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      They’d left, all of them. They’d left, taking the light with them. Now Edith huddled in the darkest place she’d ever been in, her face, hands, and shirtwaist soaked with blood. Frank was dead beside her. She’d known that from the moment the shot hit him. Hot blood spurted out of him, coating her, and he made all kinds of groaning sounds.

      Someone shouted, “Murder!” and the others ran as if their lives depended on it. Frank’s lantern shattered when he fell, and the darkness—she couldn’t describe the darkness. It felt alive.

      This entire place felt alive. It had been Frank’s idea to stop at the Oregon Caves. She wanted to go to San Francisco and he had told her the caves were on the way. But they were off the highway—miles of bad road off the highway—and Frank’s brand new 1926 Chrysler Phaeton barely cleared some of the rocks.

      She told him she didn’t care about dirty old caves or “scenic beauty.” She wanted to go to a nice hotel and have a lovely dinner and wear the fancy dresses she had brought. But he reminded her that they had an entire summer to enjoy themselves, so they might as well see what they wanted to see.

      Meaning they might as well see what he wanted to see.

      She hadn’t expected it to kill him.

      And she knew he was dead. It wasn’t just the volume of blood, but also the fact that his skin felt odd, clammy, cold even though he hadn’t been dead long. And she managed to put her face next to his mouth and nose. No breath came out, not after the gurgling and choking.

      He just stopped.

      By then, the others—and their lights—were gone.

      She was shaking with cold. The blood had cooled almost immediately, leaving her sodden. No one had warned her it would be frigid in these caves. She wiped her hands on her skirt. Her fingers were already tightening up from the chill.

      She had gotten all turned around when the lights went out, and she didn’t know which way she was facing. She hadn’t even registered which way Frank had fallen, just that gush of blood, and the thud as he landed. The shattering sound his lantern made when it fell beside him, and then the darkness as the other lights receded with those cowardly men.

      She had no idea if they would come back for her. Wouldn’t the guide come back for her? Frank had paid him. Didn’t he owe it to them to get her out?

      Her breath caught. She didn’t want to think about Frank or the fact he was dead. If she panicked, she would join him.

      All she had to do was get out of here.

      All she had to do was survive.
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      Three motorcar engines revved up. Albert Winslow looked up from the generator that had failed for the fifth time this week, and wiped the sweat off his forehead with a grease-stained hand. Maybe the generator kept breaking down because of the heat. It was hotter in this electrical plant that the Oregon Caves Company installed the year before than anywhere else on the mountainside, and that was saying something.

      Late summer, no rain, days of terrible heat. That equaled fire, if folks weren’t careful. Which was one of the reasons why the Company had opted for an electric plant. The fewer candles around these tinder-dry trees the better.

      Except he wasn’t sure if the generators were much better. This one had been sparking all morning. He was glad they’d put it on a cement floor underneath this thing. If it’d been wood, there’d’ve been a fire already.

      He understood the need for electric lights in the cabins and the Chalet, he really did. He even appreciated the lights when he wasn’t working. But right now, he wanted to go back to kerosene lanterns and candles. He’d had enough of this mess.

      And now the Company and the Forest Service were talking about extending electric lights all the way through the caves. As though the hydroelectric lights weren’t working well enough.

      Of course, they weren’t in every part of the caves, and if the park was going to expand and become a true tourist attraction—one that regular folk came to every summer without fail—then the lights needed to be everywhere. You couldn’t count on regular folk to have their own flashlights, not that the flashlights worked. They flashed, just like they were supposed to, and dimmed out or died off just when you needed them.

      Kerosene rarely did that, and when candles guttered they told you something interesting, like the fact that the oxygen in the Caves had depleted.

      Still, he hadn’t heard three motorcar engines start up like that in rapid succession since the lower parking lot got finished last year.

      Something odd had happened.

      He picked up a rag and wiped off his hands, then wiped his face again. He probably looked like he’d deliberately painted his face, the way those Vaudeville stars did. He had to wash up every night since he’d started working on the generator, wasting water, his boss said. Well, Albert had said back, he would stop wasting water if they bought a generator that actually worked.

      He stepped outside. It was cooler here, if you could call dry August heat cool. It had to be 95 or 100 by now. When the temperature went down twenty degrees tonight, it’d have him thinking 75 was cold.

      Maybe he should just step into the caves and cool down. It never got warmer than 41 in there. On a couple of hot nights, he’d dragged a blanket inside the entrance to the cave and go deep enough that no one could see him and yell at him.

      He’d never given up the key to the entrance gate that his boss had given him, back when they first started talking about building a bridge over the River Styx (whose name he had always hated; he preferred Cave Creek, the name it had aboveground).

      Maybe he’d head over to the concessionaire and get himself a fountain drink. He deserved it. He was a little light-headed from bending over the generator so long.

      But first, he’d walk by the lower parking lot to see what was going on. It wasn’t that far out of his way.
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      All right. She had to think. She had to remember what she’d been trying so hard not to see as they walked in. Frank thought the caves beautiful and he was pointing everything out from that near-dry river he called Styx to the dangly white things coming down from the ceiling. They were cold to the touch—everything in here was cold (even Frank, now)—and one of the men had hit his head on the side of one. The guide was saying things about centuries of dripping and limestone, and she could hear the dripping now, and rustling.

      She had no idea what the rustling was.

      Probably bats.

      She hated bats.

      She couldn’t think about them either. She didn’t dare.

      There were lights not too far from here, in the main part of the caves. The lights had stayed on until the group had had to shimmy through a squeeze stained black from so many people touching it.

      At that moment, she’d balked—she was the only woman and she was wearing a skirt, for heaven’s sake. It just wasn’t ladylike. But Frank had teased her and he promised he would follow her to make sure to cover her up if need be.

      Don’t worry, darling, he’d said in that tone she was already beginning to resent. I’ll make sure the only person who sees the private parts is me.

      Was it right to feel annoyance about the memory of that? Was it right to still be angry at him? If she hadn’t squeezed in here, she wouldn’t be trapped and he wouldn’t be dead and those other men wouldn’t be gone.

      Breathe. She had to make herself breathe.

      They’d used a guide string from the last light to here. The guide had made a point of going in first with the string and tying it off. He lit another lantern in here that they’d always had for additional light, and then made the mistake of handing it to Frank when Frank arrived. The guide said that the last guy in the procession needed a lamp as much as the first guy.

      If the stupid guide had left the lantern on that rock where it had originally been, then she wouldn’t be stuck here in the dark. Alone. With bats.

      (And her dead husband.)

      “Frank,” she whispered, amazed at how angry the word sounded, and how it echoed, making her feel truly alone, more alone than she had ever been in her life.

      She squared her shoulders, thinking of her pre-wedding argument with her mother: Who will take care of you when we’re gone, honey? her mother had asked, pushing her to forget her doubts and go forward with the marriage.

      “No one now, Mother,” Edith whispered.

      No one would take care of her. She could die here, alone, if she didn’t find that string.

      It wasn’t too far from Frank. He had just pulled himself up from the squeeze when the guide handed him the lantern. Then the gun went off and blood hit her, as Frank crumpled.

      He didn’t fall. He crumpled. Like a flying flag that slowly lost its breeze.

      Crumpled.

      Breathe.

      String. She extended her hand, trying to remember. The string had come up from the squeeze. The guide had said something about keeping it at waist level as ideal.

      Waist level. She’d thought, snidely, that it was ribcage level for her. But she hadn’t said anything because the men had already joked about her size, how she shouldn’t have minded the squeeze because she was so thin and small.

      She minded. She still minded. She had to go back through that thing, and she wasn’t going to be propelled by panic like those men had been. She would get through it by sheer force of will.

      String, string. She had move carefully so she didn’t fall over Frank. She felt the air around her, hoping for string (and nothing else, like bats), without lifting her feet at all. She twisted right, then left, and just when she felt something akin to despair (she wouldn’t feel despair—she wouldn’t allow it), her hand brushed something.

      She eased her hand back. The string.

      She had found it.

      She grabbed it so hard that it got tighter. If she wasn’t careful, she would break it. She made herself ease her grip, but she didn’t entirely let go.

      She couldn’t.

      The string would get her out of this horrible place.

      The string would get her to the light.
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      Dust rose from the road leading away from the lower parking lot. Those motorcars had to be traveling quite fast, which wasn’t the smartest thing to do near the caves.

      Albert frowned at the dust, wondering what he’d missed. Only one motorcar remained—the motorcar he’d been admiring. The Phaeton. It had initially been a kind of cream color with black trim, but road dust coated it, and the owner hadn’t bothered to clean it off. If a man let his horse get that dirty, he would’ve been duty-bound to groom the horse before doing anything else. Motorcar owners didn’t seem to have that same level of cleanliness.

      At least, this one had raised the motorcar’s canvas top. The top looked dirty too, so it had been in place for most of the drive up Mount Elijah.

      But Albert wasn’t here to admire the motorcar. He was here to see what had spooked the other drivers.

      And he couldn’t see anything.

      Except…the entrance gate stood open. The guide should have closed it behind him going in or coming out. That gate was to remain closed at all times. Too many people wandered into the caves unchaperoned, and a goodly number of them got lost. This was why the Forest Service decided to hire guides in the first place. It was cheaper and easier than sending in a local rescue team who might or might not get lost themselves.

      Albert knew the front part of the caves pretty well. He’d peer in just to see what was going on, and then, if he didn’t see anything, he’d call one of the guides to investigate.
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