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At the entrance to the cave Sean had an epiphany - he could see no apparent reason to actually go down into the dark depths of the earth. All of his other classmates were excited as their ninth grade science teacher gave them a quick lecture on respecting nature and doing no harm to the delicate eco-system they were about to enter.

“Can you believe they opened up the old Lugosi Bat Cave for our school?” Marley asked, nudging Sean in the arm. “It has been gated up for more than fifty years. Only the bats have been allowed to come and go between those bars of the rusted iron gates. My entire body is tingling with excitement at the chance to explore something that has sat empty for so many years.”

Sean saw it another way. “What is so very fun about crawling into a dark hole?  It’s like being buried alive as far as I’m concerned.”

Marley scoffed, “Don’t be such a downer, sounds more like someone is afraid of the dark.”

“It’s never been the dark I was afraid of, it’s what is in the dark.”

Before Marley could respond, their teacher, Mr. Russell, asked for everyone’s attention. He wanted to go over the safety rules and how to use the caving equipment they had borrowed from the local Grotto, the caving organization that was sponsoring this expedition. It had not gone unnoticed by Sean that only three of the group had actually shown up as volunteers. He didn’t see that as a good sign either.

“Kind of odd that there are only four adults to a group this big, how are they possibly going to keep track of all 52 of us? I’m just saying this could be a disaster waiting to happen. What if someone gets hurt down there?” Sean was considering all the scenario’s - and none were to his liking.

Rolling her eyes, Marley replied, “Stop being such a drama mama. Didn’t you study the maps we had at school? The cave is not dangerous. There are no pits or tight crawls or anything. It has 2 miles of walking passages that lead to a large chamber where bats hibernate. That’s why we are going, to check on the bat population.”

Sean had to correct one thing. “There is a section of the cave that is called the Maze - and for a good reason. A bunch of interconnecting passages where it would be easy to get turned around.”

“Are you serious?” Marley asked. “As you just pointed out, there will be 56 of us down there. I’m pretty sure we’ll be fine.”

Sean wasn’t so certain. He quickly put on his hardhat and made sure the electric light attached was working. Two flashlights were stashed away in each pocket of his jeans, not very comfortable, but it made him feel a bit safer. His backpack contained three more flashlights, about a dozen candles, waterproof matches, granola bars and several glow sticks. But even with all that gear, Sean did not want to enter the looming hole in the ground. Something was telling him that danger awaited them all inside the Lugosi Bat Cave.

Mr. Russell decided to let one of the Grotto volunteers lead the way in, followed by the kids, with an adult spread between each group of 14. He was going to follow up at the rear. The Utah Forestry Service had already opened the gate and would send someone out to shut it after the expedition returned.

“Hey Sean, are you going to hang with us or do you and Marley want some alone time?” There was a bunch of laughing from the three boys standing off to the side.

“Very funny, we can all go together,” Sean answered as he and Marley joined the others.

Sean’s best friends could not have been any different from one another than they were. Seth was the smallest of the group and his mind was loaded with lots of facts about nearly every subject there was. Trevor was the biggest of the bunch, having never turned down a meal in his life. And then there was Chase, older than the other boys because he’d been held back a grade, who had the maturity to keep the other guys in check when he needed to.

“Guess what I just found out?” Seth asked, glancing at his I-phone. “This cave was named after the guy who made the first Dracula movie.”

Trevor waved his fingers in front of his face. “Ewww, spooky, that must mean there are vampire bats here. They want to suck your blood.”

Seth grinned, “We know what you want to suck, about a dozen hotdogs.”

“Quit making fun of me.” Trevor stated, hitting Seth in the arm. “I’m getting tired of all your fat jokes.”

“Then stop eating so much, duh.” Seth rubbed his shoulder, turning back to Sean. “And I suppose you don’t want me kidding about the fact that you don’t like the dark?”

“Knock it off, Seth. Let’s not start off fighting. This could be a fun little adventure as long as we don’t pick on each other.” It was voice of reason from Chase.

Sean wanted to tell his friends he thought they should all back out, but he knew there was no logical answer for how he felt. It was just a feeling he had. So they all marched into the entrance of the cave. The mountain above it looked ominous as the group disappeared into the underground. The stale air was in deep contrast to the breezy April day they had just experienced. The faint smell of sulphur permeated the passage as the group made their way further down. As soon as the light from the outside was no longer in view, Sean got a bit panicky. He told himself to breathe deeply so that his friends wouldn’t notice.

“Looks like this narrows ahead. Must be the part where we go single file?” Marley pointed out, staying directly behind Sean.

The voices of 56 people echoed through the cave. Sean realized that was a lot of reasons not to be so worried. There was always safety in numbers. He decided to relax a bit and enjoy the surreal beauty of the world that lay beneath his own. Stalactites sparkled as the numerous lights passing by. A few of the walls had water running down them, leaving a dark orange color upon the gray rocks. Various colors ran through the limestone ceiling as Sean reached up and touched it. The narrow passage was making him claustrophobic.

“Can you guys hurry?” Sean huffed.

“Chill out, dude. We can’t go any faster than the rest of the group.” Chase’s voice had a calming effect.

“I’m sorry. Just feeling boxed in.”

“We are almost to the first big room.” Marley pointed out, squeezing Sean’s arm. “The Maze is after that and then we are there.”

It wasn’t a moment too soon when Sean stepped into the large chamber. Piles of breakdown on the left side of the room gave it the appearance of an amphitheater. And indeed, that was what Mr. Russell decided to use it for. He told the students to use the rocks as seats as he took center stage.

“I hope you all realize how privileged you should feel to be the first group allowed into this cave. When we get back to the school I think we should make a big thank-you card to the Forestry Service and our local Grotto for all their assistance in this endeavor.

I’m sure many of you noticed the ornate decorations at the entrance and in this room as well. It has taken thousands of years for these huge columns behind me to form. They were once stalactites hanging from the ceiling that have grown together with stalagmites that built up from the floor.”

“Didn’t we already go over this in class?” One of the students hollered.

Mr. Russell didn’t even pause. “This limestone cave is one of the few in the southwest portion of Utah, and the only one here on Karloff Mountain. As I’m sure you all know, having lived here most of your lives, the surrounding mountains are all sandstone and granite.”

Sean smirked to himself. Did Mr. Russell really believe most of his students knew that worthless piece of information? Glancing around at his classmates, he realized that very few of them would retain any of what they were there to learn. Of course he would. Sean had always enjoyed the fact that he could remember almost anything ever told to him, but unlike his friend Seth, he didn’t use that knowledge to dazzle and impress people.

“Of course the main reason we have come here is to see the bats,” Mr. Russell continued. “The Idionycteris phyllotis, more commonly known as the Allen’s Big Eared Bat, and sometimes confused with the Plecotus Pallidus, or Townsend’s Big Eared Bat.”

“Everything is confusing when the teacher is from Uranus,” Trevor snickered.

“You are so juvenile,” Marley brushed him off. “Mr. Russell is one of our nicest teachers. And I’d dare say the smartest.”

“Sounds like you got a crush to me,” Trevor laughed.

“And I always thought she liked Sean,” Seth added.

Sean put his hands up. “Will you all be quit, we are here to learn stuff and I would like to hear what Mr. Russell has to say.”

“Chill, dude.” Chase seemed to be getting tired of always being the voice of reason. “Let’s enjoy the cave and stop bickering.”

The guys knew to keep their mouths shut as their teacher finished up with his speech about the cave. It was then off to the section known as the Maze. Most of the class liked the fact that there were so many interconnecting passages that crisscrossed back and forth upon themselves. Sean was not impressed. Several times his group realized they had made a circle and ended up in the same place more than once.

“Did anyone bring a map of this cave?” Sean finally asked.

“I actually have one here,” Seth pointed out, showing it to the others.

Sean pinpointed where they were and picked a tunnel they had not entered before. It led them directly to a large room where Mr. Russell and the three adults were waiting. A few other students followed, yelling back to the rest of the class that they had found the way.

Mr. Russell grinned. “Excellent job, gang, we thought we’d allow a few moments for everyone to enjoy the Maze. Wasn’t that something?”

“Oh, yeah, real fun,” Sean remarked sarcastically. “I just hope we haven’t lost anyone now.”

“You really are a serious young man,” Mr. Russell laughed. He then turned to the stream of students in the room. “Let’s have a head count.”

One of the Grotto members spoke up. “Everyone is here. Nice job, kids.”

Marley nudged Sean again before whispering, “Satisfied?”

Before Sean could answer, Seth pushed past him to the front of the group. Sean knew his friend was going to ask some question that he already undoubtedly knew the answer to. And Mr. Russell would be none the wiser. If only his friend wasn’t such a show-off when it came to knowledge? But this was just who Seth was.

“Wasn’t this cave closed because the military used it to store some sort of secret chemicals back in the fifties?” Seth asked.

Their teacher rolled his eyes. “That rumor has been going around for years. There is absolutely no evidence of any such thing. Other than the dome room ahead, all of you have seen the entire cave with your own eyes. Did you see any signs of a lost cache of poison barrels? Thought
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