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  Chapter One

  The Animal in the Road

  Angie had been complaining for forty-three miles.

  Ronald knew because the odometer had read 118,206 when she started, in the gravel lot of a gas station outside Summersville where the pumps took cash only and the woman behind the counter had looked at their license plate for a beat too long.

  “This cannot be the right road.”

  “It is.”

  “It stopped being a road ten minutes ago.”

  “It’s gravel.”

  “It’s mostly holes with occasional gravel.”

  Ronald kept both hands on the wheel as the SUV rattled around another bend. Trees crowded in from both sides, branches meeting overhead, turning the late-afternoon sky into a narrow gray strip that got narrower the farther they went.

  His phone was mounted above the dash.

  The map showed one thin blue line winding through a field of green. No towns. No businesses. No alternate routes.

  Angie leaned forward and stared at it.

  “That little line doesn’t even have a name.”

  “It had one when we turned onto it.”

  “What was it?”

  Ronald thought about it.

  “I don’t remember.”

  “That inspires confidence.”

  From the back seat, Lisa lifted her head. “Are we lost?”

  “No,” Ronald said.

  “Yes,” Angie said at the same time.

  Lisa looked between them. Michael did not look up from his phone.

  “We aren’t lost,” Ronald said. “The cabin is eighteen miles ahead.”

  “According to a map that thinks this is a road.”

  “It is a road.”

  The SUV dropped into a rut deep enough to throw Michael against the window. He finally looked up.

  “Great road.”

  Ronald caught his eye in the mirror. “You’re welcome to drive.”

  “I’m welcome to sit back here and criticize. That’s why I came.”

  “That and you didn’t pay for gas,” Angie said.

  “I bought ice.”

  “You bought beer.”

  “Beer needs ice.”

  Lisa laughed quietly.

  It was the first time she had laughed since they lost cell service, and Ronald noticed, because he noticed most things when people were nervous. It was not a talent. It was a habit he had built on purpose over three summers at a camp in Pocahontas County, where he had learned that the kid who went quiet at dinner was the kid who went into the water at midnight, and that the counselor who caught it in time was the one who got to sleep afterward.

  He had not caught it in time, once.

  The boy had been fine. That was the thing people said to him for a year afterward — he was fine, Ron, he came up on his own — and it had never once made any difference to the twenty seconds Ronald had spent on the dock not knowing that.

  He watched people now. It was mostly a good habit.

  Lisa had started twisting the silver ring on her right hand about twenty minutes ago. Angie was tapping one fingernail against the door in a pattern of three. Michael checked his phone every few minutes despite knowing there was no signal, and had done it eleven times since Summersville, and Ronald had counted without meaning to.

  He kept driving.

  ❖

  The cabin belonged to a friend of a friend.

  That was how Michael had put it in April, in the back booth of the place on Fourth where Angie worked doubles, sliding his phone across the table with the listing already open. Four bedrooms. A wood stove. A hundred and eighty acres of nothing.

  Cheap, remote, and surrounded by enough wilderness that Angie had called it either peaceful or the beginning of a documentary about their deaths.

  Everyone had laughed at the time.

  Michael had been in their lives about two years by then, which was long enough to be a friend and not quite long enough to be one of them. He was thirty-three. Everyone else in the car was twenty-two or close to it, and the gap showed in small ways — he ordered wine, he had opinions about tires — and Ronald had never entirely worked out whose friend he was. He had come in through Ronald’s cousin, or through the restaurant, or through some third door nobody could reconstruct. He was funny and he was useful and he bought the first round, and at some point everyone had stopped asking.

  He had insisted on booking it himself. Easier to put it on one card, he said. Split it later.

  He had not given them the address until the morning they left.

  Angie had asked twice.

  Both times he had made it into a joke.

  ❖

  The forest pressed closer as the road descended.

  Hemlock. Pine. Bare-limbed hardwoods, gray and wet from three days of rain. Water ran in thin streams along both ditches before disappearing beneath the road, which meant there were culverts under there, which meant that somebody had built this once, on purpose, for a reason that had since stopped applying.

  Ronald lowered his speed.

  “We need to reach the cabin before dark.”

  Angie looked through the windshield. “What time is sunset?”

  “Soon.”

  “That isn’t a time.”

  “It’s the one we have.”

  She let it go, which she almost never did, and that told him something too.

  “Hey,” he said.

  “Don’t.”

  “I didn’t say anything.”

  “You were about to ask if I was all right, in the voice, and then I’d have to be a person about it.” Angie put her head back against the seat. “I’m fine. I don’t like it out here.”

  “You’ve been out here twenty minutes.”

  “I’ve been out here my whole life,” she said. “That’s what I don’t like.”

  Ronald waited.

  Angie did not usually stop halfway through a thought. She was the most finished-sentence person he had ever met, and she was looking out the window now at nothing.

  “My mother was from somewhere around here,” she said. “Not here. Somewhere like it.”

  “You never said that.”

  “There’s nothing to say. She left at seventeen and never went back and never told me one single thing about it.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I asked her once when I was about nine. She was washing dishes. She stopped, and she stood there with her hands in the water, and then she said, there’s nothing back there for anybody, and then she went back to washing dishes and she sang that stupid song she always sang.”

  “What song?”

  “I don’t know. She only knew half of it. She’d hum the rest.” Angie smiled at the windshield, and it did not reach anything. “She’s been gone eleven years and I still can’t remember the words, because there weren’t any.”

  Lisa said, softly, from the back, “You’ve never told me that either.”

  “Well.” Angie tapped the door three times. “There’s a lot of road left.”

  ❖

  The road curved sharply around the mountain.

  Ronald saw the animal when the headlights found its eyes.

  It stood in the middle of the road, dead center, motionless. Not startled. Not caught. Standing there, the way a thing stands when it has been standing there a while.

  Too tall for a dog.

  Too narrow for a bear.

  For half a second his mind could not decide what he was seeing, and in that half second he had time to register two entirely separate facts — that the eyes were at the wrong height, and that whatever it was had not moved at all, not even its head, while a two-ton vehicle came around a blind curve toward it.

  Then Angie screamed.

  “Ronald!”

  He turned the wheel.

  The tires lost the road. Branches struck the passenger side. Lisa shouted something from the back that was not a word. The SUV slid sideways down the embankment, gathering speed as the mud gave way beneath it, and Ronald hit the brakes and got nothing at all, and the front end dropped, and water exploded across the windshield, and metal struck stone with a sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

  Then the world stopped.

  ❖

  For several seconds nobody moved.

  The engine ticked. Water rushed beneath them. Something hissed under the hood.

  Ronald tasted blood.

  “Everyone answer me.”

  Angie groaned. “I’m here.”

  “Lisa?”

  A small voice from behind him. “I’m here.”

  “Michael?”

  “Yeah.”

  Ronald gripped the steering wheel until his hands stopped shaking, which took longer than he wanted anyone to see, and then he made himself take inventory the way he had been trained to, out loud, in order.

  The SUV rested at an angle in the creek, its front end wedged between two large rocks. Water pushed against the doors. The passenger window had shattered, and Angie’s jacket and hair were full of glass.

  “You bleeding?”

  “Not enough to improve my mood.”

  “That means she’s fine,” Michael said.

  Angie turned toward him. “Keep talking and I’ll drown you before the mountain people get a chance.”

  Lisa stared at her. “The what?”

  “Nothing.”

  Ronald tried the ignition. One click. Then nothing. He tried again and got less.

  He looked through the rear window.

  The road was no longer visible. Only trees, and the muddy slope they had come down, already darker than it had been a minute ago.

  Michael unfastened his belt. “We climb back up.”

  Ronald studied the embankment. Steep, slick, forty feet at least. “We check injuries first.”

  “I’m fine.”

  “I wasn’t asking only you.”

  Michael opened his mouth.

  Angie cut him off. “For once in your life, wait.”

  Lisa’s ankle was swelling. Angie had cuts along one arm. Michael had struck his shoulder. Ronald had split his lip but could move everything.

  The phones had no service. The emergency call failed on all four.

  They gathered what they could and climbed out through the rear door.

  ❖

  Cold creek water soaked Ronald’s boots immediately.

  Lisa held onto him while Angie went back into the vehicle for supplies. Michael stood downstream with his back to them, staring into the trees, and did not offer to help, which was not unusual, and did not move at all, which was.

  “What?” Ronald said.

  Michael pointed at the muddy bank.

  At first Ronald saw nothing.

  Then he saw the prints.

  Bare feet. Several sets. Some large. Some small. They began at the edge of the creek and continued into the forest in a loose, unhurried line, the way people walk when they are going somewhere they know.

  Angie came down carrying a flashlight and two backpacks. “Tell me those aren’t what I think they are.”

  Ronald crouched beside the nearest one.

  The mud was still filling with water at the edges. Fresh. Not hours. Minutes, maybe.

  He did not say that part.

  Lisa hugged herself. “Maybe there are houses nearby.”

  Ronald looked toward the trees. No lights. No smoke. No sound except the creek, which was suddenly very loud, the way a noise gets loud when it is the only one.

  Michael turned slowly, examining the ridge above them. “Somebody might’ve seen us crash.”

  Angie looked back at the SUV — the broken glass, the hood folded, forty feet of torn hillside above it.

  “Then why aren’t they helping?”

  Nobody answered.

  Ronald stood. The light was going fast now, the particular fast of a valley where the sun leaves before it sets.

  “We follow the creek.”

  “Why?” Angie asked.

  “Water goes downhill. Downhill goes to roads, bridges, houses. Something.”

  “And the barefoot people?”

  “We stay together.”

  Michael laughed once. “What a plan.”

  Ronald turned and faced him. “You have a better one?”

  Michael looked at the slope, and the creek, and the darkening forest, and — Ronald would remember this later, would take it out and turn it over many times — at the ridge on the far side, for slightly longer than the rest.

  “No,” he said.

  “Then we move.”

  ❖

  They had gone less than fifty yards when Lisa stopped.

  Her hand tightened around Ronald’s arm.

  “Did you hear that?”

  Everyone listened.

  Water over stone. Wind in the branches. Nothing else.

  “I thought someone said something,” she whispered.

  Angie swept the flashlight across the trees. “What did they say?”

  Lisa looked back upstream, toward the wrecked SUV, and her face had gone the color of the sky.

  “My name.”

  Behind them, something moved beneath the creek bank.

  Not in the woods.

  Under the ground.




  Chapter Two

  The Creek

  The creek was colder than it looked.

  Within minutes Ronald could no longer feel his toes. The water came halfway up his boots in the shallow places and nearly to his knees where it narrowed between stones. Every step had to be tested before he put weight on it. The rocks were slick with moss and fallen branches hid beneath the surface like traps.

  Lisa leaned on him with one hand.

  Her ankle had worsened. She was trying not to show it, and doing a reasonable job, and Ronald noticed anyway.

  “You need to tell me when it hurts.”

  “It hurts.”

  “How much?”

  “Enough that I’m telling you.”

  Angie glanced back. “That’s progress.”

  Lisa gave her a tired look. “You’re enjoying this.”

  “I’m enjoying that you’re still complaining.”

  “That’s sweet.”

  “Don’t tell anyone.”

  Michael walked ahead, using a broken branch to move brush aside. He had taken the flashlight from Angie ten minutes ago without asking, and she had complained for nine of them.

  “Point that thing at the ground.”

  “I am.”

  “You’re pointing it everywhere except where we’re walking.”

  “I’m checking the trees.”

  “For what?”

  Michael turned around. “The barefoot people.”

  “Great. Now point it down so the rest of us don’t join them.”

  He lowered the beam. “Happy?”

  “No.”

  “Didn’t think so.”

  But he kept doing it. Every forty or fifty yards the light would drift up off the water and run along the ridge, quick, like a man checking a rearview mirror. Ronald watched him do it four times and could not decide whether Michael was frightened or looking for something specific, and the difference mattered enough that he made himself stop thinking about it, because there was nothing to be done about either one while standing in a creek.

  ❖

  The creek curved between two steep ridges, cutting deeper into the mountain with every hundred yards. The farther they went, the less sky Ronald could see. Trees leaned over them from both sides, roots exposed where the bank had washed out.

  The air smelled of wet bark and mud.

  Underneath it was something else. Smoke. Faint, and old.

  Ronald stopped. Michael nearly walked into him.

  “What?”

  Ronald lifted one hand.

  Everyone went quiet. The creek moved around their legs. Somewhere in the forest water dripped steadily from a branch.

  Angie lowered her voice. “What do you hear?”

  “Nothing.”

  “That’s reassuring.”

  “I smell smoke.”

  Michael breathed in. “I don’t.”

  Ronald turned slowly. The wind was coming downstream. Whatever made the smell was ahead of them.

  “Could be a house,” Lisa said.

  “Or a camp.”

  “Or the barefoot murder family Angie invented,” Michael said.

  “I didn’t invent them. The footprints did.”

  “They could be hikers.”

  “Barefoot hikers?”

  “People are strange.”

  Angie looked at the woods. “No argument there.”

  Ronald kept moving, because the alternative was standing still in the dark in cold water, and because a fire meant people, and people meant a phone or a truck or at minimum a roof. That was the sensible conclusion. He held onto it the way you hold a railing.

  ❖

  The creek widened ahead into a shallow pool beneath a wall of dark stone. Water spilled down the rock face in several thin streams.

  Michael reached the edge first. “Dead end.”

  Ronald looked up. The ridge rose nearly vertical on both sides. The creek seemed to come directly out of the mountain.

  Angie stepped beside him. “So much for water leading to civilization.”

  “It still does.”

  “You sound less confident.”

  “I’m cold.”

  “That isn’t what I said.”

  He ignored her, which she permitted, which meant she had heard the same thing in his voice that he had.

  Near the base of the rock wall, water flowed out through a narrow opening half-hidden by ferns and hanging roots.

  A culvert, he thought at first.

  Then the flashlight caught the edges. Not concrete. Stone. Cut stone, squared at the corners, with a lintel across the top that had been set there by somebody with a level and a reason.

  He moved closer.

  The opening was roughly six feet wide and less than five high. Water ran through the bottom of it into the pool.

  Above it, someone had carved three lines into the rock. One vertical. Two crossing it at angles.

  The shape looked almost like a tree.

  Or a person with its arms raised.

  The carving was old — the edges rounded off by fifty, eighty, a hundred years of water. But it had been re-cut. Ronald could see where a newer tool had gone back over the original grooves, deepening them, keeping them legible.

  Somebody maintained it.

  That bothered him more than the carving did.

  Lisa stayed behind him. “What is that?”

  “I don’t know.”

  Michael shone the light into the opening. The beam reached maybe twenty feet before the dark took it.

  “A mine entrance,” he said.

  Ronald studied the stone. “Could be.”

  Angie folded her arms. “You said that like it was good news.”

  “Mines connect to roads.”

  “They also collapse.”

  “Sometimes.”

  “And fill with gas.”

  “Sometimes.”

  “And contain—”

  “Don’t say mountain people,” Michael said.

  Angie looked at him. “I was going to say bats.”

  “You were not.”

  “No. I wasn’t.”

  Ronald crouched near the entrance.

  The muddy bank beside it held footprints. Bare feet, the same as at the creek — only these were clearer. Several led into the tunnel. Several came out. Some adult-sized. Others no larger than a child’s.

  He looked at them for a while.

  People had come out of that opening and gone back into it, more than once, recently, and had not been in any hurry doing it. There was no scuffing at the threshold, no slide marks, nothing that suggested anyone had ever run through there in either direction.

  They walked in and out of a hole in a mountain like it was a back door.

  Because it was.

  Lisa’s breathing changed.

  Ronald stood. “We don’t go in.”

  Michael looked back at the steep banks. “Then where?”

  “We climb.”

  “With her ankle?” Angie said.

  Ronald glanced at Lisa. She shook her head before he’d said anything.

  “I can climb.”

  “No, you can’t.”

  “I can if we have to.”

  “You can barely walk.”

  Michael aimed the flashlight uphill. Loose rock, wet leaves, exposed roots. Even healthy it would have been ugly.

  “We’ll never make it before dark,” he said.

  Ronald looked toward the tunnel again.

  The smell of smoke was stronger here. Not wood smoke. Something greasier. Cooked meat, or oil, or both.

  The sensible conclusion shifted, and did not shift toward safety.

  ❖

  Angie crouched beside the nearest footprint and held her hand above it without touching.

  “This one’s fresh.”

  “How can you tell?” Lisa asked.

  “The edges haven’t filled with water.”

  Ronald knelt beside her. She was right. The rain had stopped hours ago, but the ground was saturated. An older print would have softened at the rim and started to slump.

  These had not.

  “Where’d you learn that?” he said.

  “My mother.” Angie stood up and wiped her hand on her jeans. “She could track a cat across a wet lawn and she never once told me how she knew how.”

  Michael turned the flashlight toward the woods. “So somebody passed through recently.”

  “Somebody is probably still close,” Angie said.

  A pebble clicked behind them.

  Everyone turned.

  The sound had come from the tunnel. Not deep inside. Close.

  Michael raised the flashlight. The beam shook across wet stone.

  Nothing moved.

  “Hello?” Ronald called.

  Angie hissed through her teeth. “Why would you do that?”

  “If someone’s there, they already know we are.”

  “That doesn’t mean you invite them over.”

  Ronald kept his eyes on the opening. “We had an accident. We need help.”

  His voice went inside and did not come back.

  For several seconds the tunnel gave nothing at all.

  Then something scraped against stone.

  Lisa gripped his jacket. Michael stepped backward.

  A shape appeared just beyond the reach of the light. Low to the ground. Too small to be an adult.

  Ronald saw pale skin. A shoulder. Wet hair.

  Then it moved away so fast he could not tell whether it went on two legs or four.

  Lisa screamed.

  Michael swung the flashlight after it, but the tunnel was empty again.

  “What was that?” Lisa whispered.

  “No idea,” Ronald said.

  “That was a kid,” Angie said.

  Michael looked at her. “You sure?”

  “No.”

  “You just said—”

  “I said it looked like one.”

  Ronald moved toward the entrance.

  Angie grabbed his arm. “Absolutely not.”

  “If it’s a child—”

  “It ran away from us.”

  “Maybe it’s scared.”

  “Good instinct.”

  He pulled free.

  He took one step into the water flowing from the tunnel, and then another, and the smell came around him like a room.

  Smoke. Rot. Something metallic underneath.

  Blood, he thought.

  He did not say it.

  Inside, the floor sloped upward and the water thinned to a skin. Old wooden supports lined the passage at uneven intervals, some blackened with age, some clearly newer — raw pine, sawn square, not more than a few years old.

  Somebody was keeping this tunnel standing.

  The walls bore marks.

  Not mining cuts. Scratches. Hundreds of them, in vertical clusters, some at shoulder height and some down near the floor.

  Ronald had seen tally marks before. On bunk frames, mostly, at camp — kids counting down to the last day.

  These were tallies.

  The low ones had been made by somebody very short.

  He stopped.

  Behind him, Angie said, “That’s far enough.”

  He agreed.

  Then the voice came.

  “Lisa.”

  Soft. From somewhere deep inside.

  Lisa froze. Nobody moved. Her face lost what little color it had left.

  The voice came again, closer.

  “Lisa.”

  It did not sound like a child.

  It sounded like someone doing a child.

  Michael backed away from the tunnel. “How the hell does it know her name?”

  Ronald remembered the creek bank near the SUV. Lisa saying she’d heard someone call to her.

  He turned toward her. “Did you say your name after the crash?”

  “I don’t know.”

  “Think.”

  “You asked if I was okay.”

  “And?”

  “I answered.”

  Angie stared into the opening. “They were listening.”

  They had been listening from under the bank while four people climbed out of a wrecked vehicle and said each other’s names out loud, one at a time, in order, because that is what you do after a crash.

  Ronald had done that. He had run the roll call himself.

  The flashlight flickered. Michael slapped its side and the beam steadied.

  Something moved behind Ronald.

  He turned.

  The forest on the opposite bank looked empty. Then he saw a face between two trees.

  A man. Twenty yards, maybe. Bare-chested despite the cold, thin enough that his ribs showed. Long hair around a narrow face black with dirt or soot. One eye milky white. The other watching them without blinking.

  He held something in his right hand. A length of metal. A knife, or part of a trap.

  Ronald raised both hands. “We don’t want trouble.”

  The man tilted his head.

  Angie whispered, “He doesn’t look convinced.”

  Another figure appeared higher on the ridge. Then another.

  A woman this time. Broad-shouldered, bare feet planted in the mud, a strip of hide wrapped around her waist over a pair of stained work trousers. She carried a short bow.

  Michael turned in a slow circle. “They’re surrounding us.”

  Ronald counted three. Then four.

  A smaller shape moved behind the woman — the child from the tunnel. It crouched at her leg and stared at Lisa. Not at the group. At Lisa specifically, the way you look at an item on a list.

  “Stay together,” Ronald said.

  “There are too many.”

  “Stay together.”

  The man by the trees smiled.

  His teeth had been filed into uneven points.

  He did it slowly, and he held it, and he watched Angie’s face while he did — and Ronald, who spent his life reading people, understood in that moment that he was being shown something. The man had not smiled. He had displayed. He had waited until the flashlight was on him and then he had opened his mouth and let them look.

  There was a difference between a man who has filed teeth and a man who wants you to know he has filed teeth, and only one of those is a performance, and a performance means an audience, and an audience means a purpose.

  Ronald did not have time to finish the thought.

  Angie saw the teeth. “Oh, hell no.”

  The man tapped the metal against a tree trunk. Once. Twice. Three times.

  The sound traveled up the ridge.

  An answer came from farther away. Three taps. Then another.

  The forest began to click around them.

  Ronald understood.

  They were not calling for help. They were reporting positions. Three taps meant something, and the man had sent it, and four separate places had sent it back, which meant four separate places had been holding position and waiting to be asked.

  The family had known where they were since the crash.

  Maybe before.

  ❖

  Michael broke first.

  He ran.

  “Michael!”

  He splashed across the creek and scrambled at the opposite bank.

  The man near the trees moved with him. Fast. Too fast — not a lunge, but a lope, the economical stride of somebody covering ground he had covered a thousand times.

  Angie cursed and started after them. Ronald caught her around the waist.

  “No!”

  “He’s going to get killed!”

  “So will you.”

  Michael reached the slope. He climbed three steps before a loop of wire snapped tight around his ankle.

  The trap yanked him upside down. He hit the ground hard, then swung out over the creek, shouting and clawing at the wire.

  Ronald looked at where the snare had been set.

  It was not at the bottom of the slope. It was three steps up — exactly where a man who had already committed would be, exactly where his weight would be forward and his hands would be full of roots.

  Somebody had walked that bank and decided where a frightened person would put his foot.

  The thin man walked toward Michael. Slowly now. Taking his time.

  Michael twisted in the air. “Help me!”

  Ronald looked at the tunnel. Then the ridge. Then Michael.

  The figures in the trees were closing in from three sides, and the fourth side was a rock wall, and set into the rock wall was one opening.

  The one they had refused to enter.

  They had been driven to it the way you drive stock down a chute.

  Ronald grabbed Lisa under the arm. “Inside.”

  Angie stared at him. “You said we weren’t going in.”

  “We are now.”

  “What about Michael?”

  Ronald looked toward him. The man had reached the trap. Michael kicked wildly. The metal blade flashed in the stranger’s hand.

  “We get him if we can.”

  “That’s not an answer.”

  “It’s the one we have.”

  He pulled Lisa toward the tunnel. Angie followed.

  The voice inside whispered Lisa’s name again — this time from just beyond the flashlight.

  Ronald stepped into the darkness anyway.

  Behind them, Michael screamed.

  The scream ended before the echo did.




  Chapter Three

  Below

  The tunnel swallowed the daylight within twenty steps.

  Ronald kept one hand against the wall and the other beneath Lisa’s arm. Angie moved behind them, close enough that he could hear her breathing but not close enough to step on his heels.

  The flashlight beam jumped across wet stone. Old timber supports. Rusting bolts. Black seams of coal running through the walls like something spilled.

  Behind them the entrance narrowed to a pale gray opening, then went around a bend, then was gone.

  That was the part Ronald had not prepared for. Not the dark. The dark was survivable. It was the specific moment the gray patch disappeared — the last piece of outside in the world folding out of view behind a corner of rock — that took something out of his chest and did not give it back.

  Michael’s scream had stopped.

  Nobody mentioned it.

  Not yet.

  Lisa stumbled. Ronald caught her before she hit the ground.

  “Easy.”

  “I’m trying.”

  “I know.”

  Her injured ankle barely touched the stone now. She hopped where she could and leaned on him where she couldn’t, and every fourth or fifth step she made a small sound through her nose that she clearly believed nobody could hear.

  Angie glanced over her shoulder. “You hear anything?”

  Ronald listened.

  Water ran somewhere beneath the tunnel floor. Drip. Drip. Drip.

  Farther back, something scraped against rock.

  “They’re coming,” Lisa whispered.

  Angie tightened her grip on the branch she’d carried from the creek. “Then we move faster.”

  “She can’t,” Ronald said.

  “I know she can’t.”

  “Then stop saying it.”

  Angie stared at him. For a second the tunnel went out of her face. The fear went with it.

  Only the anger stayed.

  “Do not start giving me orders like I’m one of your campers.”

  “I’m trying to keep us alive.”

  “So am I.”

  “Then help me with her.”

  Angie moved beneath Lisa’s other arm.

  Lisa looked between them. “This is nice.”

  “What is?” Angie said.

  “You two fighting over who gets to carry me.”

  “No one’s fighting over you.”

  “Let me have this.”

  Angie adjusted Lisa’s arm across her shoulders. “Fine. We’re fighting over you.”

  “Thank you.”

  ❖

  The passage sloped upward for fifty yards.

  Then the floor leveled and the water disappeared into a narrow trench cut along one wall, leaving the center dry enough to walk without slipping.

  Ronald stopped and aimed the light down.

  Boot prints crossed the dust. Bare footprints too. Dozens, going both directions.

  “This isn’t abandoned,” Angie said.

  “No.”

  “You’re sure?”

  Ronald pointed at the wall.

  A lantern hook had been hammered into the stone. The metal was old.

  The wax beneath it was not.

  He put two fingers against it. Still slightly soft. Somebody had stood in this exact spot with a light in the last day, maybe the last few hours, and then walked on into the mountain without hurrying.

  Lisa looked into the dark ahead. “Maybe miners still use it.”

  Angie gave her a look. “Barefoot miners?”

  “I’m trying to help.”

  “I know.”

  Angie’s voice softened. It lasted less than a second.

  Then she looked at Ronald. “What’s the plan?”

  “We find another way out.”

  “And if there isn’t one?”

  “There is.”

  “That confidence real or borrowed?”

  Ronald kept moving. “Does it matter?”

  “Eventually.”

  ❖

  The tunnel divided.

  The left passage descended sharply. The right continued straight. A third opening had been covered with wooden planks — not nailed shut. Stacked.

  Angie put the light across them.

  Scratches ran through the wood. Long, deep grooves, four at a time, all of them on the inside face of the boards.

  Lisa stared. “What made those?”

  “Nothing we need to meet,” Angie said.

  Ronald did not correct her, but he had already counted the grooves and arrived somewhere worse than she had. Four parallel lines, an inch and a half across, at the height of a person kneeling.

  Whatever had made them had been on this side of the planks, trying to get out, using its hands.

  He examined the floor instead.

  The right passage had more footprints. The left had drag marks — two parallel lines in the dust with a darker streak between them.

  He knew what it looked like.

  He wished he didn’t.

  “We go right.”

  Angie had seen the marks. “What was dragged?”

  “Don’t know.”

  “You do.”

  “Not for sure.”

  “That’s becoming your favorite answer.”

  “It’s the honest one.”

  They turned right.

  The smell got stronger. Smoke, grease, rot, and something sour underneath all of it that Ronald could not place and did not want to.

  He pulled his shirt over his nose. Lisa did the same. Angie refused, and breathed through her mouth instead, which was not better and which she would not admit.

  “What kind of family lives like this?” Lisa whispered.

  “One that doesn’t expect visitors,” Angie said.

  Ronald was less sure. Everything he’d seen so far suggested the opposite — that visitors were entirely expected, and had been for a long time, and that there was an established procedure.

  More markings appeared on the walls as they went. The same three-line symbol from outside: a vertical cut crossed by two angled lines. Some had been carved. Others painted in something dark.

  He touched one with the end of the branch. The surface flaked. Old blood, maybe. Or rust.

  He left it alone.

  ❖

  They reached the first room ten minutes later.

  It had been carved out of a natural chamber beside the mine passage, and the ceiling rose high enough that the flashlight could not find it.

  Wooden shelves lined the walls.

  At first Ronald thought they held tools.

  Then the beam settled.

  Shoes.

  Hiking boots. Work boots. Sneakers. Sandals with the straps gone stiff. A pair of white leather flats with a bow on the toe. Children’s shoes.

  All arranged by size.

  That was the thing. Not the number. The 
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