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        Insecurity kills all that is beautiful.
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        “Mirrors,” she said, “are never to be trusted.”
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      Four lights grope the nothing. The plunging void ahead twists off into the dripping blackness like a limestone throat. From their vantage point, the cavern’s mouth has nearly lost all visibility, winking from existence like a failing eye with the retreating day, bludgeoned purple-red by twilight.

      “We’re in Mykonos, Liam,” says Ethan. He slows his stride and bumps the flashlight with his palm, shakes it in the air as if to dislodge some degree of brightness that the unit might be holding back.

      “If I were a betting woman,” says Kate, edging past him, “I’d say you’re the type to press the crosswalk button more than once to make the light change faster.”

      Gemma snorts.

      Ethan moves along without response.

      “On vacation, three days in. That means we should be doing vacation shit. Ask me, this is pretty fuckin’ far from that.” His feet move faster as he fights to catch up with the others. “You hear that? Up there? Yeah. That’s where we should be. That’s the sound of life, good times, moving on without us, man.”

      As the stone drops, the catacombs have led them several hundred feet beneath the mountain surface. Up above, the voice of Grecian night is nearly shuttered from their ears now, rationed out in whispers from the neon venues that had rushed to life at sunset. The social crowd’s begun to loosen, warming by the embers of their drinks. Their furnaces are regulated by a casual breeze which finds them from the nearby sea, not exactly cold, but cool enough to flatten any beads of sweat before they form. By now, the music would be moving them, turning underneath the lights, underneath the night. Down here, the air is hard and cold and holds the musky calcification of eons.

      Liam stalks ahead, mindful of his steps along the ledge that once had offered ample width for tours. It isn’t nearly as solid as it once had been, edges wetly sloughing off at certain points where moisture has crept in and loosened its integrity across the years. Beyond the failing edge a crevasse opens in the limestone like a wormhole, a black and patient vacuum running through the center of the earth and out again. Fifteen feet behind him, Ethan prattles onward like a restless five-year-old.

      “And that car’s a rental, in my name. Swear to God, man, if⁠—”

      Liam slows his pace, partially turns across his shoulder as the others close the gap behind him. “Ever see Midnight Express?”

      “You serious? Let me put it this way,” says Ethan, turning fingers underneath his light. “Tried making my own cross joint so many times back in the day, I still got the burn scars to prove it.”

      Liam stops, slowly turns. “Not Pineapple Express, dumbass. Midnight Express. That old flick where dude gets busted at the border with a shit ton of hash strapped to his belly, ends up doing hard time in a Turkish prison.”

      “Real talk,” says Ethan, “I can think of a dozen other situationally appropriate conversation starters.” He unbinds a fist of slender fingers and starts counting off. “Favorite foods, music, movies, weed, who played Bond best and why Daniel Craig is the answer. Mentioning foreign prisons while trekking through a restricted cavern in a Greek national park ain’t one of ’em.”

      Liam lays the beam of light on Ethan’s squinting face. “Thought I might remind you where we are, what we’re doing right now. You haven’t shut up since we’ve been down here. Sound carries, brother.”

      Ethan peels away, throws a palm against the blinding light. “You mind?”

      “Don’t be a douche, Liam.” Gemma shoves her way between them, jabs the muzzle of her light against his ribs. "Just keep walking. Nobody’s stupid enough to be down here but us.”

      “And park security,” says Liam. He drops the beam.

      Gemma rolls her eyes. She holds her phone out, turns the camera toward the group. “Say cheese, bitches.” The flash goes off and Gemma checks the shot, scowling as she thumbs across the filters. “Good God, this lighting.” She brings her fingers to her scalp. “And my fucking hair. Y’all, seriously? Somebody could’ve told me.”

      “Just keep it down,” says Liam.

      “Look, I’m with Ethan. Can we just wrap this up?” Gemma slides the phone into the back pocket of her jeans, throws a glance against the darkened route behind them. “It’s cold as hell, it’s dank, and I’m pretty sure the best thing that we’re bound to come across in here is the exit. It’s like you’re trying to live out some kind of long-repressed Goonies fantasy.”

      “Do you ever stop?”

      “I’m serious, Liam. Let’s go. We can still make it back to the rooms, get cleaned up, hit the bar. You know. . . shit normal people do on Friday nights.”

      “This place is cordoned off for a reason,” says Liam. “The guy told me⁠—”

      “The guy told you a twenty-dollar story,” argues Gemma. “He saw an easy mark. An American looking for adventure, and he sent you out on one. And that twenty? It bought a round of drinks that could’ve gone to us. A-plus, Liam. Way to go.”

      “God forbid we have a little fun, Gem,” says Liam. He kneels and lifts a cuff of jeans, restores a sock that has begun to gather on his ankle. “Not that dipshit brand of North Carolinian fun you’re used to. Something we won’t find in a bottle or those shitty hotel lobby coupon books. Something other than fucking selfies and Jell-O shots, for chrissake.” Liam stands again, checks his shirt, his jacket. He knocks away a stripe of powdered rock that’s gathered on his sleeve.

      “Fuck you, Liam,” says Gemma. “You actually believe all that Narcissus crap? Greek legend, man. Legend being the operative word. Fairy tale.” She kicks the fetal beginnings of a stalagmite rising from the floor. It reminds her of cypress knees protruding through the muddy gum lines of the Pasquotank back home. The country life she’s tried so hard to leave behind, scrub from every fiber of her being, forget completely. Liam knows this, so he knows full well how potent his remark had been, the asshole. But she had gotten out of there. She’d done it, and done it on her own. She’d become the anomalous agent who’d escaped the run-down destiny awaiting her, just as it awaited all the others. Friends and family, no doubt still right where she’d left them, toiling at the registers of fast-food joints and body shops and kicking curbs of 7-11 parking lots and chucking empty cans of Old Milwaukee from the bridge on weeknights after shift lets out, pining over what they’d love to do in life, but couldn’t for the list of reasons that would grow no shorter in the years to come. But not her. She’d escaped. Escaped the place, the people. The family, the nightmares attached. Things she never wants to think about again. She was doing it, whatever it was, as long as that old North Carolinian sand trap and its hideous trove of secrets had escaped the narrative of her future.

      “Legend or not, I want to know what’s in here. Accidents happen everywhere, but to shut things down like this; this is something else.” He looks around. “I mean, this here is over the top.”

      The four of them had come in on a maintenance road, or at least what’s now used as one. Wooden signs along the route stood partially decomposed, most of their adornments blanked by time and sun-wash. Only one had been preserved to indicate the route’s restriction to essential staff. It stood watch next to a heavy chain, slackly draped across the entry point. The gravel road had taken them a little more than a half-mile by the time they reached a densely populated grove of trees, intentionally plotted row-by-row, an arboreal barricade concealing what had once been parking grounds for tour groups. Beyond the thirty years of growth, lines of trees with brush that filled the vacant ground between their strategically positioned trunks, an eight-foot wall of bougainvillea that had bound all sight from anything that lay beyond. Its chain-link endoskeleton had largely stood the test of time, though several sections had begun to kneel to rust and vegetative weight, enough so that the four of them had pressed it flat with little effort. They’d found the cavern hadn’t been too far beyond, exactly where the man had told them it would be. Its entry crouched behind an unchecked screen of grass and saplings. As for their transportation, they’d managed navigation far enough beyond the roadway’s edge before the earth had grown too soft to venture further. Concealed behind the outermost array of trees, they’d tucked the Fiat underneath some low-slung boughs of pine. There was little chance they’d be discovered there.

      “They used to run tours through this place on the regular, all before that story hit. Some rumors, a little bad publicity, and they just let the landscape swallow up the entrance, forget about this place for good?” Liam shakes his head, unconvinced. “Doesn’t add up. And dude at the bar? He didn’t even really want that twenty. You notice that? I practically had to wrench the details out of him. Like even mentioning this place had given him the shakes, let alone telling us how to find it.”

      “Crazy thought, but this place might be shut down for safety reasons, Liam. It’s a reach, I know.” Gemma aims her light into the cavity beyond the pathway’s edge and kicks a dash of stony fragments, watches them disappear from sight between the slabs of rock. She listens to them rattle downward like an endless game of Plinko till they’ve fallen out of earshot all together. Gemma ties her arms across her chest like a defiant teen and saunters toward him. “And old boy back there at the bar? Think about that. You come at him with a handful of internet rumors and a wallet full of paper and you expect him not to seize that opportunity with both hands and yank hard? You got hustled.”

      “Rumors, my ass,” says Liam. “You read the same thing I did. You read what happened here.”

      “I skimmed,” says Gemma.

      “Facts, Gem. It happened. Thirty-two years ago. You saw the reports, the articles."

      “Skimmed.”

      “Six friends. Gone. Like that.” Liam snaps his fingers, punctuating his remark. He stops again and turns to face her. “The Sinister Six.”

      “Sinister Six,” she mocks. “And to think of all the billions made from anti-aging products. Turns out the cure all along was a belief in urban legends. Why, one could stay twelve forever.”

      Liam stares at her, locked and loaded, weighing the benefit of returning fire. It was that or shut his mouth, take the hit, preserve the peace. Finally, he blinks, as if to reset what had come to mind, decidedly too harsh for use.

      Gemma rolls her eyes. “Fake news,” she smirks. “That’s my take.”

      “Just another term for facts these days,” he says. “Anyway, we’re here. Give change a shot. Life’s about more than liquor and losers.”

      “Well, damn.” She hears the country drawl infect her words and cringes. “If you’d have laid that wisdom on me a year ago, you could’ve spared me those four feeble months we spent together last summer.”

      Against his will, Liam’s mouth transitions to a subtle grin. “Touché, Gem. Touché.” He turns, starts walking again, calls back to her across his shoulder. “But you’re wrong. It was three. Time just moves slower in hell.”

      Gemma smiles, hidden by the darkness. But the smile is just as painful as it is pleasant. She’d never admit it, but she still has a thing for Liam. And in all honesty, he’d probably been on point with any blame he’d thrown her way. She’d little doubt she probably was the one who fucked things up between them. Her walls were lofty, utterly impenetrable, and she secretly hated herself for it. Hated her family for it. Hated her whole shitty upbringing for it. Something stirs inside of her, opens up her mouth to speak again, to keep the game of last-word tag in play when Ethan breaks the silence. She draws her lips together, swallows down the words that hadn’t fully taken shape.

      “So, this Narcissus cat,” says Ethan. He leaps across three knobs of stone, reduced to childhood in the moment, whispering numbers to himself between each jump.”

      “He’s doing it again,” says Kate.

      She’d kept mostly to herself till now, not wanting any part of their exchange. It’s what Kate did. Observe. Blend. Stay neutral, conflict-free. She’d hardly realized words had even crossed her lips when Gemma throws a glance in her direction. “What?”

      “The number thing,” Kate mutters.

      “Oh.” Gemma eyes her steps, more mindful as the pathway narrows slightly. The metal rail is still intact, albeit blanketed in rust, and she’d rather not be forced to use it if it could be helped. “Yeah. That.”

      “Some pretty boy. What’s the fascination?” continues Ethan, his mind preoccupied with algorithms of obsession in his head, oblivious to the brief exchange between both women. Privately, he continues down the avenue of numbers spilling through his head in ways that only he could understand, mouthing them beneath his breath.

      Eight, ten, twelve,

      Divided

      Sixteen

      Two Fifty-Six

      “I could take him.” He throws the backside of his hand against the other’s palm, snaps its hard vibrato out across the pitch.

      “You have to be so damn loud?” hisses Liam. “The hell is wrong with you?”

      “Narcissus was a demi-god,” says Kate. Threatened with another round of childish squabbling, she throws the comment out like some diversionary bait. She moves a length of hair behind her right ear, carefully navigating polished tracks of rock, rubbed slick beneath the random surge of water that would overtake the caverns in the wettest months. But they hadn’t been concerned about that, for now the only element that plagues them is the biting cold that gnaws them as they venture deeper underneath the surface.

      The others turn their lights on her.

      “What, like Maui?” Ethan forms a stupid grin and rakes the air with hook-shaped fingers.

      Kate rolls her eyes across the darkness. “He was distinguished for his beauty. He fell in love with his own reflection in the waters of a spring and died there.”

      “So, he just sat there. Sat there till he died.” Ethan dips his face, regarding Kate through upturned eyes. “Ain’t buyin’ it.”

      Kate shrugs. “That’s the legend. One of many, every one a little different. A lesser-known belief is that Narcissus devoted so much time, so much love toward his own reflection that he offered it his very life, his very soul, and left his physical body behind in a bid for immortality. It’s supposed to be a cursed place. They say his soul is still imprisoned there, trapped inside the waters of the pool for all eternity.”

      The group falls quiet. The only sound between them is the soggy crunch of grit beneath their stride. The hard air shifts, sweeping through the caverns with a guttural tone that seems to emanate from every stony orifice. The path has leveled out, opening to a wider base that’s more directionally vague. From there, the cavern splits four ways like an aortic junction, several of those routes condensed to half that of the main, mere veins threading narrowly into the unknown depths. Edges of the main route bleed into a vague and borderless configuration where it runs against the wall and through, exposing deep recessions in the rock, too low for navigation with a set of limestone teeth that seem to bare themselves, denying entry even if they’d not been disadvantaged by their height alone.

      Ethan stares into the blackness. He pans his light along the natural fence of thorns and bars. Shadows stalk the cavity behind the construct of stalagmites as they dodge the passing beam. He snorts in amusement, sends his stifled laughter scampering off into the blackness.

      Liam turns. “What now?”

      “Nothing,” grins Ethan. “Just, well. . . I wonder what his pronouns were.”

      “You’re a moron.” Liam shakes the comment off and turns to face the path again.

      “Alright, guys.” Gemma claps her palms together, turns, starts back the way they’d come. She holds her phone out front, mindful of her footing in the feeble splash of LED. “Been cool. I’m out. Y’all have fun.”

      “Wait,” says Kate. “Listen.”

      “C’mon, Kate. Not in the mood. I’m tired, my feet are killing me, and this is dumb. Added bonus, I’m also pretty sure my cycle’s started.”

      Liam and Ethan turn away, whisper something underneath their breath.

      “Let these assholes jerk each other off in the dark all by themselves.” She takes another couple steps. “You coming with, or what?”

      “For real. Be quiet.”

      A hollow note has risen from the shadows, low and mournful like an open bottle in the wind. An oily breeze moves through the group and seems to disappear beyond the teeth, sucked from the chamber with an effervescent gasp.

      “You hear that, right? It’s water,” says Kate, stepping forward. She moves her light along the walls, searching for the source. The beam has terminated at a slab of rock that leans against the largest route ahead. It feeds the path into a lowly slung ascension, easily missed where they’d have otherwise been guided right along the long-forgotten tour route, following the steel rail off into a further dose of nothingness. The covert pathway cinches, feeds into a narrow mouth of only several feet in height, gawping black and empty. A plea of echoes swims up through the opening, almost interlinked into one long and lonesome note beneath a metronomic overlay of dripping water.

      Kate turns to face the group, but doesn’t say a word. The upturned corner of her mouth speaks volumes.

      “Hell to the no,” says Gemma. “Hay-ell no.” The country drawl finds its way into her speech again. This time she doesn’t care, doesn’t even notice. “You’ve lost your damn mind if you think I’m squeezing through that.” She wraps her arms around her torso, envisioning the ruthless press of limestone on her body.

      Liam pushes forward, climbs a spread of stones that staggers flatly out into the clandestine branch of path, crouching to reduce himself inside the natural antechamber at their peak. He leans against the wall and lights the space beyond the gap, a crudely structured hollow in the limestone rock, undersized and moist with subterranean sweat. Though abused by time, the opening is precise, clearly borne of human engineering once upon a seeming million years before. Slabs of ruptured stone lay heaped about the base, remnants of an old guard to the chamber laid to violent rest.

      “Holy shit, guys.”

      “What?” Ethan comes up at his rear, peering over Liam’s shoulder. “What is it? Can you see what’s in there?”

      Liam doesn’t answer. He turns a sideways shoulder, slipping out of sight between the walls. Ethan follows through the slot behind him, stooping as he wedges down beneath the low and ruthless angles of the ceiling.

      “Nice, guys,” says Gemma. “Real nice.” She blows a shot of air and throws her eyes around the space surrounding, black gesso dressing everything the light declines. Kate walks ahead and climbs the slabs of stone.

      “You’re not going in there,” says Gemma, the statement laid out like an order. “Right? What happened to sensible Kate? I want that Kate. Play-it-safe Kate. Homebody Kate. That’s the Kate I need right now.”

      “Might as well.” Kate moves ahead with caution, testing slicks of stone and grit with eyes on every planted step. “Came this far already. Besides, I’m a history junkie. You know that.”

      The voices of the two men stagger upward through the opening. “Get in here. You gotta see this.”

      “Don’t do this to me,” whines Gemma. Her typical demeanor has abandoned her completely. This is a side of her that Kate has never witnessed. Kate thinks of all the times she’d been discounted, left behind, played second string to Gemma’s Type A, self-regarding bitchery. She feels something bloom inside of her. Something new. She feels good, in control for once. Right now, in this moment, she holds the upper hand. And in Gemma’s pleading eyes, she could see the painful realization there, as well. And despite how steep the sacrifice, how sharp the blow to her ego, for Gemma, Kate could see it is a price she’d gladly pay for just a shred of her compassion.

      Kate shrugs, throws her eyes to Gemma as she fits a single shoulder through the opening. “Your choice, girl. Coming or not?” And then she’s gone, swallowed by the dark.

      “Shit,” whispers Gemma. “Shit, shit.” She wraps her torso tighter, tries to shake the claustrophobia from her flesh, her mind. “Hold on. Shit. I’m coming.”
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