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PROLOQUE

Josette could see by the light of her lantern that she had taken the wrong passageway. She heard the sound of a waterfall ahead of her, and debated on whether she should turn around or keep on going? If she retraced her steps, she might run into the one she was fleeing from, but who knew the unknown dangers that might also lie ahead? She decided it was worth the risk to keep moving forward, getting as far away from the man who wished her harm.

The light threw ominous shadows upon the walls as she rushed down the narrow tunnel of the cave. The billowy, blue dress she wore kept catching on rocks as the passageway closed in. She found herself stooping on the way to the waterfall room. If only she had taken the time to change into something more suitable, but how could she have known she was in danger? Her raven hair fell down around her shoulders when she stood up in the giant, dome shaped room. The tunnel she had exited was near the top of the waterfall, which fell nearly fifty feet to the pool below. The spray of the falls glistened in the light of her lantern.

Josette was looking for the way down when an icy hand grabbed her left arm. She instinctively swung the lantern around to hit her adversary, but was surprised when he let her go, causing her to lose her balance. The slippery rocks caused her to fall to her knees. Before she even had time to look up at her attacker, a boot pushed her over the edge. Her scream was drowned out by the roar of the waterfall as she vanished into the mist.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kylee wasn’t happy with her husband’s decision to buy property in the Missouri Ozarks. She was a city girl and didn’t like the idea of moving to five-hundred acres of forest and hills. Kyle had assured her this was the bargain of a lifetime. A southern style mansion built up right next to a limestone cliff. The main selling point for her husband had been the fact that a cave came with the property, only he hadn’t told her it was actually connected to the house. The entrance to this hole in the earth was in the basement.

As she walked through the dusty, old house, she couldn’t help but wonder why it had sat empty for so long? The realtor had told them the previous owner had only lived there for a few weeks before deciding to move back to the city. The house had been closed ever since. That had been over forty years ago. It wasn’t until the recent death of the owner that the property came up for sale.

Kylee thought Kyle was nuts for wanting such an old fixer-upper, and she hated the fact that it was literally out in the middle of nowhere. The nearest neighbor was twenty miles away. She also found it odd that the home was completely furnished. It was as though the previous owner had left the place without taking anything.

“Don’t you kids touch any of this stuff!” she yelled as three boys came running into the house.

Tyde was nine and looked exactly like his father, with the same short build, reddish-brown hair and a winning smile, but he also had his dad’s moodiness as well, and at the moment he wasn’t happy. “This place looks like a haunted house! Are we really going to live here, away from all my friends?”

The twins looked around at the place and saw a totally different world. The house was big, with lofted ceilings and spacious rooms. They were already looking for the best places to play hide-n-seek.

Ridge was almost a head taller than his fraternal twin, making him appear to be a year older.

Bowen may have been small for the age of six, but his mind was always observing things around him.

Both boys also had their father’s looks, but personality wise they couldn’t have been more different.

“So, what do you think? Can’t you see how beautiful this place is going to look once we get it cleaned up?” Kyle asked his wife as he reached for the light switch.

POP!

Kylee brushed her long blond hair from her eyes, not understanding how her husband could be so oblivious to the fact that they had been suckered into buying, in her opinion, a dump. She watched as he fiddled with the light switch before finally giving up on it.

“There are some things that will need professional help, I admit, but envision what this place must have looked like a hundred years ago. I’ll bet they had big dances in the ballroom and can you imagine how this place must have looked at Christmas?” he asked.

“It looks more like Halloween right now,” Tyde said, making an astute observation as far as Kylee was concerned.

“See, even your children know this place looks more like a haunted house than a home,” she told her husband.

Kyle winked at the twins. “What do you boys think? Is this going to be a fun place to live?”

They both nodded in agreement.

“What do they know? They’re just kids,” Kylee said, deciding to test her theory. “Hey Ridge, can you pull down all those cobwebs above you?”

He almost went spastic, waving his hands over his head as he went running back outside.

Kyle gave her a sarcastic grin. “That wasn’t nice.”

“But it proves my point. This place is way too big of a fixer-upper for us to tackle. Can’t we back out of the deal now, before it’s too late?”

His face grew serious as he ventured toward the next room. “We got a great deal on this place. The land alone is worth three times what we paid.”

“Then let’s flip it and find something else.”

He turned back to her. “I really want to stay here. How many houses do you know of that have their own cave attached?”

“Another reason I don’t want to live here. Caves give me the creeps. You know I don’t like them.”

“But you haven’t even seen it yet. I’m telling you it is beautiful. There are mazes and a giant room, filled with stalactites and stalagmites, all topped off with an underground river and a waterfall.”

“Are there bats?”

“None.”

“How can you be so sure? You only saw it once.”

“Because we have control of the only entrance to the cave, it is locked up tight in the basement.”

Kylee still wasn’t sure. “Then how does the river get in and out?”

Her husband gave her a sly smile, obviously already anticipating the question. “It is an underground river that has no known entrance. It flows out as a spring about six miles away.”

“I’m worried about the kids getting hurt.”

He moved over, wrapping his arms around her. “We can keep the entrance locked. And we will teach them all about cave safety every time we do take them down.”

She didn’t like the idea, but he seemed to have all the bases covered.

“If you really like this place, I suppose we can give it a shot. But if we can’t get this fixed up in the next few months, I want your promise we can look for something else,” she told him.

“I love you and it’s a done deal,” he agreed, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

“Gross,” Tyde said, rolling his eyes.

Kylee looked at her two remaining sons. “Go find Ridge and bring him back in here.”

“He’s probably still freaking out from the spider webs. I bet he’s sitting in the car,” Tyde stated as he and Bowen headed back to the entrance of the house.

“This will be a great place for the boys to grow up. They have an entire forest all around them,” Kyle said.

“Which is another thing that worries me,” Kylee noted. “What if they get lost or hurt in the woods. How are we going to find them?”

“I’ll teach them everything they need to know about surviving in the jungle.” He laughed. “It’s not like we are in Alaska. This is Missouri.”

“Still a lot of woods.”

“They will learn to respect the outdoors. I promise.”

“You better.”

Noticing another light switch on the nearby wall, Kyle reached over and flipped it. This time the chandelier in the room lit up.

“Now, doesn’t the place look better in a different light?” he asked.

Kylee did have to admit the crystal chandelier above them was spectacular. Obviously, the original owners had been wealthy. She glanced around to see that the walls and ceilings were not in as bad a shape as she had first thought. A lot of cleaning and some new paint might actually make the place livable.

“Before we move in from the motel, I want a plumber to make sure we have water and an electrician to make sure all the wiring is safe.”

Kyle gave her another hug. “It’s done.”

As the three boys came walking back into the front foyer, Kylee would have sworn she saw a dark figure hiding behind the open front door. She walked quickly across the room, ignoring the boys as she swung the door shut. There was nothing there.

“What was that about?” Kyle laughed. “Are you afraid we are letting the flies in?”

“I thought I saw someone.”

“Maybe we should go back to the motel and then get some lunch. We’ll tour the rest of this place later in the afternoon,” he suggested.

“I like that idea.”

She gathered the boys and sent them back out to the car. Kyle locked the front door as they stepped down from the southern style porch that wrapped around the entire front of the house. Four white columns holding up the roof were in dire need of repainting. Kylee gave the entire place a studious appraisal. It definitely needed to be painted. But she was starting to see the possibility of it being restored back to its original glamour as a showcase plantation mansion.

A reflection of light caught her eye as she looked up at the direction it came from. She could clearly see there was a shadowy figure standing by the window of the attic gable. It vanished as she peered more intensely at it. Could this have been her imagination she wondered?

“Are you certain there is no one in the house?” she asked, getting into the car. “I would have sworn I just saw someone up there in the attic.”

Kyle looked back at the house. “I don’t see anything, but if you really want, I can go back inside and check out the place?”

“Never mind, we can do that when we return. Right now, I need something to eat.”

“McDonalds!” yelled all three of the boys as they got in the car.

She was going to let Kyle tell them it was fifty miles to their favorite fast food place. There would be no more last-minute jaunts to get snack food every day from this new home. It was something they would all have to get used to.

“There should be someplace that serves nuggets near our motel,” Kyle assured the kids.

As her husband started the car and began to pull out of the circle drive, Kylee couldn’t help but feel as though they were being watched. She glanced back at the house to see a curtain open from the second story window, just under the gable she had previously been looking at. Hoping to see an actual person, she saw nothing. There was no point in mentioning it. Kyle would probably say it was only a draft in the house. She wasn’t so sure.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Tyde was happy to finally be in the house. Two weeks crowded into a motel room with his brothers had almost driven him crazy. Especially since the twins had their own language that even he, their big brother, was unable to interpret.

The room he had picked for himself on the second floor of the house was perfect. He had a corner room, with windows looking out the front of the house and also to the east side. The bed was much bigger than he needed, but he knew he’d grow into it. Across the hall from him was his brother’s room. Even though they were six, they still insisted on sharing a living space together. Next to them was the upstairs bathroom. Then there were the stairs and finally his parent’s room to the back of the house. He wasn’t sure why they didn’t take the one next to his. It was gigantic. They had decided it would be the guest room.

Tyde looked out the window as the last of the hired help drove away. He was glad the half a dozen men who had been cleaning and repairing around the place were gone. Now he could really explore the house without getting into anyone’s way. And he was aching to get into the woods that surrounded the property. He had noticed a trail leading into the forest directly in front of the house.

Glancing around his room, he realized he still needed to talk his parents into letting him hang some sports posters. He was still wondering if he’d get to continue playing baseball and football. His folks had warned him there might not be a league close by, which was one of the reasons he hated leaving Oklahoma City, and all his friends now lived far away.

The sound of footsteps squeaking made him turn to his closed door. The knob turned slowly as the door creaked open. It was his dad, big smile on his face.

“What are you doing, son?”

“Just thinking.”

“About what?”

“Now that we live here, do you think anyone will come see us? We live really far away from everyone.”

“You know Mimi and Papa will visit a lot. And I’m sure Uncle B and Uncle Sean will make some trips over here to see us,” Kyle assured him.

“They didn’t visit that much when we lived right by them,” Tyde pointed out. “And none of my friends are going to come this far.”

“You will make new friends in school.”

Tyde looked outside. “We don’t even have neighbors to play with.”

“I hear you, son. It is going to be an adjustment for all of us, but I bet once we get settled in you will love this place. I would have given anything when I was a kid to have an entire forest to explore.”

“And a cave,” Tyde perked up. “When are you going to take me
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