
  [image: Cover]


  AMERI-SCARES


  NORTH CAROLINA: MOUNTAIN OF MYSTERIES


  By Elizabeth Massie


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Wonderstruck Books Publication


  Wonderstruck Books is an Imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2018 Elizabeth Massie


  Interior art by Cortney Skinner


   


   


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: bethmtns]
    

  


  Elizabeth Massie is a Bram Stoker award-winning and Scribe Award-winning author of novels and short fiction for middle grade readers, teens, and adults. Her favorite genres are historical fiction and horror fiction (which she often calls “skeery stories!”) She also writes nonfiction and fiction for nationwide educational programs. A former 7th grade science teacher with 19 years in the classroom, she now spends her time writing, presenting creative writing workshops, and drawing ghosts, monsters, and other creatures—all part of her Skeeryvilletown cast of cartoon characters. She lives in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia with her creative and wonderfully wacky counterpart, illustrator Cortney Skinner.


  A former public school teacher, Elizabeth continues to work with young people by presenting engaging, interactive creative writing workshops geared so even the most reluctant writers become involved. There are workshops for for upper elementary, middle school, and high school students. To discuss or to schedule , contact her here: iritgud@ntelos.net


  Partial List of Elizabeth Massie’s Books for Middle Grade and Teen Readers


  Ameri-Scares – New York: Rips and Wrinkles (Crossroad Press)


  Ameri-Scares – Virginia: Valley of Secrets (Crossroad Press)


  Ameri-Scares – California: From the Pit (Crossroad Press)


  Ameri-Scares – Maryland: Terror in the Harbor (Crossroad Press)


  Ameri-Scares – Illinois: The Cemetery Club (Crossroad Press)


  Daughters of Liberty: Patsy’s Discover (Pocket Books)


  Daughters of Liberty: Patsy and the Declaration (Pocket Books)


  Daughters of Liberty: Barbara’s Escape (Pocket Books)


  Young Founders – 1609: Winter of the Dead (Tor/Forge)


  Young Founders – 1776: Son of Liberty (Tor/Forge)


  Young Founders – 1863: A House Divided (Tor/Forge)


  Young Founders – 1870: Not With Our Blood (Tor/Forge)


  Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Power of Persuasion (Pocket Books)


  The Great Chicago Fire: 1871 (Archway/Pocket)


  Back From the Edge: Recovered Animal Species (Zane-Bloser)


  African American Educators (Mason Crest)


  Why Me? (Steck-Vaughn)


  Diary of a Pioneer Boy (Steck-Vaughn)


  


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  
    
      [image: (jutoh) CrossroadPressColorLogo(DAD)]
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  Brown Mountain is a long, low-lying ridge in Western North Carolina. For many hundreds of years, ghostly lights have been seen flaring, rolling, and creeping along Brown Mountain at night. Early reports of the lights came from native Cherokee and Catawba peoples as well as settlers and, later, soldiers of the Civil War. People still witness them today yet they are always seen from a distance.


  The Brown Mountain Lights appear in a variety of ways. Sometimes they are glowing balls of fire. Sometimes they burst and fade. Sometimes they drift along the ground and other times they spin and fly away quickly.


  The lights have been investigated by the United States government as well as private groups. Some have claimed to have figured out what they are. However, there is no final agreement, and the lights remain a mystery.


  What if campers on Brown Mountain encountered the lights up close? And what if the campers realized to their terror that the lights wanted something from them?


  Chapter One


  June 12th


  A huge tree stood in the forest near the crest of Brown Mountain. It was a dead tree with rotting roots. Though it was tilted from many years of winds and rains and snows, it had not yet fallen over but clung to the ground in silent desperation. The bark was dark and crusted. Its brittle branches reached out and up like the arms of a skeleton begging for help.


  At the base of the great tree was a gaping hollow as dark as midnight. Cold air leaked from the hollow. A thick, foul smell oozed out as if something had died inside. Spiders skittered around the rim of the hollow, afraid to get too close. Wood beetles squirmed about in the bark but stayed clear of the hollow, too.


  As the sun moved down below the horizon, the shadows spread out silently across the forest floor. The hollow in the great and dead tree became even darker than before.


  And deep within the hollow, a light suddenly flared and pair of glowing, blood-red eyes opened and stared out at the world.


  Chapter Two


  June 29th


  “Get out of the way!” shouted Gabe Williams as he revved his four-wheeler and careened past his cousin, Laila. “I’ll beat you back to the campsite!”


  “No, you won’t!” cried Laila. She kicked her own four-wheeler into high gear. With dead leaves flying out beneath her wheels, she chased Gabe up the bumpy Brown Mountain trail.


  Gabe bent forward and narrowed his eyes behind the visor of his helmet. He steered over a sharp rise, causing him to be airborne for several seconds before the tires struck the biking trail again with a jolt. “Ha!” he shouted above the roar of the engine. He gripped the handlebars tightly and steered it down the trail. Trees on both sides rushed past in a blur. Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh! Wind batted Gabe’s face and arms.


  A squirrel darted into the trail and back off again, out of Gabe’s way. A groundhog peered from the thick green brush at trailside and then it was past and behind him. Mourning doves fluttered up from the trail as he raced toward them.


  “This is great!”


  A few moments later he saw the campsite, down and around a curve. Visible among the dense trees were tendrils of campfire smoke and the blaze orange tents that the Outdoor Adventures Camping Club had pitched earlier that day. Gabe slowed his four-wheeler and coasted off the main biking trail onto the leaf-covered dirt path that led into the campsite. A few seconds later, he heard Laila behind him, slowing her vehicle as well.


  “You weren’t supposed to ride so far ahead of us!” Laila said as she pulled along side Gabe. Her ponytail was tangled from the wind. “We were supposed to ride together. You know that!”


  Gabe and Laila coasted their vehicles along the path until the reached the campfire and tents. They turned off the engines and removed their helmets. Gabe hung his on a handlebar then looked at his cousin.


  “We were supposed to have fun,” he said. “Staying in a clump isn’t fun, it’s stupid. I’m going to be thirteen in September. That’s way too old to have to be watched!”


  “I’m only a year younger than you,” replied Laila. “And it’s more fun doing things together! Besides, you know the rules. When we go camping, we’re supposed to do what Ursula and Mike say. They’re head of the club, don’t forget.”


  “You’re so immature,” said Gabe. He made a face. “Sometimes you have to stretch the rules, just like a big old rubber band! And sometimes you even have to break them.”


  “Yeah? And when you stretched a rubber band it can snap back and really hurt your fingers,” said Laila.


  “Whatever,” said Gabe. He pushed the four-wheeler against a tree, secured the padlock and chain, and then walked over to the campfire where a large, covered pot of campfire stew had started to simmer. He plopped down on a folding chair beside Mike Anderson, who was carving a hiking stick with his pocketknife. Seated on Mike’s other side was Isabel Díaz. Her legs were tucked up under her, the hood of her sweatshirt was pulled down to hide her face, and she was reading a book. She was new to the club. Gabe didn’t know what to think about her. She hardly ever talked to anybody. She wouldn’t even ride the four-wheelers Mike had rented for her. There were enough for everyone, but hers remained chained up to a walnut tree beside the girls’ tent.


  “Hey, Mike,” Gabe said. He reached down into the cooler between the chairs and pulled out a frosty cold bottle of water. He flipped the bottle high in the air and caught it. “Want me to put more wood on the fire?”


  Mike, the club’s bearded, thirty-two-year-old leader, looked up from his carving. “There’s plenty on there for now, thanks,” he said with a smile. But then he frowned. “Hey! What are you doing back here before Ursula, Jin, Laila, and Felix? You were supposed to stick together.”


  “Laila’s back already, too,” said Gabe.


  Mike looked past Gabe and saw Laila sheepishly parking her four-wheeler. “I was only trying to catch up with Gabe to tell him to slow down,” she said. “I’m really sorry.”


  Mike let out a long breath. He shook his head and turned back to Gabe. “Come on, Gabe, you know the rules. You promised to follow them on this trip. A few good rules are what make our club fun and safe.”


  Gabe grinned then made a face. “Safe’s so boring.”


  Mike didn’t laugh. “You never used to push the limits, Gabe,” he said. “In a way, I can understand why you want to, as you’re the oldest one in our club next to Ursula and me. But there are times when you have to keep within the limits. I don’t want to take any chances with anyone getting hurt.”


  “Come on. I know how to ride a four-wheeler. I’m the best ever! I rock!”


  “Sure. But you just can’t keep pushing. I want you to be able to stay in the club. This morning, when we got here, I found out that you’d brought a big bag of snacks without permission and had them hid in your pillowcase.”


  Gabe’s smile faded. “It was just a bag of chips! Well, and some cookies.”


  “You know you aren’t supposed to bring additional food to camp. We planned out the menus ahead of time. Plus, and most importantly, food in your tent could attract animals into our campsite that we don’t want. Bears, foxes, coyotes. All the food we have with us must be stored in the metal food chest.”


  Gabe put the water back in the cooler. He didn’t want it anymore. “You’re going to kick me out?”


  Mike tipped his head. “Of course not, Gabe. I’m just asking you to be respectful of the rules.”


  Gabe crossed his arms and sank deeper into his chair.


  “Did you hear me?”


  “Yeah. I heard you.”


  I hate being lectured. Gabe thought. I get lectured at home. I don’t need it here.


  “Okay, then.” Mike let out a deep breath. “Want to help me prepare some hiking sticks for tomorrow morning’s hike? I have four done but need three more.”


  Gabe crossed his arms. He didn’t really want to but said, “Whatever. Where are they?”


  “In the woods, of course. Make sure they’re long enough, straight enough. Green enough so they don’t snap but aged enough so they don’t bend.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And remember, take only what you find on the ground. We aren’t here to damage the forest. We just use what nature has let go of. While we’re here we don’t pick anything but our noses.”


  Mike’s final sentence used to make Gabe laugh. Not this time.


  Gabe pulled himself up from his chair and left the campsite. Mike called out, “And don’t go far! Stay within shouting distance.”


  Gabe heard the other four-wheelers rumbling into the campground, carrying Ursula, Felix, and Jin. He hurried deeper the trees so they wouldn’t fuss at him, too.


  I’m tired of be treated like a little kid! He kicked a stone and sent it flying against a tree, and headed upward through the trees covering Brown Mountain.


  The forest was alive with nature. Scents of pine, wet bark, and decaying leaves replaced those of the smoky campfire, the simmering stew, and the exhaust from the four wheelers. The songs of countless birds echoed among the high branches of oak, birch, poplar, white pine, and maple trees. Thorny branches arched up from the ground like tripwires, forcing Gabe to step carefully. The sun was lowering in the west, causing the trees to cast long shadows across the ground. Gabe looked about for fallen branches that would make decent hiking sticks, but he wasn’t all that interested in collecting.


  He was still angry.


  At last he plopped down on a log and dug his heels into the mossy ground.


  “I’m going to be in eighth grade in the fall. I shouldn’t be treated like I’m ten. Or three! ‘Stay in a group.’ ‘Make sure we always know where you are.’ Those are really stupid rules!”


  He picked up a brittle stick, broke it in half, and tossed it out into the weeds.


  Gabe and his cousin had joined the Greensboro-based Outdoor Adventures Camping Club two years earlier. Mike and Ursula Anderson, teachers at Gabe and Laila’s middle school, had formed the club so area kids could enjoy and learn to appreciate the out-of-doors. Weekend camping trips in the spring and fall and weeklong trips in the summer were something Gabe had looked forward to. Mike and Ursula
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