sets.” Ms. Samantha announced. The group of excited students screamed and ran outside. “How will I survive 24 hours with these bunch of idiots?” She murmured. She heard somebody clear his throat. The scent of the cologne was familiar to her. She suppressed her smile. “Glad that I wasn’t among them. Otherwise, Ms. Rosella would have bestowed the honor upon up me by giving the title of an idiot.” She chuckled; James Carter always had this effect on her. She enjoyed his company, which was rare. Not all kinds of people attracted her neither she enjoyed everyone’s company. She loved to be alone and enjoy her own company if people around her didn’t incite her soul. However, James was a different case. Rosella enjoyed his company.


“Hey…come here…” Kathy pulled Rosella by her arm. “Brian has asked me to sit next to him in bus…so…umm,” Rosella was annoyed. “So? I go back to some other seat because my best friend has ditched me for his crush.” Kathy bit her lower lip and then she waved at James “Hey Carter…” Rosella scowled at Kathy. “Hey, Katherine…” James came near them. “James, can you sit with Rosella on the bus? She needs a really good company to cool down her anger.” Kathy told James and he chuckled “Sure… why not.” “See all sorted… you don’t have to sit alone anymore.” Katherine winked and ran away. “Shall we move to the bus?” James asked Rosella. She let out a heavy sigh and left.


The bus was buzzing with constant chatter. The students were talking, munching and even dancing on the bus. James and Rosella were sitting calmly. Rosella wasn’t the talkative one. She enjoyed her own company more. James cleared his throat “If you want, I can sit somewhere else.” “No… I mean only if you want to go… you can.” Rosella said. James smiled. He was happy that Rosella didn’t say yes. “So… excited for the trip?” James asked her. Rosella shrugged her shoulders “To be honest…no. I just came here because Katherine insisted.” James nodded. “What about you? Looking forward to having an amazing experience?” She raised her eyebrows. James chuckled “Not really… I came here because of someone special.” He replied calmly. Rosella simply nodded her head. Ms. Samantha clapped a few times to get the attention of the chaotic students on the bus. “Within a few minutes we will reach Mc Fraw Hills, the bus will drop us and from there we will start walking. Make sure you don’t forget any of your belongings on the bus. The bus will come tomorrow again to pick us up. That’s why make sure you pick up every single thing.” The students roared with excitement. Rosella clenched her teeth in irritation. She was tired of the constant noise. James tried his best not to smile or else his chance to spend time with Rosella would be lost.


The bus stopped and the student, teachers and their guide Mr. Jonas all descended from the bus. The students clicked pictures, tied their laces tighter, some of them wore their caps and glasses. They couldn’t wait to get the journey started.


Jonas held the flag and blew his whistle. He started to walk and the crowd followed him. Rosella and James were together. They were soon joined by Katherine and Brian. They all walked and spoke to each other. The sun had risen higher in the sky, the weather was getting quite warm. They kept on walking and after 2 hours Jonas blew his whistle again to stop everyone for a short break. The crowd did not roar this time. Their legs were sore and throats dried up. Many of them sat down to catch their breaths and quenched their thirst. James took a few sips from his bottle and looked around for Rosella. He was surprised to see Rosella taking pictures of the trees and the hills. He approached her and offered his water bottle to her; she declined politely and began to click pictures again. “Interested in photography?” James asked, careful not to sound clingy. She shook her head without looking at him. “It’s so peaceful here. I wish I could take the serenity of this place back to the chaotic city life…” she paused for a brief moment “These pictures will soothe my senses from the stress and noise of the city.” She looked at James with her curved lips. James was on cloud nine to see her smiling face.


They continued to look at each other until they heard the whistle again, which meant to start walking again to reach their camp side before dusk.


“Alright people… this is it. We’ll spend the night here; boys place the tents.” Mr. Jonas blew the whistle and everybody sat on the ground to catch their breath. Rosella was the only one who didn’t sit. She was disappointed that they are not going further. She wanted to go inside the thick forest and explore it. She was hoping that they would go beyond that forest. “Ms. Samantha? Can’t we go a little further?” Rosella asked in desperation. She felt numerous pairs of eyes staring at her. Mr. Jonas chuckled and shook his head. “Yong lady? Do you know what is beyond that forest?” Everybody became alert to what Mr. Jonas was about to say “There has been a myth associated with this forest… The locals around say that the area after the forest is haunted. Nobody has stepped inside it in the last few centuries. The ones who dared to go beyond… did not come back.” Rosella heard a few terrified gasps. She realized that she had been holding her breath for too long. “Sorry, Rosella… we have to listen to Mr. Jonas.” Ms. Samantha exclaimed. Rosella nodded but deep down she didn’t believe a single word that Mr. Jonas had said. “Coward...trying to scare us… I’ll prove him wrong.” She gasped as somebody patted her shoulder. It was Kathy, “You are not planning to go inside, are you?” she smirked. Rosella raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Finally, you remembered you brought a friend on this trip?” She was still annoyed at Kathy. “Hey…c’mon…I’ll make it up to you. We both will stay the night in the same tent.” She was grinning. Rosella gave her an irritated look “That’s because the girls cannot share the tent with boys.” Kathy started laughing and she joined her too.


After the meal and a few games. Students retired to their camps as it had been a long day for them. Rosella was still sitting on the ground with her legs crossed. She was enjoying the dance of the flames of fire which was lighted in the middle of the ground and all the tents were put up around it. “Still not sleepy Rosella?” She heard Ms. Samantha behind her. “Not yet, I’ll go to my tent in a few minutes,” Rosella replied calmly. Ms. Samantha nodded and left. A few seconds later she found James sitting next to her. “Thinking about that forest? I too, can’t get it out of my mind.” She heard James speaking her heart. Rosella smirked and nodded her head. “What do you say? Want to join me for a little adventure?” James nodded and they started planning their journey into the forest.


Rosella was excited as she came inside her tent. She couldn’t wait for the sun to rise so that she and James could unveil the secrets of the forest. “Can’t wait to show the pictures of the forest to Mr. Jonas…” She thought excitedly. Next, she lied on the camp mattress and was staring at the roof until her eyes closed.


The sky was losing its darkness and was ready to embrace the arrival of the sun. Rosella woke up and rubbed her eyes. She quickly grabbed a water bottle and brushed her teeth and washed her face. She saw herself on the front camera of her phone. She was looking like a fresh flower. After examining herself, she took out a hairbrush and tied her glossy locks into a high ponytail. Katherine winced and stretched herself, Rosella became cautious and left the tent without making any further noise. James was already waiting for her.


“Ready?” he asked her. Rosella nodded and began to walk towards the forest. “What do you think will be there?” she asked James. He kept on walking and shrugged her shoulders. They quickly took huge steps and within a few minutes, they were inside the forest.


The trees were fresh and stood erect under the sky. The ground of the forest was slightly damp. “Rain Forest…” Rosella muttered. Just like Rosella, James too was astounded to see the beauty of the forest. Rosella began to click pictures of the exquisite leaves and flowers she laid her eyes on. Seconds turned into minutes and minutes turned into hours since their arrival in the forest. James was started to get a little anxious. He finally mustered the courage to ask Rosella to return to the campsite. The sun had started to spread its orange and yellow hues in the sky. The sky had turned into a beautiful canvas with a myriad of splashes of blues mixed with yellows and oranges.


“Hey, I think we should go back. The students and teachers would start looking for us.” James said. Rosella was reluctant to go back. “Just a few minutes more…” She wasn’t ready to leave the forest yet. James was getting irritated. He didn’t want to get angry at Rosella. “Rosella… please let’s get back.” James sounded a bit stern this time. Rosella, on the other hand, was getting irritated too by the constant reminder of James. “James…I don’t want to go back. If you want you can return. It’s just 7 am and I am not leaving until its 8.30. Ms. Samantha did announce that we would leave at 9 so we have ample time to explore… ” Rosella replied. James let out a heavy sigh “Rosella… few more minutes and then we are heading back…” Rosella shook her head in refusal, “I think you should head back.” She turned her back at James and started to walk in another direction. James was infuriated at Rosella’s reaction. He too turned around and walked away.


Rosella walked and realized that the forest was not thick anymore. The trees were getting sparse and she could see a huge vacant ground. She continued to walk, but this time she took smaller steps. A few minutes later she saw something and forgot to breathe…


James was walking towards the camp side. He was constantly nagged by his inner conscience “I shouldn’t have left her alone… This forest is huge, something might happen to her.” James was having a thunderstorm of thoughts and he couldn’t endure it anymore. He turned around and started to run to find Rosella. He ran without stopping and came to the point where there was a large ground. He was panting and drenched in sweat. He looked around and there was a beautiful lake… the sun rays were dancing on it. He went near the lake and saw something which was enough to make him dizzy.


Rosella’s bag pack was lying near the lake. Rosella, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen.




CHAPTER 2


“WOW” was the first word that came to Rosella’s mind after seeing the breathtaking view of the lake. The trees beside the lake were gently swaying their leaves with the soft breeze. The branches of the trees were playing with the water. Dipping themselves in the cool water glistened by the sunlight. She ran to the lake, took off her bag pack and splashed some water on her face. The cool water not only freshened up her face but her mind as well. She splashed some more water and then she filled up her water bottle. Again, she wanted to capture the beauty of the lake. She took out her cell phone from her back pocket, just then she felt as something just ran behind her.


At first, she thought it might be an animal. She could still hear the rumbling of the bush behind her. Curiosity engulfed her again and this time too she went behind it. She picked up her water bottle and put her cell phone back, and walked towards the bushes. The sound had stopped completely, there wasn’t even any movement. Yet, she continued to move. The bushes started to get thick and long she had to use her hand to push the bushes. To her surprise, she was standing outside a cave.


The cave looked strange yet intriguing, she bit her lower lip and thought of returning to the campsite. “Let’s just peek inside… it looks creepy though…” she thought to herself. She took a few steps and looked inside the cave; she squinted her eyes to get a better view but didn’t see anything interesting except for small purple flowers which were grown on the walls. Mesmerized she went inside to pluck the flowers and take them with her. She touched the flowers, as soon as her fingers touched the petals of the flower it sent an electrifying sensation into her hand. She quickly moved away from the flower. The cave was already dark and after touching the flower the darkness escalated. Her feet froze and she thought she would faint when she saw the cave was closing. At first, she thought that it was her illusion, but when she ran to where she had entered from, it had already been closed. It was pitch black and she couldn’t even see her hands. Her bosom was rising tumultuously, Mr. Jonas’s words started ringing in her ears “The ones who dared to go beyond… did not come back” it sent a shiver down her spine. She began to touch the walls of the cave maniacally. She even kicked the walls looking for the way out… but it was all in vain. She wanted to scream but was too terrified to even open her mouth. Gathering the last few shreds of courage, she took out her cellphone and switched on the flashlight.


The cave was lighted up. Rosella looked around and realized that the cave was quite a long tunnel and she decided to move forward in the hope of finding her way out again. She held her bottle tightly and started walking. Her hands trembling as she moved further.


The cave was strange. It wasn’t like the normal caves. It wasn’t smelling obnoxious, neither did it have reptiles or the bones of the dead animals. Rosella had been walking for the past several minutes. Her mind had been playing tricks on her. She turned around to check if someone was following her or not, she would look up at the top as her mind was constantly telling her about an unknown demon stuck on the wall. Yet, she continued to walk. She was surprised that even the cave had shut tightly, blocking all the air and sunlight, still, she was able to breathe. She checked her phone, it showed 8.50 am. She started to get worried and knew that by now the teachers would have started to look for her. She sped up and walked more quickly.


She took a few turns and then finally she saw a beam of sunlight. She let out a heavy sigh and knew that she wasn’t far away from exiting the cave. Finally, the tunnel ended and she was out. The sun was shining bright and Rosella squinted her eyes when she exited the cave. Her throat felt like a barren desert, she quickly opened her water bottle and gulped down a few sips of water. To her surprise, the water was still cool. She sat under a tree to relax. She took deep breaths and looked around her. It was a beautiful lush green area. She noticed beautiful flowers around her too. “Dahlias…my favorite.” She smiled as she saw one. Then it struck her and she quickly stood up, “I must call Kathy and inform her about my location.” She tried dialing Kathy’s number, but she couldn’t. She tried numerous times but failed. The cell phone’s battery was low and upon looking carefully she realized that there was no network in the area. “That’s strange. It’s an open place, why it isn’t catching any signal?”


She doesn’t look a local, does she? He asked the other guard who was very suspicious of the girl standing near the tree. “Let’s take her to the chief.”


Rosella was absorbed in switching on her phone when she saw two shadows on the ground. She looked up and two men, dressed in a purple suit of armor were frowning at her. “Young lady…who are you? Do you even know where you are?” Rosella raised her eyebrows and saw the men again. She chuckled and replied “Now I get it… I am in a movie set… Sorry. Didn’t mean to intrude but can you guys tell me the way back to Mc Fraw hills? I lost my way and ended up here.” The men scowled at her and became angry at her “Stop fooling around… tell us or you will regret what happens next.” “Hey, I already told you… stop acting as if you are the actual warriors when you guys are simply in a costume for a movie or… a fancy dress party.” The men found it quite amusing. They were now certain that she was an outsider who didn’t recognize the sign encrusted on their armor. “Haha… you got us… c’mon we’ll show you the way back.” One of the men replied. The other one smirked and nodded. Rosella knew something was not right nevertheless she followed them.


“So why are you guys dressed so weird? I mean don’t get me wrong, I love the color but who wears armor in today’s era?” Rosella tried to break the ice while they all were walking. The men exchanged an amused look. The men with blonde hair cleared her throat and replied, “Yes, I agree with you.” They continued walking and Rosella could see a huge beautiful palace erected with all its valor. “Whoa… so this movie is definitely about monarchs… how boring.” She yawned as she finished her sentence, the men didn’t harm her or asked her anything, and still, she was not sure why they had brought her to the palace i.e. their movie set.


“Guys, I need to go back. My friends would be looking for me.” Rosella finally spoke up. “Yes, we understand completely…we’ll ask umm… Martin to drop you back. He is good with such stuff.” Rosella nodded and went inside the palace. She gasped looking at the beautiful décor and the huge army of servants inside it. They had not yet reached the palace; they were still in the garden and it was lively and busy. “Hey, this way.” The blonde men spoke again. Rosella stopped for a brief moment and looked at them. The men upon realizing that she isn’t walking turned around to face her “Martino, is usually at that corner, hurry up let’s go.” Rosella raised her eyebrow “Wasn’t it Martin?” The other older man quickly said “Yes, yes Martin. We all call him Martino.” Rosella wanted to turn around and run away from this palace. Something just wasn’t feeling right. “I think I’ll just go back…my friends might be looking for me.” She quickly turned around but was astounded to see two more armored men behind her. “Ms. You aren’t going anywhere unless you meet Prince Dominique.” Rosella shook her head, “I don’t want to meet any Prince… why don’t you understand? I am not interested in your fancy dress party. I need to go back.” All the men looked amused and tried their best not to smile. “Ms. You are in the kingdom of Sapphire. Prince Dominique and Lady Helga will decide if you will go back or…” the men paused. “Or?” Rosella asked. “Or you will be slain…just like the previous intruders.” Blood had drained from Rosella’s face. She had finally realized that she was in a land of maniacs, who were going to serious with their roles and dresses.
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