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Life is full of ups and downs, and sometimes the downs can seem incredibly low. This book is dedicated to Annie, who will always patiently listen to my whining, then talk me out of the pit of despair.  Even though you don’t like horror stories ...
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Elmo Ackerman gathered his dozen high school kids around him inside the gate on the southern edge of the pasture they’d been assigned. The land belonged to Jesse Dunlap, an old farmer with a barrel chest and a Santa Claus beard. He ran cattle here, letting them eat the tall grass on the acres between the fence near the dirt road and the slope of a hill that made up the western edge of the foothills of the Ozark Mountains. There were no cattle to be seen on this cool, wet November day. Only the eager, concerned faces of twelve high school sophomores, all looking back at him, waiting for instructions.

“Okay, guys, look,” Elmo began, “It’ll be easy here in the pasture. We’ll spread out with about ten or twelve feet between us and move in a line toward the base of the hill. Once we start up the hill and get into the woods, though, it’s going to be tougher. We have to keep each other in sight. Understand?”

There were nods and a few, “Yes, Mr. Ackerman” responses.

“Okay,” he said. “I don’t mind telling you that I think they gave us this area because nobody expects us to find anything. But we’re going to give it our best effort. You know ... Okay, so, if we do find her, you know she’s probably been dead for a while. There are coyotes, crows, raccoons, and other animals out here that could have, you know, eaten at her. If we find her, and I don’t think we will, but if we do, there is a very good chance it’s going to be pretty grisly.”

“You already told us that,” said Barry Blake, a reserve defensive back on the school’s football team.

“Okay, yes, I know,” Elmo said. “But listen, I want you to be prepared. And it wouldn’t be good to vomit near the body because it’s a crime scene and your puke might obscure evidence.”

“You really don’t think we’ll find her?” asked Suzanne Mitchell, a tall, lanky blonde.

Elmo sighed and looked off over the field. “There’s little evidence to suggest she was brought this way,” he said. “That’s what I was told. But there’s always the chance.” He paused and gave them another look. They wore light jackets. A few girls wore knit gloves and some of the guys had on trucker caps with various logos. They were good kids who wanted to help ... and earn a few points of extra credit in his English class. “Okay,” Elmo said, “I’ll be in the middle of the line, so that puts six of you to my left and six to my right. Let’s start combing this field.”

The kids spread out as he’d instructed and together they moved through the tall tan grass, brittle under a coat of moisture from the recent rain. To his left, Valerie screamed. The line stopped, then a few kids laughed, and he heard somebody say, “It’s a rabbit.” They resumed walking, thirteen pairs of eyes scanning the field, looking for signs of the missing girl.

According to the news reports, 12-year-old Margaret Bateman had walked to the grocery store to get a bottle of ketchup for her family’s evening meal two days ago. Her sobbing mother told a press conference the ketchup was for frozen French fries she was heating in the oven. The Batemans lived in a mobile home park on the east side of Tahlequah, Oklahoma. The grocery store in question was almost a mile from the family’s home. A female clerk, Natalie Short, recognized a picture of the girl and remembered that she bought a bottle of ketchup and a Hershey candy bar, paying with a five-dollar bill. The girl left the store, and nobody had seen her since. When asked if he thought the girl was still alive, the police chief hesitated, then said he hoped so, but his eyes told the viewers he knew better.

The mayor organized this weekend hunt for Margaret, asking for volunteers from all walks of life. People came from all over the state and from Arkansas, Missouri, and Elmo had heard one group saying they’d come from Illinois. There were thousands of people combing the fields and woods around the town. Because his was a student group, they’d been assigned an area considered unlikely to hide the body. Elmo didn’t know why it had been deemed an unlikely place, but the police sergeant had relayed that information in quickly whispered words, saying the people in charge were glad he and his students were here, but that there was concern finding the body might be too traumatic for teenagers.

Overhead, a Tulsa TV news helicopter buzzed past them quickly, the pilot likely scanning the area while a cameraman shot B roll of the local high school kids searching for the missing girl.

“Mr. Ackerman?”

Elmo turned to his right, where part of his line had stopped and was standing in a semi-circle around Cassie, a brunette flute player in the school band. Cassie was kneeling in the tall grass, looking down at something.

“Oh no,” Elmo muttered. He called to his left for the line to stop and stay where they were, then hurried across the thirty or so yards separating him from Cassie. She turned to look at him as his footsteps made the tall autumn grass crackle.

“Was she wearing pink tennis shoes?” Cassie asked.

Elmo came to stand beside her and looked down to where a small, dirty pink sneaker like you could buy at a T.G.&Y. store lay on its side, still tied with white laces. Cassie continued looking up at him, and Elmo nodded.

“That’s what they said,” he answered. “Pink tennis shoes, white socks, blue jeans, a white T-shirt with Fonzie on it, and a red coat.” He looked around and found a short stick. Kneeling, he put it into the shoe and lifted it up to look inside. There was a number 5 in a circle printed in the heel of the shoe. He looked at Cassie. “What size shoe did you wear when you were twelve?” he asked.

“Size five,” she answered, then looked away from him, away from the shoe.

Word they’d found a clue, the girl’s shoe, rippled down the line and kids started moving toward him. Elmo stood up and waved them back. “Stop. Don’t come closer,” he said. “We don’t know if it’s her shoe, but we’re going to act like it is. We’re going to leave it right here and mark the spot, then keep looking.”

Reluctantly, the kids fell back into formation. Elmo put the shoe back as he’d found it, then stuck one end of his stick in the ground beside it. He took out his white handkerchief and tore off a strip of the fabric and tied it to the top of the stick. The white cloth hung limply in the moist air. He stood and looked toward the looming hill and the dark under the canopy of trees.

That’s when he realized he had not anticipated finding anything. He hadn’t given any thought to being a hero, a savior, of finding the girl alive or dead. This was supposed to be a community support event that would let his students feel useful and earn a few points extra credit while bonding. But now...?

“They didn’t give you a walkie-talkie or anything, huh?” It was Randy, a Cherokee boy known for his endurance on the track team.

Elmo shook his head. “No,” he answered. “They didn’t think we’d need it. Look,” he said to the kids close enough to hear him. “Okay, we don’t know for sure that is Margaret’s shoe. A lot of kids wear those kinds of shoes and girls love pink. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Let’s keep looking. Stay alert. When we move into the woods, move a couple of feet closer to the center.” He paused and looked ahead again, then had an idea. “Okay, let’s shift a little. I’m going to stay in the center, but move so that I’m walking a line between this shoe and the base of the hill. Everyone hold your position in line but move with me.”

When everyone had done as he asked, Elmo started walking again, his eyes sweeping the ground ahead of him. The kids were quiet, intent, focused now more than before. Everyone was convinced the shoe had to belong to the missing girl and, despite what he said, Elmo believed it, too. Why else would there be a pink sneaker in this field? Had it been close to the road, maybe he could believe it was dropped from a random passing car. But so far into the pasture? It just wasn’t likely.

They didn’t find anything else before the ground began to slope upward. Elmo called to his kids to move a little closer to him and keep their eyes open. He thought of the cowboy movies he’d always loved and the way the trackers worked in the movies. “Okay, look for broken branches and disturbed leaves,” he called.

They moved on. The canopy of hardwoods was dressed in their bright autumn colors, but the mist muted everything, including the sound of a dozen pairs of feet moving through the underbrush.

“What’s that?” someone called.

“Just a leaf,” came the answer.

The ascent became steeper. Elmo considered himself to be in pretty good shape, but he found himself panting, his leg muscles protesting as they kept climbing. The kids weren’t complaining, though, and he wasn’t going to show weakness in front of them.

“It’s the other shoe.”

Elmo stopped climbing and looked to his left. The third student from him was Kevin, one of his best writers, a boy who loved J.R.R. Tolkien’s books. He was standing before the trunk of an elm tree, looking down at the exposed roots, where a pink sneaker identical to the one they’d found earlier was laying right side up, also still tied.

“What’s that? It looks like a cave,” said Tammy, a sandy-haired girl who doodled flowers in the margins of her assignments. She was pointing up the hill at a formation of gray stones like shards of bone protruding from the topsoil of the hillside.

Elmo went to Kevin first, knelt, and looked down at the shoe. It was a size five, like he figured. He stood up, knowing that all twelve of his kids were surrounding him now. He faced the rocks Tammy had pointed at and could see a dark fissure between two of the outcroppings.

“Could they be in there?” a girl whispered.

“They?” another one asked.

“The girl and whoever took her,” the first voice answered.

There was silence as the group contemplated that. Elmo continued to stare at the dark opening, considering his options. All of his instincts as a teacher told him to go back to the school van, get the kids in, and drive away, go report what they’d found to the police, and let them handle it. But if it was possible the young girl was in that cave, and still alive, did she have the time it would take for a rescue crew to get here?

“Stay here,” he said, then moved forward as quietly as he could. There was a rustling behind him and he turned to see that not a single student had obeyed him. He almost argued with them, but then just put a finger over his lips to indicate they had to be quiet before he turned and moved on.

The fissure in the rock was just a narrow slit, no more than three feet across at its widest point and about five feet high. The boulders on either side were covered in soft dark green moss while the overhang above had only a thin carpet of leaves on top of it. Something about that didn’t feel right, but Elmo couldn’t think of why. There were no sounds coming from the crack in the side of the hill.

“Mr. Akerman!” Kevin hissed at him. Elmo stopped. Kevin pointed directly in front of his teacher, and there in the soft ground Elmo could clearly see the footprint of a man-sized boot. It was the left foot. There was only the one clear track, but it looked like the carpet of wet leaves had been disturbed all around one side of the outcropping.

“I need y’all to get on in there.”

Elmo wheeled around at the unexpected voice. The kids, too, turned to see who was talking. Standing way too close to them was Jesse Dunlap, a pump shotgun held loosely in his hands, but pointed casually at the group.

“Mr. Dunlap,” Elmo said, stepping forward. The shotgun came up menacingly and Elmo froze, raising his hands in front of him, palms toward the farmer. “I’m sorry. I thought the authorities made arrangements with you. We’re looking for – ”

“Yer lookin’ for that missin’ girl. Margaret,” Dunlap interrupted. He nodded toward the opening in the hill. “She’s in there.”

Elmo could only gape in silence. It was one of his male students who finally said, “It was you?”

The farmer barely gave the boy a glance. “I do what the voice tells me to do,” he said, looking at the teacher. “It’s tellin’ me to make y’all get in that cave. I hope you’ll do it so’s I don’t have to shoot none of ya.”

“Mr. Dunlap, please,” Elmo began, but the big farmer who suddenly looked a lot less like Santa Claus and more like a deranged lunatic with dead eyes raised the shotgun to his shoulder and pointed it directly at Elmo.

“I reckon these kid’s’ll do what I tell ‘em if I get rid of you,” Dunlap said.

“We’ll go,” Kevin said. “Come on, Mr. Ackerman. Let’s just do what he says.”

Stunned, Elmo let his students turn him and herd him up the last few yards to the cavern’s mouth.

“I don’t want to go in there,” Suzanne whined.

“Me, neither,” Laura said.

“It’ll be okay,” Barry whispered. Elmo knew, in some dark corner of his mind, that the football player was strategizing, thinking they’d be able to overpower the farmer somehow.

One by one, the students entered the dark hole and disappeared from sight. After a moment, even their whisperings were swallowed by the earth. Elmo looked back at Jess Dunlap one more time, wanting to reason with the man, but the shotgun was still raised and the man’s eyes looked as lifeless as a fish left to die on the shore of a lake.

“Y’all need to get in there about fiddy feet,” Dunlap said. “Go until the tunnel opens up. That’ll be good.”

“What are you going to do?” Elmo asked.

“Go on now, mister. I don’t wanna shoot you,” Dunlap said, his voice as expressionless as his eyes.

“Please ...” Elmo began, but the farmer squinted down the barrel of his shotgun, the 12-gauge bore looking as big as a subway tunnel to the teacher. Elmo turned and entered the cave.

He found his students bunched up about twenty feet in, where the roof of the tunnel dropped a couple of feet. They were huddled together in the dim light coming in from the opening and looked expectantly at him as he joined them.

“We have to go on,” he said and heard the defeat in his voice. “This tunnel opens up soon. That’s what he said. We have to go there.”

“Where is he?” Barry asked. “We can take him down. Crush his skull with a rock.”

“That shotgun holds five shells,” Elmo said. “We won’t all make it if we rush him. Who do we sacrifice? Whose parents do I have to tell about their kids’ deaths? No. Not yet. We go on like he said.”

“I think you’re wrong about this, Mr. Ackerman,” Barry argued.

“Where is he?” Kevin asked.

“I don’t know,” Elmo answered.

“He said that girl was in here,” Cassie said.

“Yes,” Elmo said, seizing on that idea. “Probably in the chamber he told us to go to. Let’s find her.”

He could feel their reluctance as they ducked under the low-hanging ceiling and moved forward, away from the light, into the deeper dark. He followed behind, and was aware of a noise behind him, but not in the cave. He turned to look, and that’s when the world exploded around him.
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“Is he alive?”

“He’s alive.”

“His eyes are moving.”

“I think he’s waking up.”

Elmo opened his eyes, blinked several times, and felt the grit on his eyeballs. He licked his lips and they were coated in dirt and grit. He realized he was lying on his back, looking up into a circle of teenage faces he could barely see in the dimness. The faces shared a look of concern.

“What happened?” he asked.

“There was an explosion,” Barry said. “I think that stupid farmer dynamited the entrance to this cave.”

Panic blossomed in Elmo’s chest. “What?”

“You were pretty close, Mr. Ackerman,” Suzanne said. “We thought you were dead because of the way you got blasted forward and you hit your head on the wall.”

That explained the headache. Elmo reached up to his forehead and gingerly touched where it hurt the worst. His fingers came away with red blood and white dust. “He trapped us in here?” he asked, looking at Barry.

The football player shrugged. “He made us come in and right after you came inside there was an explosion. It fits,” the boy said.

“That bastard,” Elmo muttered, then remembered the students. “Sorry,” he said. “Why would he do it?”

“I’ve heard people out here have stills and pot farms,” Kevin offered.

“He probably dumped that poor girl’s body in here somewhere,” Laura said.

“Margaret,” Elmo said, remembering why they were actually together. “Nobody’s seen her?”

Several heads shook negatively. “We haven’t really looked,” Kevin said.

“Okay. Has anybody looked at the damage?” Elmo asked. “Can we dig ourselves out of here?”

There was silence. Finally, Barry spoke again. “That whole tunnel we had to walk through is gone,” he said. “There was more than one explosion and stuff fell for a long time. I kind of grabbed you and we all ran to this place.”

“Why is there light?” Elmo asked.

“After all the rumbling stopped, there was a shaft of light coming from the ceiling,” said Anthony. He was the stereotypical nerd with heavy black glasses and wearing slacks and a button-down shirt for what was supposed to be a search in the woods. Elmo remembered he wanted to be an astronomer. “The beam is pretty concentrated right now. In a few hours our position won’t give us that much light, though. We need to take advantage of it.”

“Okay. Yes, you’re right, Anthony,” Elmo said. “We do. Some of us need to look for Margaret while the rest look into finding a way out of here.”

“I really need to go to the bathroom,” Valerie complained. “I had a really bad kidney infection when I was a kid and I can’t hold my pee.”

Elmo rolled onto his side, paused while his head swam, then told her, “You’ll just have to find a place in here and go.” He pushed himself to a sitting position and paused again. “Barry, will you and a couple of guys help me up?” he asked. Hands were extended and pulled him to his feet, where he stood still while his vision swam. For a moment he thought he might vomit. When his senses righted themselves, he realized Valerie was still complaining. He cut her off. “Okay, Valerie, you’re just going to have to find a dark corner somewhere and pee. Nobody will watch you.”

She stopped talking, but her anger was palpable. “Laura, come with me,” she said. The two girls walked away, and Elmo heard Valerie say the word “asshole” from the darkness. He didn’t care to call her out for it at the moment.

“Are you okay, Mr. Ackerman?” Kevin asked.

“Yes,” he answered. “I’m okay. My head hurts, but I’ll be fine.”

Elmo looked around the chamber they were in. He couldn’t tell much. Like Anthony had said, the light from a tiny fissure high above them came down like a spotlight and the diffusion of the light didn’t spread very far. He could make out one wall and it seemed to curve, so he assumed the chamber they were in was roughly round in shape. He stared up at the light, thinking it was their best chance of escape, but the hole in the ceiling was forty to fifty yards above them and a good twenty to twenty-five feet away from the wall, which didn’t seem to offer any handholds for climbing, anyway.

“This is bad,” he muttered. The ten students gathered around him didn’t respond. “Okay, we need a plan. Barry, Kevin, the rest of you boys, see if it’s even possible to dig ourselves out. Move what you can but be careful. We can’t really risk serious injury. The whole side of this hill could be weak after the blast. If you hear a rumbling or if dirt starts falling, get away. Understand?”

“Yes, Mr. Ackerman,” Barry answered. “Come on, guys. Let’s get after it.”

The boys moved away, and Elmo turned his attention to the six girls. Valerie and Laura were back; Valerie was still sulking. “We found the tennis shoes out there, and Mr. Dunlap said Margaret was in here. We should look for her,” he said. “It ... it might not be pleasant if we find her.”

“How are we supposed to look for her?” Valerie snapped. “Did you bring flashlights?”

Elmo ignored her tone and thought about the issue. There were no scraps of wood that he could see. Not even any trash, and that was odd considering how prevalent litter was even in caves people thought had never been explored. And did anyone even have matches?

“Okay, I don’t know,” he said at last. “We don’t have flashlights, obviously. I think we should spread out, like we did in the field, and move around, calling for her so that she hears us, and we don’t lose each other.”

“That sounds stupid,” Valerie said.

“Val,” Laura said, trying to shush her friend.

“What do you want to do, Valerie?” Elmo snapped at her. “Are you just going to pout because I couldn’t pull a private bathroom out of my pocket? Are you going to argue and make a bad situation worse because you’re unhappy?”

The chamber was deadly quiet after his outburst. Even the boys who had been moving little rocks had stopped and were watching. Valerie squirmed under everyone’s gaze, then shrugged and said, “No. I’ll do it.”

“Okay then,” Elmo said. “Let’s fan out.”

They discovered that the chamber they were in was roughly circular and about the size of half a football field. There was no missing girl in it. What they did find, though, was another opening, about seven feet tall and four feet wide. It descended sharply into complete echoey darkness. The group stood around the opening for a few minutes.

“I don’t want to go in there,” said Sylvia.

“No way,” Valerie agreed.

“If we can’t dig out where we came in, we might have to consider it,” Elmo told them. “I don’t want to do it, either. But ... We can’t stay in here.”

“I’m hungry,” Cassie said quietly.

Elmo nodded. “I suspect we all are. I told everyone to pack a lunch. Did you?” A few of the kids were wearing backpacks or purses slung over shoulders.

“I left mine in the van,” Laura said. “I thought we’d check this field, then go to another place to look and eat there.”

“Me, too,” Valerie said.

“I have a sandwich and an apple and a thermos of water,” Cassie said, pulling her big gray purse from her back to her front.

“We’re going to have to figure out what all we have and ration it,” Elmo said. He gave the deep dark of the tunnel a final look, then turned away. “Let’s go check on the boys.”

The six boys were a picture of despair. They had moved hundreds of pounds of small boulders, but all they had done was reveal that the way was blocked by one huge rock, with another stacked on top of it. They sat or stood near the blocked passage, their heads down, their shoulders slumped. Elmo decided to pretend not to notice their defeat.

“Guys,” he began, “We need to determine how much food and drink we have with us and decide how to ration it.”

The boys all looked at each other, then at the girls, then back to the teacher. It was obvious they had not considered the lack of food until right now.

Anthony spoke up, saying, “I have two sandwiches, three bananas, a package of Zingers, and a canteen of Tang in my backpack.” He pointed toward the army green canvas bag propped against a rock.

Elmo nodded, suppressing his grin. Anthony was a skinny boy, but he wasn’t surprised to learn he had packed a large, and balanced, lunch. “That’s good,” he said. “Anyone else?”

“I brought a bag of little apples I planned on sharing,” Kevin said. “And a peanut butter sandwich and a thermos of tea.”

“Okay, let’s get everything we have and put it out in the light and see what it we’ve got,” Elmo said.

As a unit, they moved to the spotlight, which was considerably weaker than it had been earlier. Sandwich baggies, loose pieces of fruit, and individual-sized bags of potato chips were laid out, with thermoses and canteens enclosing them like the pillars of Stonehenge. Despite the number of lunches left in the van, it was a decent amount of food ... if their stay in the cave was short.

“The bananas and sandwiches with tomatoes on them will go bad fastest, so we should eat them first,” Anthony suggested.

“Agreed,” Elmo said. He pulled out the slim pocketknife he had carried since his own high school days, a gift from his deceased grandfather, and opened the blade. “Anthony, you brought them. Will you cut the bananas into equal parts for everyone?”

“That’s like, barely a bite for all of us,” Valerie complained.

“We don’t know how long we’ll be here,” Laura reminded her.

“This is bullcrap,” Valerie said.

“I can’t disagree,” Elmo said. “Let’s do two of the sandwiches, too. I know it’s not much, but it’s all we have. After we eat, we can pass around one of the canteens and everyone take a small drink.”

They tried to make the few bites of food last, but no one could stretch it out more than a few minutes, then they all sat there looking at what was left until Elmo gathered it all up and put it into his own backpack.

“Will we get rescued?” Suzanne asked into the silence.

A few eyes flicked his way and Elmo considered the question.

“The search organizers know where we were assigned,” he began.

“They’ll find the school van beside the road,” Barry interrupted.

Elmo bit his lip, wishing he didn’t have to say what he’d already considered. “I doubt it,” he said. “I think Mr. Dunlap will probably use his tractor and drag it away to hide what he’s done. He’ll say he never saw us.”

“You mean nobody will come for us?” Suzanne asked.

“Okay, that’s not what I mean,” Elmo said. “They know where we were assigned. When we don’t show up, someone will come look there for us. The van will very likely be gone. We probably left some tracks in the field. Hopefully they’ll look far enough up the hill to see where it was dynamited and think it is connected to our disappearance.”

“What if that stupid farmer claims we never showed up here?” Barry asked.

“There was the helicopter!” said Hank, and Elmo realized it was the first time the quiet boy
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