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        Fairytale Demented

        A Fairytale Romance

        by April Marcom

      

      

      For as long as she can remember, Beth has been the quiet background character in her mom's wild adventures as they've traveled the world in search of the most fantastic stories. All that changes when they chase an old Romanian legend to Island Demented.

      Here, they find a mysterious land overshadowed by a century-old curse, where the island's spirits are at odds with the men turned into half-man half-beasts for the horrors they committed long ago. A star of redemption, one who could restore peace to the once paradisical island, was foretold to arrive on the very night Beth washed ashore, and all signs point to it being her.

      With the help of a handsome secret prince Beth visits in her dreams, his spirited wolf, and a very special golden dress, Beth's determined to make things right and awaken the islanders turned to stone on the night of the awful curse. She may even become the star of her very own dark fairytale.
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      Screams filled the Romanian tour van when it hit a hole in the unkept road.

      “Oh my!” a French mother sitting up front exclaimed. Beth’s pen scratched a long ugly scar across her page.

      “Not again.” Beth tore the paper out of her notebook of recipes and baking notes. A baker’s dozen of ruined pages had collected inside her backpack like dry crinkling leaves gathered in a graveyard. I’ll run out of pages soon at this rate and be forced to take notes on my phone, Beth thought. That would take the magic out of everything.

      Madeline elbowed Chelsea. Both sat in the back row of the van. Chelsea grinned and nodded, reaching into her worn knapsack where various things poked through its holes and pockets.

      “Never fear.” Chelsea withdrew a thick, heavy notebook with a black cover and the gold outline of a steaming pie on the front. She handed it over to Beth.

      “We were going to wait until our last day together,” Madeline began, leaning forward and patting Beth’s shoulder, “but I don’t think your old notebook’s going to last the day.”

      Beth’s mom’s wiry brown hair brushed their row of seats when she turned around beside her daughter. “That was thoughtful.”

      Beth hugged the notebook. “You guys are lifesavers. But I didn’t get you anything.”

      Chelsea held up her phone. “Do you know how much it would have cost to hire a photographer?”

      As the bus hit another deep hole in the road, Beth yelped and bumped into her mom. The youngest son of the family up front started crying, drawing a steady stream of angry French from his father’s mouth.

      “So sorry, monsieur,” their tour guide Florin said, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. He was a tall man, thick around the middle with heavy dark eyebrows, who spoke four languages fluently and had a grandfather’s patience. It left him now, however, as he raised his voice over the Frenchman. “J’ai peur que nous avons raté notre tour.”

      They were halfway through the week-long tour, trundling along a bumpy, overgrown road. Beth doubted it was meant for motor vehicles. They hadn’t passed a living soul in at least an hour.

      “Wait, did you say we’re lost?” Beth’s mom leaned toward the front of the bus, the only one of the four Americans who spoke any French.

      “No, no.” Florin switched to English with ease. “Not lost, just took a wrong turn. We should head west in some thirty miles. We get back on track to Constanța. This road gets better.” He locked eyes with the Frenchman.

      Everyone rose as much as their seat belts would allow when the bus hit a slippery mound in the road and crashed down with a nasty crunch. Heads snapped against chests and contents spilled from backpacks and purses. Beth dropped both her notebooks to grab the seat in front of her. The young boys up front shouted with fright. Chelsea grabbed for her phone, but it sailed through the air and disappeared over the front row of seats.

      “Oh my gosh!” Madeline threw off her seatbelt and dropped to the floor to grab all the makeup and scattered perfume bottles.

      Beth couldn’t understand what anyone was saying as they all shouted over each other. Only Beth and Kat Lynn were quiet, the latter giving the former a thumbs up.

      Beth’s mom was born an extraordinary storyteller and fearless adventurer, dragging Beth along on every writing assignment she could manage.

      “What’s that rancid odor?” Beth pulled her shirt over her nose.

      “Everyone, please be quiet!” Florin waved. The silence that followed was due only to the bus losing speed and pulling over on the side of the road.

      “For goodness sake!” Madeline held up an emerald green bottle with the crystal butterfly broken off the top. “This thing cost me almost two hundred dollars.”

      Chelsea pressed her hands against the seat and sat up straight as a rod. “Are we broken down?”

      “Just little car trouble.” Florin tried turning the keys over and over, but the tour van remained lifeless. “I call for help and we get out of here in no time.” He grabbed a gigantic phone from under his seat and carried on a staticky conversation in Romanian.

      The youngest boy up front climbed over the seats to hand Chelsea her phone. “Merci,” she chirped, searching for cracks.

      Madeline climbed back into her seat and started rummaging through her bag. “I hope I’m not missing anything.”

      Beth glanced back at her. She’s so pretty. Why does she bother with all that stuff?

      Kat Lynn grabbed her phone for a few snapshots of the rolling hills all around them, carpeted green with deer grazing, unaware of their audience. “This might not make for a great story, but your dad’ll love these. And I’ve got three bars.”

      “Me too.” Chelsea took a few pictures. “That’s weird out here in the middle of nowhere.”

      Beth opened her old notebook to sketch and write about the Romanian dessert she had at the last village, the one she’d wasted so many pages trying to recreate. If only the kid whining up front would get quiet and let her think.

      Beth’s mom slid open the windows on both sides of her row of seats.

      “Thanks, Kat.” Chelsea fanned herself. She and Madeline slid open the windows beside them. The bus was heating up fast.

      Chelsea and Madeline had saved up for this trip since they graduated from high school three years ago. Romania was the home country of Chelsea’s grandparents, the place she’d always wanted to visit. They’d made instant friends with Beth and couldn’t get enough of listening to Kat Lynn recount the tales of where she and Beth had been.

      Florin got quiet in the front and took in a long deep breath. The bus grew silent as death when every movement came to a halt. Then Florin turned slow as molasses to face his tourists. “Nous sommes coinces ici jusqu’au matin,” he mumbled, hardly daring to lift his gaze.

      “Quoi?” exploded the other man. “Ou sommes-nois censes dormir?”

      Kat Lynn turned around and raised her voice. “We’re stuck here until tomorrow morning.”

      “What?” Chelsea went pale.

      “This is a joke, right?” Madeline gasped. And then their voices joined the angry Frenchman’s.

      Beth grabbed her bag and crawled through the chaos to escape the sweaty van.
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      The darkness of night fell soon after. Florin dug into a hidden compartment in his trunk and withdrew a few hammocks, water bottles, and pouches of flavorless chicken pasta for emergencies. He even got a fire going on the desolate roadside with dead wood gathered from nearby trees.

      Kat Lynn ate quickly and broke away from the fire to share the story of their breakdown with Beth’s dad like they’d found buried treasure. Her voice mingled with the crackling of the fire.

      “I can’t believe no one’s driven by.” Madeline stuffed her food trash into her backpack and laid on it like it was a pillow, the light cast by the fire reflecting against her vibrant red hair. “I could really use a hot shower right now.”

      “No one goes this way anymore.” Florin shuddered. “It should be closed off. I cannot believe I took this road. I just got turn ‘round.”

      “Why doesn’t anyone go this way anymore?” Beth asked.

      “Island Demented.” Florin arched forward, leaning closer to the fire and peering over his shoulder. “People tell stories up and down this countryside of beasts on an island out there. Some even flee this land. No one who sails in these waters ever returns and no one comes this way no more.”

      The woman across the fire spoke softly to the boy falling asleep in her lap, brushing her hand against his forehead.

      Beth searched the shadows when she realized her own mom had grown silent.

      Kat Lynn stood behind Florin, her face alight, nodding to Beth.

      Her daughter shook her head, sending her darkish hair sweeping back and forth against her shoulders. Beth had learned to read her mom’s mind when it came to things like this at a young age. She did not want to go searching for some Island Demented where beasts lived and sailors never returned. They stayed locked in a nodding-shaking head battle until Florin glanced behind him.

      “I’m in,” Madeline whispered to Beth, her green eyes wide with wonder.

      “Me too.” Chelsea nodded, keeping her voice soft enough that Florin wouldn’t hear. “If half the stories your mom’s told are true, this’ll be the best part of our trip.”

      “All the stories my mom tells are true.” Beth might not have believed the wild tales of what lengths people would go to if she hadn’t experienced so many break-ins. “But there’s no way we can get the canoes off the top of our bus without Florin noticing.”

      “Oh, please.” Chelsea slid a dark pair of sunglasses over her eyes and put on her best spy face. “Your mom’s superpower is figuring out how to get away with stuff like that.”

      Beth shook her head once more but knew she was defeated. If she couldn’t talk her mom out of sneaking into a prince’s bedroom to find proof he’d stolen from his own family, what chance could she possibly have of talking her and two of her newest fans out of investigating this creepy island?

      Of course, Beth would try reasoning with her mother, but whatever she said or did, she knew tonight they’d be making an unscheduled visit to Island Demented.
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      Beth and the other three volunteered to take the red and blue hammocks. That left everyone else with their own comfy row in the tour bus, aside from the tour guide. The family of four fell asleep early. Florin was up much later, but finally sank into slumber around midnight, leaning back in the driver’s seat.

      Kat Lynn set to work unlatching the fastenings strapping the two black canoes and oars to the top of the van. The silence and agility with which she worked never ceased to amaze Beth. Her mom froze when someone inside the van snorted, then eased back into action when it was followed by snoring.

      Madeline and Chelsea stood ready to take the goods from over the passenger side of the van. They grunted under the shock of the weight, the ends of both canoes teetering back and forth, until they finally rested against the ground.

      Beth climbed up the back and slid the oars off the top without making a sound.

      They loaded the oars and their backpacks into the canoes in complete silence, then hoisted them over their heads two to a canoe and were off into the night.

      Thank goodness for the canoes’ headlights, Beth thought as they made their way through a scanty forest.

      The canoe over Madeline and Chelsea wobbled and bumped Beth’s every time they squealed with fright at an animal scampering away in the shadows or an owl soaring through the trees.

      “Rookies,” Kat Lynn muttered over her shoulder to Beth as she steered their canoe a good six feet away from them.

      Beth smiled. Her bravery was the first good thing she’d taken away from being dragged along on nights like this.

      “This thing weighs a ton.” Madeline slowed down after a while. “Can we take a break?”

      “Please,” Chelsea added.

      “Take a break if you want.” Kat Lynn clicked off her canoe’s light. “I think that’s the shoreline. Beth and I will wait for you up there. Night vision’s better now that we’re out of the trees.”

      “Nah, we can hang in there if it’s just ahead.” Chelsea clicked off her light too.

      The black water shifted and swirled like quicksand beneath the sky. Waves cut through it like silver serpents, their whispers growing louder and louder the closer Beth came.

      “I don’t even see an island.” Madeline let down the canoe. “It must be really far out there.”

      Kat Lynn got to work on her cell. “My map shows a mass of land that way.” She pointed to her left. “I’m dropping a pin so we can find our way back.” She leaned over to unclip the two life jackets secured to the bar in the canoe and handed one to Beth.

      Madeline grabbed her canoe’s life jacket and held one out to Chelsea, who took a step back. “Guys, isn’t this scary?”

      “Well, yeah, that’s half the fun.” Madeline shrugged.

      “I don’t want to bail on you, but I thought we could at least see where we’re going.”

      “I can see it on my phone.” Kat Lyn held it out to her. “But if you’re not comfortable going, then don’t. I won’t hold it against you.”

      Beth held up her hands and stared open-mouthed at her mom’s back. Why the heck isn’t she pressuring Chelsea into doing this?

      Madeline held the life jacket out closer to Chelsea. “The whole reason we came to Romania was so you could connect with your mom’s roots. This is the first chance we’ve had to break away from the touristy stuff and learn some real native Romanian history. I mean, visiting a forbidden island with its own legend—how cool is that?”

      “You’re right.” Chelsea turned to Beth and Kat Lynn. “But make sure your canoe stays where we can see each other.”

      “Of course, we will,” Kat Lynn said. “Go ahead and put on your life jacket just to be safe.”

      The canoes slid into the dark glassy ocean, shifting weightlessly among the waves.

      “Climb in, Beth.” Kat Lynn held the canoe steady. “I’ll walk us out a little way.” She and Madeline got about thigh-deep before they got in too. “Did the water just get still?”

      “Yeah, but just around us.” Beth dug through her mom’s bag and pulled out her high-tech video camera with night vision and days’ worth of recording space. She hit record and panned around to get the waves rolling to shore parting around the canoes, allowing them to glide with ease into deeper waters. “The still water goes out that way.”

      “Hopefully it’ll lead us straight to the island.” Kat Lynn grabbed the oars to get them moving. “Keep that camera rolling, Beth. This could be my best story yet.”

      “Hold on.” Chelsea grabbed her canoe’s second pair of oars to try and stop Madeline’s progress. “Is it not freaking anyone else out how weird this is?”

      “Of course, it is,” Madeline answered. “But don’t you want to find out if the legend’s true?”

      “You mean the one where no one’s ever returned from a cursed island? Where we’ll probably be eaten alive by wild beasts?”

      “Trust me,” Kat Lynn chided, slowing her canoe, “legends are always an exaggeration of something not nearly as interesting. And if you let fear rule your life, you’ll miss out on so many amazing experiences.”

      “I know, but this is so—weird. Does anyone still have cell service?” Chelsea checked her phone.

      “I’ve got two bars,” Kat Lynn replied.

      “I’d check, but I’ve got to get this on film.” Beth kept her focus on the strip of tranquil water just wide enough for two canoes leading out to sea.

      “I’m not getting service, but one phone’s enough to call for help if we need to.” Madeline took a few pictures of the waves parting around them, then started rowing again. “I bet cellphones weren’t even invented last time somebody came out here, but let’s hurry so we can get these back to Florin before he wakes up.”

      Chelsea’s voice grew quieter. “Sorry I’m ruining this for everyone.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Kat Lyn gave her a motherly smile. “It’s just beginner’s nerves. You’ll be a pro in no time.”

      “Plus, this wouldn’t be any fun without you.” Madeline winked as they sailed through the eerie, still waters, farther and farther from land.
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      Kat Lynn and Chelsea turned on the watercraft’s outer lights when the moon and stars grew dim.

      “Strange.” Madeline searched the skies. “No clouds.”

      “The trail’s turning toward the island.” Kat Lynn pointed an elbow where the still waters curved northward.

      Everyone’s hair blew in their face when a strong wind picked up, except for Chelsea’s tight brunette bun. Even the waters began churning, small waves carrying them faster along their way.

      “Whoa.” Madeline held her oars up out of the water. “Please tell me we’re headed for the island and not out to sea.”

      Kat Lynn pulled in her oars to check her phone again. The canoes kept pace with one another. “We’re definitely headed straight for land.”

      Chelsea pulled her oars in too. “Guess all we can do now is wait.” She hugged herself when she shivered.
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      A dark, mountainous wall of earth loomed ahead as the canoes picked up speed moving towards it. One canoe wobbled when Chelsea gasped and started to stand.

      “Don’t.” Madeline grabbed her and pulled her down.

      Chelsea clutched her oars in a desperate attempt to row against the current. “We’re gonna crash!” The oars did nothing to slow their journey.

      Kat Lynn grabbed a giant flashlight and shone it on the mountainside. “It’s wide open.” A cruise ship could have fit through the opening with room to spare.

      Beth turned the video camera on again and couldn’t help ducking down as they passed under the sharp black ceiling.

      Madeline put one oar in the water to veer their canoe closer to the other one.

      “I don’t like this,” Chelsea muttered. A burst of whistling wind pressed against them as the current carried them swiftly along.

      Chelsea screamed. The beam cast by Kat Lynn’s flashlight shot toward her.

      Madeline sat curled up in a ball, hugging her legs to her chest and staring at Chelsea in horror.

      Chelsea sat frozen with an oar held up at her side, her other arm pressed to her heart. “A hand—” she sputtered, staring wide-eyed into Beth’s camera, a bit of seawater dripping off her chin. “A purple glowing hand⁠—”

      The chasm echoed with the screams of all four when a ghostly hand, translucent and amethyst in hue, shot out of the water and stole the other oar from Chelsea, dragging it under the sea.

      “Whoa.” Beth lowered the camera, heart hammering.

      “Did you get that?” Her mom waved at her.

      She nodded and leaned over to observe the water. “Is it just me or are we going even faster?” Strips of purple light twirled and shot through the water beside them, trailing away and reappearing here and there.

      “This island is definitely haunted.” Chelsea threw her backpack on over her life jacket and held her phone out to record the purple ribbons of light. “D-do you think it wants to hurt us?”

      “I think it just wants to show us what’s in this cave.” Kat Lynn’s eyes reflected the beautiful amethyst glow, watching in wonderment.

      Beth knew this was the sort of magical story her mother had always dreamt of finding.

      “Wha—” Beth shot across her seat away from the four long, meaty transparent fingers reaching up one side of their canoe. “Mom!” She jerked to the middle when four more came over the other side.

      Madeline and Chelsea screamed and scrambled toward the middle of their canoe when two ghost hands took hold of their canoe too and slowly pulled it downward.

      Kat Lynn threw on her backpack and slid Beth’s onto one arm. “Don’t worry about your stuff. Just keep recording.” Spotlight fixed on the glowing hands sinking the other canoe, she crawled to her daughter to put her arms around her. Chilling water spilled into their canoe and swirled around them.

      Beth gasped at the shock of cold and trembled at the drop in temperature and the fear of what force moved beneath her feet. She kept recording, determined not to let her mom down on the greatest story of her life.

      “Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!” The BFFs clung to each other for dear life as they swirled through the current.

      “It’s okay. Our life jackets will keep us above water.” Kat Lynn kept her flashlight arm cramped painfully around Beth and held the other with Beth’s backpack out to Chelsea and Madeline. “Swim to me.”

      Madeline didn’t make a move, but Chelsea used one arm to paddle in their direction. The progress was slow moving with the flow of water forcing them along at the speed of rapids.

      “Beth.” Madeline’s face, washed white and ghostlike, locked onto their group’s youngest traveler. “Beth.” She shot out a hand.

      Beth kept her death grip on the camera and tried swimming herself and her mom toward them. Finally, Chelsea caught hold of her hand. Madeline grabbed on and jerked them closer so Kat Lynn could throw an arm around the women.

      “Don’t let go! Don’t let go!” Madeline squeezed herself so close to the others, Beth’s camera arm was crushed between them. It was a good thing her mom only used waterproof electronics.

      “My foot hit something.” Chelsea pulled her legs up, bumping everyone else.

      “Wait,” Kat Lynn cried as their cluster started spinning in faster circles through the water. “That’s the ground.” She stretched her legs as straight down as she could.

      “Is that land?” Chelsea shrieked, fighting to focus on one spot every time they turned so the spotlight raced over it.

      “Yeah, up ahead.” Kat Lynn tried keeping the light on that general area. The water made it next to impossible.

      “I can make it.” Madeline let go and swam sideways through the current.

      “No, Maddie!” Chelsea reached for her with one hand but didn’t let go of the others.

      “It’s all right. I think, oof—” Kat Lynn popped up, then plummeted into the water. “I think it’s getting shallower.”

      Beth kicked and swung her legs out straight. “It is!” Her foot made impact with solid ground again and again. “Try kicking toward that side of the cave.”

      The three still locked together grunted and wiggled around, fighting to reach dry land. Within twenty feet, the water was below their shoulders. Another thirty, and they could stand with the weakening current pressing against them from the waist down.

      Madeline crawled onto shore, tore off her backpack, and allowed herself to fall back. Her chest heaved up and down.

      “Why’d you do that? We could’ve lost you!” Chelsea fought her way to the shore and stepped up onto solid stone.

      “I know, I know.” Madeline waved. “I shouldn’t have, but I had to get out of the water. That thing—” Her breath caught, making her cough a few times. She held her hand up like a claw. “—that ghost hand thing—It could have come back at any moment. I had to get out!”

      Beth stepped up onto the black glass-like floor and held a hand out to help her mom up. Kat Lynn set down their bags and shone the light around the place.

      Madeline jerked upright. Her wavy, fiery red hair dripped with seawater. “How are you guys so calm about this? We were just attacked by a ghost!”

      Beth shrugged. Surely, her heart was racing as fast as anyone else’s, but you don’t grow up being Kat Lynn Sharp’s daughter without learning to roll with it and trust everything will work out.

      “Just think, has anything this exciting ever happened to you before?” Kat Lynn couldn’t tear her gaze away from the tremendous cavern walls.

      “Who cares?” Madeline sobbed. “We’re never getting out of here. Our canoes are gone. We’re in a dead zone. And we’ll never swim out against that current.”

      Chelsea sat down and gave her a hug. “We’ll figure something out. Maybe there’s a hole in the wall somewhere.”

      “I’m supposed to be the brave one. This is—it’s horribllllle.” Madeline leaned over to cry into her arms.

      “It’ll be okay,” Kat Lynn crooned. “Sometimes these things bring out the best in people. And we’ve got enough supplies to last a few days. We’ll figure it out by then.”

      Strands of glowing purple rose from the water onto shore farther downstream. “Mom, over there.” Beth turned the camera on it.

      Kat Lynn’s beam followed, eradicating whatever she’d seen.

      “No, turn it off. We can’t see it with the light on.”

      One of the two on the ground squealed and fumbled for something when they were plunged into darkness.

      The ghostly amethyst form of a human floated over the gleaming stone toward the solid wall in the back, its glow dimming and then burning brighter like the flames of a fire.

      Wait, there’s an opening. The thought shot through Beth. A way out!

      “Grab your stuff.” Kat Lynn helped Beth put on her backpack. “Let’s follow it.”

      “Let’s not.” Madeline’s cell light came on, trembling violently in her hand. “It obviously leads people to this island so it can kill them and this place’ll be even more haunted.”

      “What?” Kat Lynn’s lips twitched. “It’s had a hundred chances to drown us by now. It’s just trying to help us.”

      “I don’t know.” Chelsea glanced back and forth between them. “It did strand us here. It doesn’t make any sense to blindly follow it.”

      “That’s all right. You two stay here and Beth and I will be back as soon as we figure out where the opening leads.”

      “No, don’t leave us!” Chelsea jumped up.

      “Yeah, you’re like the Cindy-Anna Jones of this place,” Madeline added.

      Beth giggled. Her mom made the perfect lady version of Indiana Jones. “Then come with us.” She waved for them to follow. “If it’s dangerous, we’ll just turn around and come back here.”

      “Come on, we’re losing it.” Kat Lynn took Beth’s arm and power-walked toward the opening, where the apparition had disappeared.

      Chelsea and Madeline only stared at each other before they grabbed their stuff and scrambled after them.
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      There wasn’t a trace of a ghost by the time they entered the opening. Kat Lynn used her flashlight to keep them on the path, clicking it off now and then to search for any sign of amethyst light. But there was nothing.

      The floor was rocky, leading upward. It was a lot like climbing a mountainside. Chelsea slipped twice and gave her knee a good banging.

      Beth’s legs burned and begged her to stop climbing after a while. She’d ditched the camera early on, relying on her arms to aid the steep climb. “Think we can take a break?” She leaned against one wall. “My legs are killing me.”

      “Mine too,” Chelsea and Madeline added.

      “Of course.” Kat Lynn sat on a boulder the size of a recliner and leaned back against the wall opposite her daughter.

      Madeline sighed and sank onto the rock a step lower. “It feels like we should have broken the surface by now.”

      Kat Lynn opened an app on her phone, the screen’s light illuminating her high cheekbones and thin, pointed eyebrows. She let out a whistle. “We’ve already climbed five hundred feet. We’ve got to be close to getting out of here, if there is a way out of here.” She slid her phone into her pocket and waited a few minutes. “You girls think you can go a little bit longer?”

      “Yeah.” Beth dragged herself off the wall. Think happy thoughts: fresh baked cinnamon bread, chocolate chip cookies, chicken pot pie…

      “Let’s get this over with,” Madeline grumbled.

      There was some groaning, but everyone got going. Beth counted the boulders as she crawled over them. …six, seven, eight⁠—

      “Eek!” Chelsea slipped in front of her.

      “Whoa.” Beth leaped forward and pressed against her back to stop her, but not before she kicked Kat Lynn’s flashlight out of her hand.

      “Oh no.” Kat Lynn tried catching it.

      “I got it.” Madeline scraped her elbow and ripped her sleeve diving for the clunky beam of light, but it blinded her on the way down. There was a loud crack before they were plunged into darkness and the flashlight went banging in pieces farther and farther below.

      “I’m sooo sorry,” Chelsea called. “I’ll get it. Just let me turn on my phone.”

      “Don’t you dare risk your neck climbing back down there over a broken flashlight.” Kat Lynn’s cellphone light lit at the same time Chelsea’s did. “We’ve got to be a whole lot closer to the top than the bottom. It’s safer to keep going.”

      “And you better go first,” Madeline added. “If you fall again, someone’s got to catch you.”

      Chelsea shook her head. “Then I’m endangering everyone.” Though she started to climb with her phone lighting the way.

      …twenty-one, twenty-two… Beth counted the stones she climbed in her mind. …twenty-three, twenty-four…

      “Guys, there’s light!” Chelsea’s foot slipped but she caught herself in her haste to climb faster.

      “Moonlight.” At the sight of the silvery gleam of stone, Beth pushed her tired muscles to the limit. She climbed faster, fighting for escape. …thirty, thirty-one…

      “There’s the sky.” Chelsea’s cell light bobbed faster up ahead.

      “Really?” Madeline asked.

      “It’s cloudy and dark, but I see it.” Chelsea burst out first and plopped down right outside the opening.

      Beth emerged next and sat beside her. “Sweet, sweet freedom.” She took a deep breath of fresh night air. The island stretching out before her was massive with rolling hills and a dark castle in the distance. Its slender, pointed towers rose above the trees like some beast’s enormous claws.

      “Would you look at this?” Kat Lynn climbed up and smiled at their surroundings. Land spread away from their escape door only twenty or thirty feet down on an incline. “It’s like something out of a fairytale. Hand me the video camera, Beth.”

      Madeline stood beside her, huffing and puffing. “Yeah, if it was a demented fairytale.”

      Beth handed her mom the camera. “Can’t we please just rest for a few minutes?” she asked when her mom started down the hillside. Honestly, the woman never ran out of steam.

      “You rest. I’ll check out that statue or rock over there.” Kat Lynn continued down the hill to something gray at the edge of the trees. The other three watched her until she was close enough to circle the thing, getting it from every angle.

      “Still no bars.” Chelsea stared at her phone. “Anyone else got anything?”

      “Nope.” Madeline clicked off her light and put her phone in her pocket.

      Beth glanced at her phone. “Me neither.”

      Chelsea brushed away stray hairs from her face that had come loose from her bun. “So, what are we going to do?”

      “Hope our ghost friend shows up again?” Beth pulled her hair into a ponytail.

      “No way! This whole thing is that ghost’s fault.”

      “Yeah, but it got us out of that cave.”

      “It got us into that cave. I hope it never shows up again.”

      “Sorry, Beth.” Madeline lay down on the ground. “I agree with Chels. But maybe we should check out that castle and search for any inhabitants.”

      “Yeah, that sounds awesome.” Chelsea perked up.

      “And if no one’s there, maybe we’ll find some old crown jewels or gold coins or something. Me and that ghost can be friends if it brought us here to make us rich.”

      “My mom sure seems happy.” Beth watched her running toward them with a great smile on her face. This was her version of finding a treasure chest full of gold and jewels.

      “It’s a statue of an old man carrying a little boy on his shoulders,” Kat Lynn noted when she reached them. “It’s so lifelike, it’s amazing. It’s got every little wrinkle on the man’s face. I can’t imagine why somebody would go to all that work and just leave it out here.”

      She nearly dropped the camera when the air reverberated with a deep diiing dooong of an old bell ringing from the castle. Beth and the others stood up tall.

      “Someone’s out there,” Chelsea muttered.

      Madeline backed toward the hole from which they’d surfaced. “We should hide.”

      There was a rustling coming toward them from the trees. Before anyone could make a move, a large man with a lion’s head emerged from the trees. Another, with a bear’s head and arms, came out from the other side. Both paused for a moment to stare at them, each wearing a loincloth that shivered in the breeze.

      The camera shook in Kat Lynn’s hands. “M-maybe they-they’re friendly?”

      This was the first time in Beth’s life she’d ever seen true fear in her mother.

      The lion man ROOOAARED, shaking them to the very core, as the bear thing threw himself on all fours and shot toward them.

      “Beth, RUN!” Kat Lynn screamed and raced away behind her daughter.

      Beth ditched her bag and took off a step ahead of the others, all running for their lives. But where could they escape to? There was nothing but a straight drop ahead of them.

      A flash of purple caught Beth’s eye. She veered to her left to follow it over the highest point and through a sunken path. Traces of the amethyst glow swirled ahead of her, leading her onward.

      A wall of darkness up ahead slowed her flight. She tried stopping short just before she would have gone over the edge of a drop off—but her foot slipped. Her legs went over. She grabbed and clawed at the smooth ground. And then she was falling, a bloodcurdling scream escaping her lips.

      “Ak!” Beth slammed into a forked tree growing sideways out of the serrated mountain. She stiffened out flat as a board when her torso tried slipping through the empty space between the two main branches. Beth rolled over and clung to one for dear life.

      “Da-mi mana,” a deep voice called to her.

      Beth turned to a man with light hair reaching for her through a crawlspace carved into the mountainside just above the branch.

      She wavered and pressed her chest closer to one of the branches. “If I let go, I’ll fall.”

      The young man gave her a funny look and leaned over a bit more, still stretching out his hand. If Beth slid closer to the trunk, she could reach him, but what if she fell? Her hammering heart began to burn. Below her, black water washed into the cave, a wall of death if she fell from this great height.
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