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For Dianne, Michelle, Joy, and Alecia, who drove into the darkness together





And for Bob, who should be here




1


NOW





There exists a darkness so deep, so profoundly absent any light or hope, it causes dizziness and nausea. In this cave, with no source of light and the bodies of the dead surrounding us, there are already plenty of reasons to experience both.


I think we are in Hell.


What have I done?


Charlie’s voice drifts to me through the black. “Abby?”


His breath comes out ragged, as if from between strips of flesh. I shut my eyes against the image. Open them. At least when I blink, I can feel my eyelids moving. That’s something. But there is no difference between open and closed.


“Yeah?”I whisper. The sound goes only as far as my lips. It feels like being in the deep end of a pool, blindfolded, all sensation muffled.


“Selby?”Charlie says, but hesitantly.


Why did he ask for me first, when Selby’s supposed to be his girlfriend? Because I had a better chance of being alive.


No response from Selby.


I listen hard, straining as best I can, trying to ignore the sound of my own heart attempting to fight its way out of my chest. Rocks and pebbles grind into my palms and knees. Finally, to my left, a miniscule whimper needlepricks my ears.


“Selby, say something,”I whisper.


Another whimper—louder, but only by degrees.


“Charlie, she’s here. She’s alive.”


“Okay,”Charlie says. “Okay. I’m going to try to make my way over to you.”


“My stomach . . . ,”Selby moans.


I try to resist a memory of the knife plunging into her. “Don’t move,”I say. “Just don’t move—we’ll come to you.”


Panic whirlpools in my torso, twisting every organ inside me to the south. I discover that teeth really do chatter if you’re scared enough. Mine clack rapidly as ice water replaces the blood in my veins. Selby’s bleeding, we’re all effectively blinded, and we’re trapped in here. Trapped, with what remains of them . . .


No, I tell myself. No, Abigail. You can’t lose it. Work the problem. You lose it now, in here, and you die.


Death in here would not be a good way to go. Less painful than crucifixion or being drawn and quartered, sure, but the darkness . . .


Every moment we swim in it, I feel myself getting closer to terror and insanity. Buried alive. We’d likely die from dehydration. That would be the official cause. Not that anyone would ever find us. Dying of thirst will take two or three days. Two or three days to die.


But the darkness.


The hope that somehow, miraculously, we can inch our way in the pitch-black to find the cave entrance, the way we came in, and be free . . . but that hope is the worst part. Outside, we’d still die from lack of water, but we’d die with the sun or stars overhead, and fresh air in our lungs.


But the darkness . . .


“Stay where you are,”Charlie says from some nebulous place in the black. “Keep talking. I’ll make my way to you.”


“The pit,”I stutter through my quaking teeth. “You’ll fall in.”


“I’ll go slow.”


We can’t have been in this chamber of the cave for very long, yet an eternity has passed since we found them.


Them . . . still in here with us . . .


Stop, stop, stop, I tell myself. They’re destroyed, they’re dead, they can’t hurt you.


But they were dead before we got here, and that didn’t stop them. They’re still in here with us, still close enough to reach out, grab an ankle, a wrist, a throat . . .


No! Stay calm, Abby. Stay calm. Work the problem. Work the—


“The camera,”I say.


I hear Charlie stop his slow slide across the gravel floor. “Huh?”


“Do you have it? Is it working?”


Selby whispers, “I wanna go home.”


I ignore her. I hate to do it, but have to. “The viewfinder. If the camera’s working, open the viewfinder. It’ll be light. Not much, but something.”


Charlie makes a sound in the darkness, like a sigh of realization. I hear more scuffling.


“Go slow,”I say.


“Right.”


Time goes blank again. Now that I’ve oriented my ears toward Selby, I can hear her breathing. Shallow, rapid, and very much like my own.


But I haven’t been stabbed in the gut.


“Hang in there, Sells,”I say. Then I realize I’ve used Alex’s nickname for her, and hold my breath. Will it push Selby over the edge? Is there an edge for us anymore, after what we’ve seen? What we’ve done?


“Got it,”Charlie says with a relieved, exultant note in his voice. In the underwater muffle of the darkness, I feel more than hear the electronic whine of the camera booting up.


Please, I beg, unaware that perhaps I might actually be praying and not caring if it’s ironic or not. Please just let it work. Just that tiny blue square of light, please, please, without light I will go crazy, I will go insane if I’m not already, because insanity pales in comparison to this all being real.


Gray-blue light appears, no more than ten feet from me; tiny and pathetic in the black, yet offering hope like the sun.


“Thank you,”I say softly, but not to Charlie. The taut skin of his face glows in the light. He was so handsome two days ago. Confident and relaxed. Now fear draws tight lines down his features, distorting his good looks.


Charlie slowly slides toward me, pointing the viewfinder at the cave floor to make sure he doesn’t slip into the pit in the center of the cavern. I don’t know how long it takes; maybe a minute, maybe a year. Maybe eternity. When he reaches me, he sets the camera down carefully before surrounding me with his arms. I can feel by the strength and weakness in his embrace that he is as grateful for the contact as I am. Warm, living, human flesh. We bury our heads into each other’s shoulders, trembling.


“Okay,”Charlie breathes. “I have to get Selby.”


“I’m coming with you.”


Staying close, we tell Selby to start talking so we can get to her.


“Selby, come on,”I urge. “Please, you have to talk so we—”


“Hydrogen,”Selby says at last. “Helium. Lithium. Beryllium.”


Charlie and I look at each other, and seem to realize at the same time what she’s reciting: the periodic table of elements, by order of atomic weight. Selby and I are both sixteen, yet she sounds infinitely younger right then. Or maybe I just feel immeasurably older.


We slide toward the sound of her voice. “Boron. Carbon. Nitrogen.”


“We’re coming, Sells.”


“Oxygen. Fluorine. Neon.”


“Almost there,”Charlie says. “We’re almost there; keep talking.”


“Sodium. Magnesium. Aluminum.”


“I hear you. We’re getting closer.”


“Silicon. Phosphorus. Sulfur . . .”


Finally, we see her. Selby sits against one of the cavern walls, curled into an upright ball, squeezing her knees to her chest and shivering, both hands pressed against her side. A far cry from the militant teen scientist I met two days ago.


Selby reaches out as we near, and the three of us huddle close together. Maybe crying, I don’t know. I hope not. We need to retain the water.


“Wanna go home,”Selby says into our cluster. “I wanna go home.”


“We are,”I say, sounding much more confident than I would have thought possible. “Let’s get to the bags, see what we’ve still got left, and we’ll work our way out of here. Okay?”


I think Selby nods, but can’t tell in the grim, cold light from the viewfinder.


“How’s your stomach?”I ask.


“Uh, stabbed, thanks.”


I take her tone as a good sign. “Okay. Do you have your lighter?”


I can still smell cigarette smoke on her clothes from before we entered the cave. How long ago? How long now?


Selby pulls a small pink cigarette lighter from her hip pocket. She winces as she does it, keeping her other hand pressed against her side where the blade went in.


“How much battery in the camera?”I ask Charlie. Now that we’re together and have at least a few square inches of light, the urge to run hard and fast from the cavern is overwhelming.


“There’s one bar. So not much.”


“We better hurry, then. But careful.”


Selby’s lighter and the dim glow from the camera don’t offer much light, and neither will last too long anyway. I don’t honestly think we’ll have sufficient illumination for enough time to navigate our way back out of this godforsaken labyrinth. Yet we can’t rush, either. Rushing might get us killed. We’ve already lost one person on this trip. One, and so many more.


Which brings up a question. “What about . . . them?”


Charlie and Selby both give me shocked looks. Charlie says, “We can’t . . . We’re not bringing them out. No.”


“Okay. Just wanted to make sure we agreed on that. Let’s go.”


We scoot back the way we had come, toward our equipment bags.


The news isn’t good when we reach them, but could be worse. Some of our stuff fell in the pit when it opened up. Left over in the camera bag, we find two full batteries for the camera, Charlie’s iPhone with about half its life left, and three bottles of water. Since we didn’t have to do much climbing into the cave—we never even needed ropes—this might be enough light and water to get us out. It just might.


It also just might not. If we lose all sources of light between here and the entrance to the cave, we won’t find our way out. We will not. That’s the math.


We spent almost eight hours hiking to get this far, to get to where the pit opened up. We had flashlights and headlamps, moving at a careful pace with breaks and food. To find our way out with a viewfinder, a cell phone, and a lighter will take much, much longer.


Not to mention whatever will be waiting for us outside if we even make it.


The three of us stand together, with me helping Selby up. We stare up the steep incline that will take us to the first leg of our escape.


“What if they’re waiting for us?”Selby whispers. “What if those things are just waiting for us to show up?”


“We don’t have any choice,”I say. “We can’t stay here.”


Instinctively, I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder, waiting for the dead to spring back to life.


Again.


But they don’t. Everything is silent.


“Okay,”Charlie says, adjusting the bag over his shoulder. “Nice and easy.”


He takes one last glance behind us in the darkness, as if he can spy Alex. Even though he can’t possibly see him, Charlie whispers, “I’m sorry, man. Love ya.”


I consider saying something too, but the darkness is too oppressive, and I can’t think. We start hiking up the incline, needing to use our hands as much as our feet, not knowing what the world will be like if we find the entrance. We may wish we’d stayed in the dark and died.


Part of me wants to run through the cave. I’m able to shove the instinct down, but it’s not easy. Another part of me wants to crawl, because it would be so much safer. We end up splitting the difference, staying on our feet, walking close together, supporting each other over dry gravel that’s as slippery as water.


I noticed the dryness of the cave as soon as we entered. Even as we went deeper and farther into the labyrinth, following the signs and symbols in Charlie’s dad’s book, we found no water. Now, as we shuffle along the floor of the cave using the dim light from the viewfinder, I start wishing for a distant dripping sound. Something other than the sound of our breathing, our shoes in the dirt, the thunder of our hearts. Hearts that I’m sure can’t take much more stress.


“Oh, God,”Charlie says softly.


My impulse is to ask, What? but I figure it out almost as soon as he says it.


At our feet, off to one side, a boulder has been crushed. Crushed to powder and pebbles, like nothing more than chalk. I remember passing the round rock about as tall as a coffee table, right before we’d reached the slope we’d just hiked. It would take a team of men with sledgehammers and jackhammers to put that rock into its current pulverized state.


“It was stepped on,”I say.


We don’t stop to examine it.


Without discussing, we start to move faster. I try not to imagine we are being followed by anything alive or dead.


God, what have I done. . . .
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then-three weeks ago





Dad declared Mom dead two years ago. I had to talk him into doing it, because we needed the life insurance money so badly. I never realized how quickly cash in the bank can get used up when there’s only one parent working—and then only sometimes, and never for very much money. When you’re little and don’t know about things like banks and savings accounts and IRAs, you just assume your parents will take care of you. But they don’t, not always. Sometimes it’s the other way around.


When I got home from my shift at Arby’s a few weeks ago and saw Dad’s ten-year-old Toyota in the driveway parked next to where Mom’s Jeep used to sit, I knew what had happened. I cursed out loud and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to prepare myself for what would be waiting inside the house.


Our house looked about the same as the other houses lining our street: single-story, small front lawn or gravel yard, concrete driveway, one- or two-car garage. The very model of middle-class Henderson, Nevada, named one of the safest cities in the country just a few years ago. Safe on the outside, maybe. As for inside, one could never tell by the pale look-alike walls of each home.


Mrs. Brower, our next-door neighbor, must’ve seen me standing out there. I thought of her as being between ninety and nine hundred years old and, in some ways, one of my best friends. I didn’t get out much. My fast-food coworkers were mostly the sex-and-drugs crowd, two things about which I had little knowledge. Plus, I had to keep an eye on Dad so often, it didn’t matter if anyone invited me to partake in either one.


“Oh, Abby!”Mrs. Brower called from behind her white security door. “I’m so glad I caught you.”


I pulled on my Happy Abby mask and walked up to her front door. She muscled it open with her elbows, clad in an emerald cable-knit sweater. Her blue jeans looked about as scuffed as the pair at home I desperately wanted to change into, leaving the impression that she was cursed to be a teenager in an old lady’s body.


“Here, I’ve got it,”I said, pulling the door the rest of the way open.


“Oh, thank you, this thing is so hefty,”Mrs. Brower said as she passed me a blue pot with a glass lid.


I took it by the handles, feeling waves of warmth like a grandmother’s hug radiating from the sides.


“I made too much of this pasta,”Mrs. Brower said. “I thought you and your dad might like to have the rest.”


“Thank you so much. That sounds great.”


“Oh, hold on, hold on,”Mrs. Brower chirped and shuffled deeper into the house. Her hips were not in the best of shape. I’d never seen the bottoms of her feet off the floor.


She came right back with a loaf of French bread still intact and in its crinkly brown paper grocery wrap, which reminded me of her skin. “I’ll never finish this whole thing,”she said, snuggling the loaf under my arm. “You two have it. Maybe I’ll sneak by for a bite before it’s all gone.”


My facial muscles strained as I fought to maintain my expression. “Sure, please do. Thank you so much for this.”


“I’m making some peanut blossom cookies later,”she went on, winking. “I might be able to lug my old bones over to share one or two.”


The vast majority of people should not wink, in my opinion. But Mrs. Brower’s felt different. Authentic.


“You don’t have to do that,”I tried to say, but, as always, I could not change Mrs. Brower’s mind.


“I’ll just stop by real quick,”she said, leaning her short body against the doorframe with her fingers in her hip pockets. The pose reminded me of a movie star. James Dean, I think, or someone cool like that from the fifties. I wondered if Mrs. Brower had been a real dish at my age. Probably. I could see it. I hoped I looked as good as she did when I got to be whatever her age was.


“Thanks,”I said, and wondered how many times I’d said thank you in the past three minutes. Too many. I hate charity. Even when they’re charity cookies.


“Well, here,”she said, standing up straight. “Get on home, I’m keeping you. There’s sausage in the pasta, by the way. Really good hot Italian. I could sure use a really good hot Italian!”


When I laughed for real that time, I could’ve sworn I felt rust flaking off my vocal cords.


“Mrs. Brower! My virgin ears.”


My ears weren’t the only virgin part of me, but my innocence wasn’t exactly under any immediate threat these days. I elected not to mention that to Mrs. Brower. We were friends, but not that kind.


She cackled delightfully. “Oh, I can’t help it. It keeps me young. No rush on getting the dishes back, take your time. I do know where you live.”


“Fair enough.”


Mrs. Brower reached out and gently squeezed my elbow. “I’m praying for you, sweetie. All right?”


“Thank you.”How many was that now? Five times? Six? I never knew how else to respond when she said that. No, please stop—prayer is for delusional people who think a magical sky fairy grants wishes that are patently impossible?


Even though that’s what I tended to think, I would never say it to Mrs. Brower. Or anyone else, really. If she wanted to believe in that sort of thing, she had that prerogative. Just like I had the prerogative to know it was a waste of time.


“Take care,”Mrs. Brower said.


“I will—you too. Thanks again.”I walked across her driveway, through the decorative river rocks dividing our properties, and to my front door. We’d had grass in the front yard once. Now our yard boasted only dirt and yellow weeds. We were starting to get complaints.


I let my happy mask drop as I pushed the door open. It felt like entering a cavern: everything dark and cold. Our front blinds were closed tight, and the only light came from the television ahead of me in the living room, making my father look like a corpse.


Dad sat on our couch, eyes half-lidded, gazing at the TV. Reruns of M*A*S*H. I’d had to cancel our cable months ago after Dad lost his previous job, so all we got now were about seven antenna channels.


I said nothing as I shut the front door, blocking out the afternoon sun. As if Dad were a vampire who would burst into flame if exposed for too long. Without a word, I walked past him to the kitchen, set the pasta on the stove and turned the burner on low, then tossed the bread into the microwave to seal it from the air. I moved to stand in the arch between the living room and kitchen. Needle-legged spiders had woven a home high in one corner of the archway.


“Mrs. Brower made us dinner.”I struggled not to add the word “again.”


“Mmm,”Dad said.


I leaned against the wall, digging my hands into my black uniform pants pockets, feeling less cool than Mrs. Brower had looked. “Want to tell me what happened today?”


“No.”He wasn’t quite looking at the screen, his eyes aimed just a little below it. On TV, B.J. refused to let a soldier die on Christmas.


“Are you going back?”


“No.”


“Dad, you have to work.”


“I know, I know, Plum. I’m sorry. I’m trying. Jesus, I’m trying.”


The words were undead. Rote memorization and recitation. Even throwing in his nickname for me, “Plum,”didn’t impress me. “Plum”wasn’t the greatest nickname of all time, but it was his for me, and that’s all that mattered. Usually, secretly, I loved it. Times like this, it just made the ache sharper.


“Okay, well. Look again tomorrow, okay?”


“Mmm.”


“You want some spaghetti? There’s sausage in it. It’s really good.”


I knew that from previous experience with Mrs. Brower’s dinners. If Dad wasn’t going to be working again for awhile, that meant a nauseating amount of take-home Arby’s for both of us. That got old after the first two times.


“No,”Dad said.


I watched him for a minute. If not for the slow rise and fall of his stomach, he could have been dead there on the couch. The springs and cushioning had given way, creating a Dad-shaped divot conforming to his body.


“Want me to wake you up in the morning?”I asked.


“Sure.”


“Sure”was code for whatever; or more often, probably not; or, you can try but it won’t work; I’ll just go right back to bed as soon as you’re gone.


“I’ll wake you up, and you can drive down to the library and check out the job sites.”I sounded like Mom when she used to tell me I was, in no uncertain terms, going to clean my room, or finish homework, or wash the dishes.


We had no Internet at home anymore, so that meant frequent trips to the library, where Dad could go online to search for jobs. It’s also where I went to school now, essentially, in increments of only thirty minutes depending on the length of the line of people waiting to use the computers. I took online classes exclusively these days, trying to get my diploma as fast as possible so I could get better work as fast as possible and with a little luck even get into college . . . as fast as possible. Usually, I came to the library in the midmorning or early afternoon to study, but I always seemed to run into conflicts with my work schedule. Lately, I’d been thinking of just taking my GED tests and getting the whole stupid thing over with.


“Okay,”Dad muttered, as sullen as the teenager I should have been.


I took that response as an improvement. “Okay”was code for I’ll at least attempt to do what you said. I probably wouldn’t get any better from him.


Going back into the kitchen, I forked some of Mrs. Brower’s pasta into a bowl. Adding a couple slices of the French bread to it, I carried my dinner out to the backyard, unable to handle eating beside Dad in the dark, or even sitting in the kitchen and overhearing the brave men and women of the 4077 save more lives in Korea. We needed our own Hawkeye in this place.


Our house had one of the few tall trees in the area: an old, crusty, yet somehow smarmy pine rising higher than even the two-story houses that peered over our walls from adjacent streets. As if apologizing for my childhood outrage that our house had one stupid story instead of two awesome stories like so many of the other places nearby, Dad had built me a tree house in the pine. The tree house consisted of a single four-by-eight piece of plywood that formed the floor, with two sides protected by a railing. Nothing fancy like you’d see on TV, and I didn’t mind. The other two sides were open, and faced our small patio. It was about fifteen feet up, and accessed by a wooden ladder nailed into the trunk.


The way the branches fanned out provided enough privacy for the tree-climbing girl I’d been, but also formed a hole straight overhead through which I could watch the stars when I’d come out at night with Mom’s desserts. Sometimes, back then, Mom came up with me and we’d eat while she pointed out stars and constellations, and told me about how we were all made up of star stuff, and that the universe was so big there were galaxies we didn’t even know about yet because their light hadn’t reached us.


I missed those desserts. I missed being that girl.


I missed Mom.
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Now





“How long’s it been?”Selby whispers. Her voice is cramped.


“Since we climbed up?”I ask.


She nods, and holds my arm even more tightly.


“Maybe an hour,”Charlie answers.


Neither Selby nor I say anything. Charlie’s expression, what little we can see of it by the light of the camera screen, gives him away. He has no idea, no more than we do, but we also know not to check the time on his phone. No reason to waste battery, not even for a second.


“Are the bandages holding?”I ask her.


“Think so.”


“Let me see if you’re still bleeding.”


The three of us pause, Charlie swings the camera toward us—then, dark.


Selby squeals, “Noooooo.”


“It’s okay, it’s okay,”I say quickly. How much more adrenaline can my body take?


“Don’t move,”Charlie says. “Just stand exactly where you are.”


I force deep breaths through my nose. Slow, slow, I tell myself. Go easy, Abby.


Having even the small bit of bluish-white light from the camera taken away, battering us back into the blackness of the cave, makes the darkness worse.


Having that glimmer to hang on to, then losing it . . . it makes it worse.


The hope makes it worse.


I wonder if this is how Dad feels every day. Every day, wondering if Mom will call, or show up at home. Five years of wishing and waiting.


And hoping.


I need to call him. As soon as we get out of this damn cave, I have to call him, make sure he’s okay. Tell him I’m okay. He has no idea I’m here. How stupid am I? I should have told him exactly where we were going. But I couldn’t, not at the time. It would’ve just sent him spiraling . . .


No point worrying about it now. The important thing is to get to my phone and check in.


But how can I tell him about Mom? How can I make him understand what we saw?


Charlie fumbles around with the bag. I hear a series of clicks and bumps, then the camera viewfinder blazes back to life.


“The battery died, is all,”Charlie says, shouldering the bag again. “This one’s full. It’ll buy us some time.”


“But not much,”I say. I hunker down and peel up the hem of Selby’s shirt. A circle of blood the size of a quarter stains the gauze, but I don’t think it’s any worse. Then again, I’m not a nurse.


“I think it’s okay. Let’s go.”


She nods briskly and straightens her back, lifting her chin defiantly.


Even if it really has been an hour since we crawled out of the cavern where we found the pit, we have no less than seven hours to go. Considering our snail’s pace, probably a lot more.


I don’t want to die in the dark. There’s no “letting your eyes adjust,”because there’s nothing for them to adjust to. Only the black—a cataclysmic black that would probably fool us into thinking we were dead long before our bodies dried to death.


“Let’s go a little faster,”I say.


We go a little faster.


“I’m thirsty,”Selby says after several minutes of shuffling more quickly along the dusty ground.


Charlie pauses only long enough to hand her a fresh bottle of water. Selby takes it, sips from the top, and holds it back toward him.


“No, drink it,”I say. “Sipping won’t prevent dehydration. You have to drink.”


“Girl Scout,”Selby calls me, but tremulously. I appreciate, briefly, her attempt to make a joke. It’s a good sign.


Selby takes two big drinks. It may as well be blood leaking from all three of us. Life-giving fluid, now gone. Irreplaceable until and unless we reach the outside.


“The RV will have food and water,”I say, mostly to hear myself say it.


“Yeah,”Charlie says. His voice is lifeless.


No. Not lifeless. I know now what a truly lifeless voice sounds like. Charlie is still warm and breathing. But I understand his tone. He knows as well as I do that after the creatures that came out of the pit, after seeing what remained of that smashed boulder, the chances of the RV being in any kind of useful condition are slim.


“I don’t wanna die down here,”Selby says.


“We’re not,”I say.


“You don’t know that.”


“No. But I know talking about it isn’t going to help.”


Selby falls silent. The cavern echoes with our footsteps crunching over gravel. Here and there we spot more crushed rocks and boulders, all victims to the pounding feet of some of the animals we saw escaping the pit. If “animal”is even the right word.


I wait until we creep up another steep, jagged embankment before asking Charlie and Selby both, “What were they? What do you think they were?”


“It doesn’t matter,”Selby says immediately.


We climb onto a flat stretch of ground, and pick up our pace to a walk rather than a shuffle. The ceiling is tens of feet overhead, so there’s no threat of banging into something and knocking ourselves out.


“It might matter,”I say. “It might matter a lot. We let them out. They shouldn’t even exist, but we all saw them. What do you think they were? Come on, you’re a scientist.”


“I won a science fair.”


“Yeah, but you’re brilliant. Going to Caltech, remember? So come on. What do you think?”


“Talking about it isn’t going to help,”Selby says, echoing me with razor clarity.


I glance at Charlie for help. He doesn’t say anything. Silenced, I go first over a pile of rocks blocking our path.


Maybe she’s right. Maybe talking about what we let loose just doesn’t matter.
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Then





When I was about four years old, a new satellite TV network launched called Outasite. As in, “out of sight.”As in, “way out there.”


Outasite began as a repository of every old, weird, supernatural, and creepy television show that ever aired, plus several that never should have, and with good reason. Most shows were from the 1990s, like The X-Files. Some shows dated back to the eighties and even seventies or earlier. The Twilight Zone, The Ray Bradbury Theatre, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Unsolved Mysteries, etcetera. The guy who played Spock on Star Trek—the original guy—hosted a seventies-era show called In Search of . . . that always talked about Stonehenge and those crystal skulls from Central America.


Any show having anything to do with government conspiracies, cryptids like Bigfoot or Nessie, UFOs, ghosts, legends, myths—you name it, Outasite aired it. On the weekends they played science-fiction and horror movies, mostly B-grade stuff and oldies you can get for free online. Night of the Living Dead, for example, or the black-and-white version of Last Man on Earth.


They had original programming too.


My mother became a cohost on one of these original shows: The Spectre Spectrum. Even I can admit that TSS came off as an obvious rip-off of the show Ghost Hunters, but TSS had actual scientists of varying disciplines, rather than plumbers, going on ghost hunts. Not to badmouth the GH guys; they were really cool. I met them a few times, at conventions and stuff, and they were always nice. One of them even guest-starred on a TSS ep once in season one.


The Spectre Spectrum wasn’t trying to prove or disprove anything. They just wanted the truth. At least, that’s what the opening voice-over always said. My mother was originally a crime scene investigator, which was not nearly as glamorous as the TV shows make it seem. Her cohost, Dr. John Prinn, was an anthropologist specializing in world religions and cults. Dr. Prinn also happened to have two sons, Charlie and Stephen, and I think I started crushing on Charlie the moment I met him. I was nine at the time. Mom thought it was cute. Every week, Mom and Dr. Prinn brought in guest hosts, some of whom came back on a regular basis, and others who clearly did not belong on television. They almost got Neil deGrasse Tyson once, which would have been awesome.


The first season of The Spectre Spectrum ended on a cliffhanger in a mansion in Cumberland, Maine, and ratings rocketed. Had Mom and Dr. Prinn stumbled into concrete evidence of the supernatural when one of their cameramen captured the milky image of a woman in an old-fashioned dress roaming this allegedly haunted house? Skeptical fans who’d enjoyed their takedowns of ESP, tarot cards, and hauntings tuned in to see if the show had sold out; true believers tuned in to see if their beliefs would be vindicated. Season two began with Mom and Dr. Prinn admitting they could not prove nor disprove anything supernatural in the film evidence. Internet message boards lit up with fans taking sides and arguing amongst themselves, and the show’s following grew.


Mom and John Prinn were into a rhythm by then, and had great on-screen chemistry. I’m old enough now to know that, sure, maybe some sexual tension existed between them. Proximity has that effect. But as far as I know, nothing ever went on. It’s also entirely possible they were acting. They had a show to do, after all.


“All television is entertainment television,”Mom said once.


Season two ended strong, with what one reviewer called “a withering, if not blistering, disassembly and utter demolition of medical miracles.”TSS became Outasite’s highest-rated and most-watched show. Dad got to quit his job as a software engineer and just focus on raising me and building golf clubs, this odd hobby he enjoyed. We weren’t rich, but Mom did well that year.


Season three of The Spectre Spectrum promised to be even better as the team went to shoot the first episode at an allegedly haunted cave in remote Southern Arizona.


Except the episode was never finished, and TSS went off the air.


While shooting that first ep of season three, my mother, Dr. Prinn, and their entire film crew disappeared. No one had heard from them since.


There had been a search for my mom and the film crew, of course. In the cave and the outlying areas. An investigation that went on and on. But Mom and Dr. Prinn, and the six others who were on the shoot, had simply and literally vanished. The belongings of the cast and crew had been left in the TV trucks and vans like they were expecting to come back. No signs of struggle, no signs of violence, nothing missing. Nothing but eight people, anyway. The cave had proven to be too massive to search in its entirety.


Mom’s TV show about strange, inexplicable events actually became a TV show about a TV show about strange, inexplicable events. NBC produced The Mystery of the Spectre Spectrum, a two-hour documentary on their disappearance. A handful of knockoffs and “special reports”followed on cable and satellite. The web burst with conspiracy theorists who said our parents had found everything from John F. Kennedy alive, to ancient aliens, to a government facility using Americans as laboratory rats. Those were some of the more reasonable ideas floated.


Most people believed there’d been an accident in the cave. A massive ceiling collapse, maybe, or unexpected flooding . . . or maybe they just got utterly lost. The unnamed and unexplored cave spidered out into dozens if not hundreds of side tunnels, a colossal labyrinth underground. Despite a month of searching, no trace of them had ever been found. So the accident theory is what Dad eventually accepted. Or, rather, tried to accept.


That’s what I tried to believe too. But I couldn’t. Not deep down. Not really.


Mom, like John Prinn, was a skeptic. A scientist who had no time for ghosts, cryptids, or miracle resurrections. I asked her about God once, while she was still a CSI, and she hugged me and said, “Abby-dabby, in my line of work, I’ve seen too much of what humanity can do to one another to think there’s anyone out there looking out for us.”


That had been pretty sad, but then Mom said, “But I will look out for you, always. No matter what.”


And I believed her. Maybe that’s why I still held out hope that somehow, someday, they’d be found alive somewhere. Or, more likely, maybe someday we could have solid confirmation they were all dead. Not the happiest thought, but at least maybe then we’d find peace.


I was eleven when we lost Mom, and Dad was coming up on forty. Over the following months, though, Dad turned into an old man and I turned into a grown-up. That’s how we managed to deal. He checked out and I stepped up. I made sure the bills got paid, made sure we had food, fed the cat, pushed Dad to get to his doctor appointments . . .


It hadn’t been a great five years. We’d even lost the cat.


Sitting alone in my tree house after eating my bowl of Mrs. Brower’s pasta, I shook myself out of yet another reverie about Mom. Nothing to gain by moping. Besides, Dad had cornered the market there.


I rested my head against my raised knees and tried taking deep breaths. I didn’t want to be angry at Dad, but it had been getting harder lately. Knowing he’d quit yet another job wasn’t helping my emotional stamina.


Once my thoughts shifted to my current frustration with Dad, I couldn’t switch them off. Trying to get him into this last job had been hell. He’d finally gotten some low-level data-crunching job, or at least that’s what he called it, and possibly only because I’d driven him to a Supercuts before the interview so he’d look mildly presentable. The job had lasted two entire months, as of today. His record so far? A whole year. Things had gotten worse again.
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