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TO THE EXPLORERS, GUIDES, AND STORYTELLERS OF MAMMOTH CAVE—PAST AND PRESENT

—J. B.
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From the history of the patient Elias Jefferson Harrigan, age twelve years

December 30, 1842

Have agreed to admit my youngest patient yet. Though I resisted his mother’s first three appeals to send him to me, like the widow in scripture she persisted, and I relented. His age is most concerning. How a lad from the open spaces of the Virginia coastline will tolerate the rigor of confinement underground . . . I cannot tell. Nonetheless, we have a hut that has recently been vacated, and an empty bed is a great drain on the spirits of my other charges. Further, if I am to find a cure for the blasted disease, I must have as many patients as possible to help me discover the right course of treatment. But perhaps his arrival will lift spirits all around. And perhaps his youth will prove a boon to his recovery.

Perhaps.

January 10, 1843

The boy arrived yesterday. He is frightfully small for his age, and had he not come so far—a week’s journey all told down rivers and by stagecoach from Norfolk to our doorstep—I might have sent him home immediately. I suspected his mother had deceived me regarding his age, but inspection of his teeth and the eruption of his large molars convinced me otherwise. How his stature might bear out on his treatment remains to be seen. I suppose the phthisis has already taken its toll, slowing or even reversing his growth.

His size is not my only concern. My man Stephen Bishop has remarked on the boy’s low spirits. Upon arrival, my other patients seemed to forget briefly why they came. The first glimpse of the gaping entrance of Mammoth Cave seems to crowd out the worry—the worry of carrying so virulent a disease, the worry of subjecting oneself to so dark and alien an environment. But Stephen reported that the boy remained stony-faced, steadfast in his gloom despite my best guide’s attempts to impress him with the grand peculiarity of our extraordinary cave.

This report worries me even more. If the boy is so resigned as to be unmoved by the beauty and mystery of this place, is he beyond the reach of my science?

January 15, 1843

Elias has no trouble resting, though it may be that he is still recovering from his journey. He has little appetite, though whether a symptom of the disease or a response to his prescribed diet, I cannot yet determine. Hope to see slight improvements in his respirations and coloring within a week. Am less hopeful regarding his temperament. He endures his treatments so listlessly. The nurses report he spends most all his days lying abed, fiddling with ropes, reading the same books over and over, or writing letters home. He has made minimal effort to befriend Nedra or Mr. Pennyrile in the huts nearest his.

I fear I have made a grave error. The cave vapors can restore the flesh, but the boy’s spirit remains weak. The spirit is ever the battleground.


Chapter One

MONKEY’S FIST

The fire popped behind the grate of the little stove, startling Elias awake. He reached over to scratch Charger’s neck, but of course, not finding the dog there, opened his eyes and remembered where he was. The room was similar enough to his own back in Norfolk. There was a bed topped with a faded patchwork quilt. A braided rag rug covered most of the floor. A table and chair sat tucked into another corner, Elias’s writing paper stacked on top, edges curling in the damp air. On the opposite wall hung a set of rough shelves holding a framed portrait of his family, his extra clothes and boots, as well as the razor and strap he’d brought along but would never need.

Above his bed was the window, just like his room at home. In Virginia the sun would stream in each morning with the call of shorebirds to tell Elias the day had begun.

But not here.

The sun never shone through this window.

How could it, when it was underground?

He sat up, tried to clear his throat, but fell to coughing instead. The spell was a short one, but all the same he was almost tired enough by the end that he was tempted to lie back down. Instead, he forced a swallow from the cup of water by his bed and grabbed the pencil off the table. He turned to the flat section of the wall above his bed and counted the hash marks there before adding one more. Nineteen. Had it been only nineteen days? He couldn’t be certain without the rhythms of a day to confirm it.

Still, nearly three weeks he’d been inside the cave. Three weeks of nothing but rest and waiting and reading and thinking inside this little hut, with its walls made of puzzled-together stone, its curtain hung across the doorway for privacy, the roof open to the ceiling of the cave, vaulting another twenty feet up.

One of the slaves had left Elias’s breakfast. Or maybe it was supper after all. There were no clues there, either. The doctor had put him on a strict diet straightaway.

“Eggs and tea,” Dr. Croghan had announced after Elias’s first examination, explaining that simplifying the diet would allow the body to concentrate on fighting the disease. Eggs, according to Croghan, were the perfect food, and he boasted that the horehound-dill tea was his own special concoction. The doctor seemed so pleased about it that Elias hadn’t the heart to tell him the tea tasted like sucking on a pickle boiled in honey.

It was harder to take than the eggs, but even those grew tiresome shortly. Still, he knew he should be glad. The treatments could be worse. They’d tried all kinds of remedies on his father back in Norfolk before the end. Elias had worried then that the treatments meant to cure his father’s lungs might only kill him quicker.

So if Croghan’s tea tasted foul and the eggs got old, at least he hadn’t worried about the doctor’s methods killing him. Yet.

No, the remedies he endured easily enough.

But the boredom he did not.

It was the stillness and the dark and the sameness of it all. Nothing to do but rest, no one to talk to but the slaves who tended him or the doctor who saw him every day. The doctor had encouraged him to visit with his nearest neighbors. The section of the cave where his hut sat was a good-size chamber, though not so big as some of the rooms he’d passed through on the way down. Two huts sat on the other side of a little courtyard, some forty yards away from his. Between them sat a sort of nurses’ station—a large fire ring, kettles, boxes of supplies, and provisions arrayed around whatever slave was on duty at the moment.

At first Elias had been keen to know the pretty lady with the golden hair in one of the far huts. Nedra. But not anymore. He visited with her once in a while, but the way he might have with a shut-in back home, or an old relation he was obliged to call on but couldn’t wait to leave as soon as he’d arrived.

And that made him feel even worse.

The hut next to hers was more of a mystery. Elias spent a fair amount of time watching Pennyrile’s cabin. He’d glimpsed the man only rarely and never saw him clearly or for long, as Pennyrile shut the curtain quick if Elias looked his way. He kept silent in there, not speaking even to Dr. Croghan or the slaves. But there were noises from inside, noises that spooked Elias. Cooing and warbling and flapping. The sounds of pigeons.

Pigeons. Down in a cave of all places.

Elias’s curiosity still hadn’t gotten ahold of him enough to find out why Pennyrile kept birds, or why Pennyrile was so secretive.

He’d written two letters home, filled with the kinds of things he felt he ought to say—that he was obeying the doctor, that the cave was interesting, that he missed his mother, grandmother, and sister. He’d received three letters from Virginia that he’d read until the pages had worn thin.

But there had been no new letter for a week, and the silence made it easy to slip into a sort of gloom, the kind where he almost let himself believe Mama and Granny and Tillie had given up on him, had sent him away to get rid of him. That that was the reason he didn’t hear from them more.

He’d felt it at home some, when his friends stopped coming. Before sending him to Kentucky, his mother laid him up on the sleeping porch where Gideon and Harold would stop by once in a while, lingering on the steps, biding a few minutes with him. But eventually they took to only waving as they passed the hedgerow, and not long after, they quit passing by the house at all.

Elias tried not to hate them for forgetting him before he’d even died. But it was hard.

Tying knots helped some; reading helped less. The book of poetry he’d borrowed from Nedra was a disappointment. The knights were barely in any of the poems, and there were no battles or magic, at least not in any he’d discovered yet. But he’d gone and swapped with her for his copy of The Death of Arthur, so it was all he had for now.

He reread a longish poem that Nedra had dog-eared. At least this one had Lancelot. None of the rest made much sense to him, though he liked the way the words felt when he whispered them to himself as he read, keeping time like bells on a horse’s harness.

But in her web she still delights

To weave the mirror’s magic sights,

For often thro’ the silent nights

A funeral, with plumes and lights

And music, went to Camelot:

Or when the moon was overhead,

Came two young lovers lately wed;

“I am half-sick of shadows,” said

The Lady of Shalott.

That part—the bit about being sick of shadows—he understood fine. He was sick of weak candlelight, too. Not to mention eggs without bacon or a hunk of bread.

No halves about it.

Tossing the book aside, he took the coiled rope off the bedpost and set to work on a monkey’s fist, twisting the ropes and tucking the end through, over and over until he had a tight ball of a knot stopping up the end of the rope. Perfect for throwing. It was such a good knot, he hated to see it go to waste. Nedra across the way knit, and when she finished, she had something to show for it. But Elias could only undo his work and start anew. It was nearly enough to drive him to take up knitting. Nearly.

“What’s that ’posed to be for?” a voice whispered.

“Who’s there?” Elias jerked his head up and looked to the window. Empty. “I said, ‘Who’s there?’ ” Elias repeated. He had heard a voice, hadn’t he? Or had his fever climbed again? Sometimes when it rose, he worried that he saw things . . . heard things.

“I ain’t nobody,” the whisper came again, even softer. “Jus’ wondered about that tying you do.”

Nobody? Elias thought. Had to be somebody. But it didn’t sound like anybody he could name. Living in the dark taught a body to listen. He could tell the doctor coming just by his walk, and a voice was even easier to recognize. But he couldn’t place it on account of the whispering. He reached for the lamp, began to pull it closer—“Far ’nough,” the voice whispered.

Who on earth was it? he wondered. Not the doctor, of course. Not one of the other patients who wouldn’t have reason or the energy to spy on Elias anyhow. That left only the slaves.

But this voice wasn’t Stephen’s. Stephen Bishop wouldn’t have lurked at a window for anything in the world. The man was squat and strong, with glossy black hair that curled out from underneath the edges of his slouch cap. When he’d brought Elias down from the entrance the first day, he’d proudly pointed out all the wonders of the cave, his voice carrying as smoothly as that of an actor aiming to be heard up in the cheap seats. He took too much care with his appearance to hide in the dark and liked the sound of his own voice too much to whisper. He’d been bossy to boot, telling Elias not to go wandering, no matter what.

And it wasn’t Nick’s voice either. Nick, who often brought his meals and more fuel for the stove, wore an old felt parson’s hat, shirt buttoned all the way up to his neck. His voice, when he cared to use it, rolled deep and rich, punctuated by pauses so he could spit short streams of tobacco off into the shadows. He was kind to Elias in both his few words and his manner, and was far too forthright to sneak around.

And though the voice was high and quiet, it wasn’t Lillian or Hannah or any of the other young women who served as nurses in the ward.

No, the voice was young, and it was certainly one Elias had not heard before.

But the eyes—he’d seen those eyes before.

He’d noticed them his second day, staring in as he read, but they disappeared before he could even call out. And he’d seen them twice since, both times appearing in his darkened window, far enough out of the circle of light thrown by his lamp. And there were countless times Elias had felt someone watching, but when he checked, saw nothing in the window.

They were back now, looming a few inches above the sill.

“Who are you?” Elias asked, clenching the knot in his fist.

The eyes blinked, hovered, like they had no face to belong to. “What you do all that tying on those ropes for?”

Elias swallowed once. “This one’s for throwing.”

The eyes blinked again as the voice made a sort of hmph sound.

“Who are you?” Elias asked again.

“Don’t matter.”

Elias nearly asked the voice if it were really there at all, or if he were only imagining it, his bored brain inventing a strange visitor. Maybe his fever had spiked after all. But if the presence at the window were the product of his imagination, he couldn’t very well expect it to confess. Elias chose his next words with care. “Are you a—” He cut himself off, tried again. “Nick said this place has haints.”

The voice laughed quietly. “You askin’ if I’m a ghost?”

“Are you?” Elias persisted. He’d pushed himself all the way up against the head of the bed, his spine pressing hard into the frame.

“Maybe I am,” the voice said. “What about you?”

“Well, naw, I ain’t a ghost.”

“You sure?” the voice asked. “You just like the rest of ’em. All y’all do is sit around and do nothing all day. Cain’t leave. And you’re so peaked, you might as well be one.”

“I’m sick,” Elias protested. “I ain’t dead. Not yet, anyhow.”

At that moment Nedra set to coughing, a fit that came on as sudden as a squall. Elias heard Lillian rush across from where she sat by the fire. And when he looked back at the window, the eyes had vanished. In a flash of courage, Elias leaped to his knees and poked his head out the window.

No one there.

But he listened closely, and in the ebb between Nedra’s racket, he heard feet running—bare, he reckoned by the soft slapping sounds—moving off down the slope, heading away from the huts.

He knew precious little about ghosts or haints, but he figured they floated more than walked. And in the light cast by the fire on the far wall, he could make out a shadow of movement, the faintest outline of a pair of arms extending for balance.

Ghosts wouldn’t make shadows, would they?


Chapter Two

WATER KNOT

Elias fetched up the lamp and took off in the direction he’d seen the shadow fleeing.

He was lucky the nurse was busy. He was unlucky, however, in that his lamp didn’t want to stay lit. He had to slow himself several times, cupping a hand in front of the flame to keep it from snuffing out, watching anxiously as it pulled dangerously thin.

The flame wasn’t the only thing gasping. Elias’s lungs protested the quick walk, that familiar feeling of iron bands wrapping around his chest returning. He heard his own breath whistle in and out. But he would not cough, he promised himself. Just breathe shallow, he thought, you can cough when you’ve caught him up. . . .

He was in a new part of the cave, an area just past the ward, down the path from the way he had been brought in. And then he realized that whoever—or whatever—he was following wasn’t carrying any light. How could he not be carrying a light?

Elias heard movement far off at the end of the passage, then footsteps once again. He walked on, sure he’d found his ghost-who-was-not-a-ghost. “Go back!” came the voice, the same voice that he’d heard at his window, but this time harsher, a whisper-shout like the cry of some banshee.

In all the stories Elias had heard about faeries or spirits that led knights astray to trap them, he never once heard of those spirits telling the knights to go back. He reckoned maybe, somehow, that might be a good sign.

So he continued picking his way through the chamber and down to the tunnel he’d heard the voice shouting from. At last, he saw light ahead of him. His heart thudded, and he worried he might commence to wheezing or coughing, but he had to keep up. To his surprise, the light ahead wasn’t moving. It was fixed in one spot, just beyond a bend to the right. He slowed as he drew closer, craning his neck around the corner to see his ghost for the first time.

But it wasn’t a ghost at all. It was Stephen Bishop. Stephen wasn’t wearing the fancy getup he’d been in that first day when he guided Elias in: just a pair of ragged old pants, cotton shirt, and thin wool coat. He appeared younger out of his finer clothes, and Elias guessed he couldn’t be much past twenty, the mustache over his lip still filling in.

Stephen sat cross-legged, writing in a little book with a nub of a pencil, the lamp perched up high on a rock. Elias noticed his printing was as neat as a pin, square and even as he wrote on a page already half filled up.

“Stephen?” Elias said, looking around the low tunnel.

“You should be in bed, Elias.” Stephen didn’t even look up.

“But—” Elias began before his cough finally caught up to him. He braced his hands on his knees, rode out his bucking lungs, and searched the tunnel ahead and behind him to make sure that he hadn’t passed his ghost by mistake. Finally his cough died and he could finish. “But I was following . . .”

Stephen tilted his head. “What?”

Elias shrugged. “There was something at my window the morning after I got here. I could only see the eyes, and then just now they were back, and he talked to me. . . . Said he weren’t a ghost—”

“Ghost?” Stephen was incredulous.

Elias felt foolish now. “He was there!” he insisted, “I followed him. Whoever it was, he was running ahead of me without a light.”

Stephen blew out his breath quick and sharp. “Only ones who know the cave well enough to go without a light for any length are me and Nick and Mat, and we do that only up by the entrance. And it sure wasn’t Nick or Mat, and it wasn’t me, was it?”

“Which one’s Mat?”

Stephen almost laughed. “You’d have known if it were Mat. Trust me.”

“But—”

“I think you maybe just got a touch of cabin fever.”

This was true ten ways from Sunday, but to Elias’s ear, it sounded as if maybe Stephen was trying a little too hard. He stayed quiet. “You figure on finding yourself a ghost, is that it?” Stephen asked. “Mercy. All you’re going to do is make yourself into one, running off in the cave alone.”

“I—”

“Never you mind about chasing haints.” Stephen patted the cave floor. “Now sit down and catch your breath.”

Elias sat, shamed and annoyed, certain none of the Knights of the Round Table ever got such a scolding. From the likes of a slave, no less.

Yet the truth of it was, Elias was more worn out from the chase than he liked to admit. He began fiddling with the end of a rope he found dangling from Stephen’s pack.

“You can read?” Elias asked. “And write?” To hear Granny tell it, Kentucky was hard on its slaves, worse than Virginia even, on account of they didn’t have so many and what they did have kept running off North to get free. Plus, it was against the law anywhere to teach a slave or a colored person to read.

Stephen’s lip became a hard line. “I read,” he said evenly. “That all right with you?”

Elias understood he’d offended him. He felt at once sorry for having done so and troubled for caring. Back home they owned a house girl and an outside man, and his mother and granny were nothing but kind to them. His own daddy had hired freedmen to work the docks and even to sail for him at times. Daddy’d said a man who didn’t look after his property didn’t deserve to have it in the first place; whether that property were a boat or a Negro, he didn’t see the difference.

So Elias didn’t see any cause for Stephen Bishop to bristle at the question of his reading or not.

Stephen flipped forward in his book, to a drawing with a series of notes next to it. “See that hole?” he asked, pointing at a trickle of water in the wall in front of him at eye level. Elias did. “That one opened up about three years back, or at least that’s when we noticed it first. So I’ve been watching it. Along with others.”

“Others?”

Stephen gestured around him, at the cave beyond. “Little places where the water starts to weep through. This one’s grown nearly a quarter inch since I started keeping track of it.”

A measly quarter of an inch after three years. Then again, caves were patient things after all. Too bad Elias couldn’t be.

“Where’s the water come from?”

Stephen pointed. “Up there. Dropping from somewhere else.”

“From the river, maybe?” Elias asked, starting over on a water knot. He missed the sound and smell of water almost as much as he missed his family. He’d lived by the ocean his entire twelve and a half years; the marshy area where the James met the sea was his whole world. And he’d seen no rivers to rival the James as they came inland following the Wilderness Road. The last one they’d passed had been slow and skinny and muddy green, flat-bottomed barges squeezing up it like eggs passing through a chicken snake.

He’d not mind seeing a river down here.

Stephen bent back over his work. “Rivers are both farther in and below where we are now.” He flipped briefly to the beginning of the book, the first drawing looking like nothing if it wasn’t a map. It reminded Elias of the nautical charts his father used, various lines showing shipping routes or navigable rivers.

“Hey!” Stephen said, noticing at last the knot Elias was working in the cord. He snatched it from him. “A piece of rope isn’t a thing to tangle up for fun. Not down here. You got no notion how many times I’ve been glad to have a rope—”

“I didn’t tangle it,” Elias protested, adding, “yank on them ends.” Stephen did, and the knot came out clean and simple. “Water knot’s a sort of trick knot, but serves useful on ship.” Stephen looked at him curiously. “My daddy had ships,” Elias offered.

Stephen coiled the rope slowly. “You know all kind of knots then, do you?”

“Reckon I do.”

Stephen’s eyes flicked from the rope to Elias to the rope again. He was clearly considering something. “What would you say to helping me and the boys one night? Out here?”

Elias sat up tall. Bother the ghost. A chance to do something, and with Stephen no less. Though he was prouder than a slave maybe ought to be, Elias liked him well enough. And now that he’d finally left his room, he thought he’d like to get out again. “When? Now?”

“Not tonight. Later. Only you don’t go telling about it. Or about chasing haints off in the cave, you hear?” Stephen stood, tucked the book and pencil into his bag, and flung one end of the rope at Elias. “Hold on to this. I’ll keep the other end. Last thing we need is you wandering off again.”

“Now see here—”

“Just take it.” Stephen was firm. “If you want to come out with me, you’ll learn to do what I say.”

Elias huffed. He wasn’t used to being spoken to this way by colored men, slave or free. Still, the promise of a chance to go exploring was worth a little wounded pride. “Fine.” They walked back up the little slope of the tunnel, Elias feeling like a dumb cow being led back to the barn.

“You haven’t been this far before, have you?” Stephen asked him as they entered the big room Elias had passed through a few minutes back.

“Only just now. When I was following . . . well . . .” Elias trailed off.

“Watch this.” Stephen walked to the wall of the chamber, stuck the handle of his lantern in his mouth, and climbed up a pile of loose rock. He set the lantern on top and came back down. “Look up there.” He swept his arm at the ceiling. For a second, Elias forgot to breathe.

There were stars. Hundreds of them. Twinkling up in the black. “How?” he whispered. How indeed? How had they managed to poke a hole in the cave all the way to the sky?

“Something, isn’t it?” Stephen asked, bending down and picking up a rock. “Some kind of shiny rock up there in the ceiling. Not gold or anything valuable. But it glints in the light. The smoke’s blackened it up so you see it only in patches.”

“Like stars,” Elias said. He gave a tiny little sputter of a cough, but it didn’t catch.

“Exactly. That’s why we call this the Star Chamber.”

Elias just gaped, wishing it wasn’t what Stephen had described. That it was instead an actual window to the outside.

“You much at throwing?” Stephen asked.

“Huh?”

“Here”—Stephen placed the rock in Elias’s palm—“heave it up there good—if you chip off some soot, you’ll make a new place.” Elias tested the rock’s weight in his palm and tried to gauge the distance to the stars. He had no idea how far it really was, but he wound up and hurled the stone hard and fast at a steep angle. It clinked against the ceiling immediately.

“Good throw,” Stephen said, grabbing the lantern. “I charge fellas on my tour a quarter to do that.”

“A whole quarter? Just to throw a rock?”

“Not just to throw a rock. To make a star. And name it for their sweetheart. And if that sweetheart happens to be right there with them, you bet they pony up that quarter right quick.”

Elias grinned. He couldn’t help but picture his daddy hucking a stone up there for his mama. He once saw him skip one nine times. He’d have made a whole constellation.

Stephen slowly led Elias back up to the ward, pointing out things as they went. Elias expected the pace was on account of Stephen having slipped into the role of tour guide. That, or he was aware of how winded Elias had been on the trip down. Even now the air whistled and scraped over his throat as he drew breath.

It was clear Stephen was proud of the cave, loved it even, and couldn’t help talking about it because of that. And Elias liked listening to him, but he kept thinking about the voice at his window, how it had warned him to go back, how it must have passed right by Stephen Bishop. Stephen had been awfully quick to decide that the voice and the footsteps Elias had heard were merely his imagination. Wouldn’t anybody else have asked more questions? Tried to explain away what Elias thought he saw and heard?

“You sure you didn’t see nobody sneaking by you in that tunnel?” Elias interrupted Stephen as he was explaining how the old Indians used to light their way in the cave.

Once again Stephen’s reply was almost too quick. “I told you to forget about that,” he said, sounding for a moment as if he didn’t disbelieve Elias so much as he didn’t want to talk about it. Stephen caught himself, checked his tone. “Look, you got turned around, and your imagination ran off with you. But if you keep thinking on it, you’re likely to get the doctor worried the sickness is creeping into your mind—”

“I ain’t crazy!”

Stephen’s voice dropped lower. “I didn’t say you were. But then again, I’m not the doctor.”

“I ain’t,” Elias repeated.

“I know,” Stephen said, apologetic now. “So just forget about it, all right?”

They walked on a ways before Elias understood that they weren’t returning to the ward. “Where we goin’ now?” he asked as they rounded a huge chunk of rock that lay to the side of the main path.

“Something you ought to see,” Stephen said.

“What is it?” Not that Elias really cared. He was just glad that Stephen wasn’t taking him back yet.

“Something,” Stephen said simply. They walked in silence, the path clean and smooth, so Elias reckoned this was at least part of the way Stephen and the others led their tours. It emptied into a little rounded chamber with other paths branching off.

“Where’re we?” Elias asked, looking around at the different tunnels. He could imagine a knight standing there where he stood, hunting a dragon hiding up in any of these passages.

“Wooden Bowl,” Stephen said. “C’mon.” Elias followed him to one of the tunnels, and they began to climb back up.

After they’d gone a few dozen yards, Stephen held up a hand. “Shh!”

Elias stood stock-still.

“You hear something?” Stephen whispered.

Elias listened. At first he heard only the sound of his own breath, the faint hiss of the lamp burning up the oil. But then he heard the warbling, cooing noise he’d been hearing from Pennyrile’s hut the last few weeks.

“Pigeons!” Elias said.

Stephen followed the sound.

What was a pigeon doing down here? Elias wondered.

When they finally found the bird, he saw why.

It huddled up against the wall of the cave, perched on a tiny shelf of rock. As the light found it, the pigeon craned its neck outward, and Elias saw the iridescent flashes of green and purple as the pigeon twisted its head to look at them.

“Hey, fella.” Elias inched a hand toward the bird. The pigeon didn’t peck at him, but it rumbled a little and made as if it would beat his hand away with its wings. But only one wing opened, the other trying but giving out halfway.

“It’s lame,” Stephen said.

Elias made soft cooing noises, ventured closer with his hand, and waited there until the bird lowered the good wing. “You think it got free of that Pennyrile man’s hut?”

Stephen pointed to a scroll of paper wound tightly around the bird’s leg, tied off with a piece of twine and a neat square knot. “Looks to me like he sent it out and it got lost.”

“They carry messages?” Elias asked, beginning to understand. Stephen nodded.

“He used to walk them up nearer the entrance to let them go. But he can’t manage it anymore. We offered to do it for him, but he seems disinclined to trusting. I found a dead one even farther in, and told him so, but he still sends them out.”

Elias edged his hand closer. Soon he found the bird would let him stroke its gray breast with the back of his finger. “Got lost, didja?” he asked, gently cupping the bird in his palms. It answered with a trilling coo.

“You plan to carry him like that?”

Elias could imagine no other means to carry the bird. And he ought to take it back to Pennyrile. Even if the man were a spook, it didn’t mean the bird ought to starve down there in the dark. “I can tie the rope around my wrist if that’s what you want—”

Stephen sighed, but he looped the rope over his shoulder. “I won’t make you. Just keep up.”

Elias had spent his whole life carrying animals—turtles, bullfrogs, geese, Charger as a pup—and the bird seemed used to being handled, seemed to know staying with Elias was better than staying alone in the dark.

It wasn’t long before they reached another chamber. “Wait here,” Stephen ordered.

Elias stopped and stroked the pigeon’s back with his thumb. He liked the feeling of the bird in his hands, the tiny heart hammering against his palm.

The feel of something warm and alive was blessedly familiar.

Stephen walked ahead to where another lantern hung and lit it with the flame of the one he carried. The light caught and burned bright as the room came into focus.

Elias saw the bridge first, a rickety-looking thing. It was little more than a narrow walkway, maybe the width of both of his feet together, with rails rising up and flaring out. It looked more like the skeleton of a ship back in dry dock, stripped down to the ribs, than it did a bridge. But it was a bridge, spanning a dark sea of nothingness, still and deep and deadly. He found his heart racing in time with the bird’s.

“That’s Bottomless Pit, ain’t it?” Elias asked. The pit was famous. The nearer Elias got on his journey from Virginia, the more often he’d meet a body who’d been to the cave, or heard tell of its wonders. And this was one Elias had heard spoken of often.

“Yep.” Stephen motioned Elias over. Elias joined him and peered down, holding the pigeon off to the side.

He studied the bolts that anchored the bridge to the rock, mainly to avoid looking into the pit itself. It made him dizzy, that drop. “Drilled those myself,” Stephen said, pointing at the bolts.

“With what?”

Stephen slung his pack around and withdrew a hand drill. “This. Bit’s goin’ dull, but it does the work. Rock’s pretty soft anyhow. My first way over was a couple of ladders lashed together in the middle, but we couldn’t bring folk across it, so we worked this one up.” He stepped onto the bridge. “C’mon.”

“I can see good—”

“Get on out here,” Stephen insisted. Elias riled against the order, but he didn’t want Stephen to think he wouldn’t be helpful, or that he was yellow. All the same, he found it impossible to not look down as he placed his feet one in front of the other, wishing he had his hands free to grip the railing on either side. Stephen faced Elias when they came to the middle. “That’s sixty feet to the bottom down there,” he said.

Elias felt his insides drop, and the pigeon gave an alarmed coo as Elias’s grip tightened. Sixty feet. He’d climbed the rigging on his father’s ships, but that wasn’t nearly so tall. And even that had given him fits when it was time to come back down. “Mercy,” Elias said.

“And not the only one like it,” Stephen said. “There’re pits and falls all over the place out here. No bridges on most of them.” Elias was beginning to see why Stephen had brought him here.

“You remember what I said when I first fetched you into the cave?” he asked.

Elias did. He recited Stephen’s first warning. “ ‘Don’t go wanderin’.’ ”

Stephen’s voice was stern. “You think you can heed that now?”

Elias barely managed to whisper, “Yes, sir.”

*  *  *

At the ward, Lillian stood up quickly when she saw Elias climbing the slope with Stephen. She tightened up the shawl she wore over her trim shoulders like she was adjusting her armor, long cotton skirts churning around her ankles as she bore down on Elias. “What are you doing out of your hut?” She felt his forehead, leaned in and listened to his breath. “Clammy head and soundin’ like a rusty gate.”

“Easy, Lillian,” Stephen said. “I was just showing him something. He’s all right. And he won’t tell Doc Croghan about you letting him sneak out.”

She planted a hand on her hip and made her eyes so wide that her brows disappeared beneath the hem of the gray cloth she wore wrapped around her hair. “You know he sick, Stephen Bishop. Find somebody your own age to run about with.”

Stephen took a step closer to Lillian and smiled, teeth flashing bright in the firelight. “I plan to, ma’am.”

Elias suddenly started to feel out of place, wondering if maybe Stephen had ever thrown a rock at the ceiling for Lillian. Luckily, he had a good reason to slip aside.

He walked to Pennyrile’s hut and used the toe of his boot to knock on the doorframe. “Sir?”

At first there was no reply. Then Elias heard a shuffling within, the other pigeons stirring and cooing. And then the man appeared, pushing back the curtain across the door. His eyes were dark, all pupils in the low light. A heavy mustache bristled over his lip, like a squirrel had left its tail parked there. A bright red scarf was tied up at his neck, the bulk of it bulging out oddly to one side. Other than the scarf, he wore only a dressing gown and a pair of heavy woolen socks. An oily, fishy smell hung about him.

Elias tried and failed not to stare at the bulge on the man’s neck, and in his failure couldn’t help noticing that the wrap was topped off with a neatly done lighterman’s hitch and finished with a pair of half hitches. It was a tricky knot, one the men used to moor a boat up to the dock and then cast off easily.
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