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I blame myself for what happened. I was so
busy fiddling with my smartphone’s volume in a futile effort to
hear my music above the incessant buzz of the cicadas that I failed
to keep a tight hold on the leash of Mr. Darcy, my Jack Russell
Terrier, who was bounding along beside me as I jogged down the
dusty dirt road.

I should have known better than to let my
attention waver. Ever since I had come out here to this remote,
rural stretch of Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, for a
long-overdue sabbatical at the old cabin I had recently inherited
from my grandfather, the normally calm and obedient dog had become
a total basketcase. Like me, he was used to city life in
Philadelphia, and the countryside’s constant barrage of new,
unknown sights and sounds and smells made him confused and jumpy.
He kept wanting to chase rabbits, flee in terror from startled
deer, and snarl threateningly at random butterflies. I was starting
to regret bringing him with me.

This time his behavior was even more extreme
than usual. Without any warning at all, he started barking as if
his fur were on fire, and bolted straight off the dirt road and
into the bushes. The leash shot from my slack fist, and before I
could even think about making a grab for it, it had zipped out of
sight into the foliage.

“Mr. Darcy!” I hollered at the still-bobbing
bushes. “Get back here right now! Mr. Darcy!”

He just kept barking ferociously, like a
hound on the trail of a fox, and the barks kept fading into the
distance.

“Shit!” I spat. What the hell had set him off
like this? Whatever it was, I had to catch him. I couldn’t count on
him finding his way back to me in this unfamiliar terrain. Besides,
the landscape around here was very hilly and rocky and rough. I
feared he’d snap an ankle in a crevice in the rocks or tumble down
a steep ravine.

I turned off my music, stuffed my phone and
earbuds into my belt pack, then set out in pursuit.

I pushed through the bushes, the branches
clawing at my arms and legs and tugging at my tight, skimpy sports
bra and jogging shorts. On the other side, the uneven landscape
sloped upward toward a low, stony hill about a hundred feet ahead.
I was just in time to glimpse a furry, white-and-tan blur disappear
into the mouth of a cave in the hillside, the leash following a
split second later like a strand of spaghetti being sucked into a
diner’s mouth.

“Mr. Darcy!” I yelled again as I charged up
the slope, my panicked mind flooded by images of my dog being
ripped apart by a surly she-bear or bitten by a poisonous snake who
didn’t look too kindly on their cave home being invaded by some
spazzy, yapping mutt. “Get out of there! Now!”

By the time I reached the cave’s mouth, Mr.
Darcy’s barks had fallen silent. I stood there, panting and
drenched in sweat, and peered into the darkness inside. Contrasted
with the bright sunlight outside, it was pitch-black in the cave. I
couldn’t tell what, if anything, was in there.

“Mr. Darcy?” I called, then whistled a couple
of times. For a moment, there was no response. But then I caught a
few muffled barks that echoed as if they were reaching me down a
long pipe. The cave must extend back pretty far into the
hillside.

My heart sank at the implications. Although
this part of the state was well-known for its mines, this
particular stretch of the county didn’t have any. But what it did
have was a ton of natural cave systems that in some places extended
for miles underground, or so it was said. I remember my weird old
reclusive grandfather warning me about them when my parents took me
to visit him once when I was a little girl and he caught me
snooping around a cave not far from his cabin.

“Maggie,” he said, wagging a bony finger at
me, his old, seamed, bushy-bearded face frighteningly grim, “don’t
you ever—ever—go into any of these caves alone, you
understand me?”

“But why?” I asked.

“Bad stuff’s happened to people in caves
around here. Real bad. Sometimes they run afoul of wild animals
that live in ‘em, and get bitten and get rabies, or they just get
gobbled up till there’s nothin’ left but bones and belt buckles. Or
sometimes they follow the caves back and back and back until they
wind up lost in dark, mazy tunnels, and they never get seen again.
Or sometimes they fall into deep chasms, or into underground rivers
colder than ice. There’s all kinds of nasty things awaitin’ little
girls that stray too far from the daylight.” He leaned closer, his
violet eyes—the same ones I had inherited—flashing in the shadows
under his bushy gray eyebrows. “Why, I know for a fact there’s even
monsters that live in some of these caves.”

When I was eight, I totally believed every
word he said, and I stayed the hell away from the caves after that.
When I got a bit older, I concluded that his talk of monsters was
just a way of making sure an impressionable kid steered clear of
places she shouldn’t go. But now that I was older still and knew a
lot more about people and psychology, I understood that my
grandfather hadn’t been the sort to make things up. He prided
himself on his honesty and plain-speaking. If he said there were
monsters in the caves, he genuinely believed it.

Which didn’t mean that I did, of course.
Though gruffly honest, Grandpa Jacobs wasn’t always right, and he
believed in some pretty kooky things. But I did believe that
everything else he had said about the caves was true, or likely to
be true. And that alone was enough to make me think twice about
following Mr. Darcy into one.

I got out my phone again and turned up the
display’s brightness. Using it like a flashlight, I ventured
cautiously into the darkness. The phone’s dim bluish glow revealed
that the cave was an irregular dome of gray sandstone about
twenty-five feet across. The floor was littered with rocks and dirt
and old, dried leaves, but there were no signs that anything lived
there. In the cave’s rear wall was a rough natural archway beyond
which a tunnel sloped downward into the heart of the hill. Through
the archway I heard a trio of echoing barks.

I hurried up to the opening and peered into
it. A faint tickle of cool air greeted me from the other side. With
it came a whiff of a faint organic odor that I couldn’t identify.
It kind of reminded me of a cross between mushrooms and fresh
semen. Though organic, it wasn’t the kind of smell I associated
with wild animals, and it vanished almost as soon as I had smelled
it, so I didn’t think much about it at the time, except to briefly
wonder if it was this peculiar odor that had attracted Mr. Darcy’s
attention.

“Mr. Darcy?” I shouted into the opening.
“Come on, boy!” I whistled again several times.

I strained to listen, hoping to hear the
click of his claws racing toward me. But after a long silence,
there was only another bark. It sounded a little fainter than the
last one, though not by much. What the hell was that dumb dog doing
in there?

A better question was: Should I go in after
him? If I just waited, he might find his way out. Dogs have a
pretty good direction sense, or so I’ve heard, and the tunnel might
not extend very far back anyway. But then again, it might. And I
kept hearing my grandfather’s warnings about subterranean
labyrinths. If I didn’t get Mr. Darcy back now, he might stray too
far and not be able to get back at all.

“You dumb mutt,” I grumbled, deciding I had
better go in there and get him. Or try to, anyway.

First, though, I ought to let someone know
where I was and what I was doing just in case something happened to
me. But when I looked at my phone, wondering who to call or text, I
found that I had no signal.

Frowning, I strode out of the cave and
checked the phone again in the open air and the daylight. Still no
signal. I sighed in frustration. I considered heading back to the
road and trying again there, but I knew it probably wouldn’t do any
good and would just waste time. Here in these remote hills,
reception was terrible.

From where I stood I could just make out a
bit of the dirt road through the bushes at the foot of the slope.
The road was empty and still, and I didn’t hear a sound except the
omnipresent cicadas. No surprise there: I’d been here over a week
now, and during that time I think I’d seen maybe a total of five
cars travel down this road. I was on my own. I had come out here
wanting some peace and quiet and solitude after a rough year of
work and a messy breakup, and peace and quiet and solitude was
exactly what I had. Be careful what you wish for, and all that.

I opened my belt pack and rummaged through
the contents in search of something durable and noticeable that
wouldn’t blow away. I settled on a tube of lip balm that had a nice
bright white-and-blue design. I took it out and set in on a rock by
the cave’s mouth, where a search party would see it. I told myself
I was probably being needlessly cautious. The tunnel probably
dead-ended after only forty feet or so, and I’d retrieve Mr. Darcy
with no trouble at all. But I guess some part of me was still that
little eight-year-old who thought her grandfather’s dire
pronouncements were the voice of truth and who nearly peed herself
when she passed a cave and thought of all the monsters eyeing her
hungrily from the darkness.

I went back into the cave. As I approached
the opening in the rear wall, I heard Mr. Darcy bark again. He
didn’t sound any closer than before, but he didn’t sound farther
away either. That was a hopeful sign.

Holding up my phone with its glowing screen
lighting the way, I squeezed through the opening and headed down
the passageway. The walls and ceiling were craggy and rough, but
the floor was relatively flat as if it had been worn smooth by
flowing water some time in the remote past. I watched the forefront
of the phone’s spectral glow, hoping to see Mr. Darcy to appear at
any moment. But I just kept seeing the rocky walls and floor of the
tunnel sliding into view. The buzz of the cicadas slowly faded away
behind me, plunging me into an unsettling silence.

“Mr. Darcy?” I called, putting a happy lilt
in my voice that I didn’t really feel. “Where are you?”

My call was greeted by yet another bark,
which was heartening except that the bark didn’t sound any closer
than it had before, even though I must have traveled at least a
hundred feet by now. Worse, the way my voice and the bark had
echoed suggested that the tunnel continued on for quite some
distance.

I looked back. A faint haze of daylight
marked the archway that led back to the cave. It looked very far
away. A moment later I rounded a bend in the tunnel, and the haze
disappeared. The only light was from my phone now. Fortunately, I
had charged the phone overnight, and though listening to my music
had used up some of its power, there was still enough juice left to
last for hours even with the display’s brightness turned up
high.

After another twenty or thirty feet, I came
to a fork in the tunnel, one branch leading left, the other right.
I looked down both but didn’t see my dog. I listened but didn’t
hear anything at all except my own nervous breath echoing back at
me from the walls of the passage.

“Mr. Darcy!”

There was no response for a moment. Then
three barks rang out down the left-hand corridor. They seemed to be
coming from quite a distance now, though the way the sounds echoed
down here made it impossible to gauge distance accurately.

I was reluctant to keep following him
especially now that the tunnel had branched, which increased the
likelihood of getting lost. I whistled a few times and called to
him in the chirpy voice I used when I had a yummy treat for
him.

It didn’t help. He barked a few more times,
but he didn’t sound any closer than before.

I thought long and hard about whether or not
to keep following him. In the end, I just couldn’t bring myself to
turn around and leave and hope he found his way out again on his
own. If he didn’t come back, I’d never be able to live with myself.
That dumb mutt and I had been through a lot together. I don’t know
if I could have gotten through my divorce without him. I couldn’t
just abandon him.

But if I was going to do this, I had to do it
right. I had to make sure I could find my way out again. I didn’t
have any breadcrumbs to sprinkle behind me. But I had other stuff I
could use. Better stuff. Stuff that birds, or mice, or whatever
might dwell in here wouldn’t be likely to gobble up.

I unzipped my belt pack and pulled out my
tube of sunscreen. I have very pale skin that burns faster than
flash-paper, and I always carry sunscreen with me wherever I go.
The tube was only half full, but that fine. I didn’t need much. In
the glow from my phone, the glistening white cream would be clear
and noticeable against the dark-gray stone
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