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Tim pointed to the two black helicopters with their darkened cockpit glass and grinned in that lopsided manner that endured him so much to his father. At twelve, he was a lanky string bean of a kid with a very wicked sense of humor whose wisecracks kept his dad laughing.

Pam was shorter and heavier built. Andrew Kolar wondered where his daughter got her stockiness? At fourteen, she was far too mature appearing for Andrew’s taste, her breasts full and perky. He feared her looks could attract the wrong kind of attention and like any good father that troubled him.

Referring to the aircraft overhead, Tim excitedly commented, “Looks like a couple of James Bond choppers, Daddio!” That last word was one of his inquisitive son’s new buzzwords and Tim had started using it rather than Dad or Pops lately.

Andrew took out the binoculars and checked out the two wingless craft. They did indeed look like something out of a movie as they hovered nearby. Curious, Andrew thought. Not a normal sight out here in the boonies, for sure.

Pam steered the small fishing barge to the dock with deft skill and very shortly Tim joined Andrew on shore to tie off the lines. Pam cut the gurgling twin motors, slipped the key on a brass chain around her neck and smiled at him before grabbing her backpack. She hauled out her boots from the live bait well and squatted to kick off her sandals.

In the meantime, Tim scurried about collecting their spelunking gear. Andrew forgot all about the ominous appearing helicopters. It was the Kolars’ plan to hike the mountain to a high entrance into the cave on Padre’s Hill. Rarely did they have a chance to go caving since Andrew’s wife had ordered them not to.

The afternoon was pleasant even though extremely humid. It was breezy enough so that the moisture wasn’t affecting him. For once, he was experiencing a contented feeling of being in charge of his own fate. Something he’d come to miss at the office and home as of late.

This side of the hill was blessed with a thick canopy of cottonwood, black gum and sassafras trees interspersed with occasional pine and the ever-present elm. Tall meadow grass grabbed at his ankles and provided a satisfying swish as they paced off the distance to the cave entrance. A bright sun frequently peeked through the thickly leafed branches and the filtered light seemed to hold a long forgotten sweetness as he strolled along with his best two friends in the whole wide world at his side.

Actually they were more like co-conspirators since they were doing something that Sheila, Andrew’s uptight wife and the mother of these two rebels with a cause, strongly disapproved of. She was of the opinion that cave exploration was a dangerous and useless activity and that Andrew should never encourage the children to indulge in such silliness. But fortunately, the kids really enjoyed spelunking. All the more so because it was forbidden, he suspected.

Cave exploring was a secondary activity since they were on a fishing trip to Uncle Paddy’s lakeside cabin. A cabin located right smack in an area full of pristine limestone caves and on a nice lake where they would eventually do a little fishing. Caving was their little secret. Not that Andrew liked keeping secrets from Sheila. But he found it necessary at times in order to not upset her. Besides, both kids knew how their mother felt about these things and fully understood why they had to ‘protect her’ by not revealing too much concerning that aspect about their activities.

It wasn’t like his wife was nuts or anything. It was that she just couldn’t cope well with certain things, especially whenever she got off balance for a day or two - which was happening more and more lately. Events in her life had to go a certain way or she would lose it. And if her medications failed her, then all hell broke loose.

Today Andrew and crew were going to check out a lead at the top of a spiraling rise in the roof of the annex room off of the main passage that rambled through Padre’s Cave. Tim expressed a secondary interest to obtain specimens for his science project. Pam had her Argus C-3 along with some new high-speed film and was hoping to capture some good photos.

This cave system was one they had explored often on other ‘fishing’ trips. Yet today it was different, for Andrew had a new map from the Tulsa Grotto and it showed a couple of new leads that appeared promising. For his part, Andrew was along for the sheer joy of caving.

And of course, to check out his new nickel cadmium batteries and the electric headlamps he’d purchased to replace the old carbide lamps he’d used in the past. A bit reluctant to depend solely on battery-powered lights, he lugged along a small supply of carbide for his trusty Justrite just in case. After all, being in the dark wasn’t any more advisable in a cave than on the lake. A bit deceptively, he’d explained to his wife that the new lamps and batteries were for night fishing. Which in a way, they could easily be.

They left the shade of the forest to cross the narrow pavement of the county road skirting the mountain. All at once he could hear distinct sounds of helicopters and wondered what in the world they were doing out here in this isolated location? Tim was correct. They certainly looked sinister with their dark windows and black paint scheme. But since it wasn’t really any of his business, Andrew quickly dismissed it as an oddity and turned his mind back to the pleasant prospect of caving.

There are only three recorded entrances to the cave. A main passage ran through the mountain parallel to Padre’s Hill and stretched east to west for the most part. The mountain was about a mile thick and with a length of over three miles, provided ample passages to explore. With an opening at each end of the main passage, one was never more than a mile or so from an entrance.

The third opening was a sinkhole on the southern side some two hundred feet above the level of the other entrances. This pit entrance was practically in the center of the mountain. Unfortunately it was in a patch of nasty briars that stretched over two hundred feet away from the old summit trail. And that part of the trail wasn’t very well used. Naturally that was where Tim and Pam wanted to start. Kids!

Andrew didn’t care. He’d been cooped up at home for too long and this outing promised to refresh his psyche as well as being physically challenging. His plan was to be in and out by dusk. Afterward they would go fishing, although he expected they might wait until morning when the lake was at its coolest.

He had agreed to going in through the pit because he wanted them to experience a little adventure and this drop into the cave’s upper passages should provide that. They crested the summit where they took the opportunity to plop down and swig water from their canteens and munch on oatmeal cookies.

From here, the view was spectacular. There was the deep blue of the lake and a paler blue of the sky resting on a carpet of green forest that stretched out forever. In every direction, nature excelled and except for a few glimpses of a strip of black pavement along the southern flank of the mountain, it appeared unspoiled by man.

Up here, he got a clear view of the parking areas at each end of the cave and could count the vehicles parked at both. There was a pickup and sedan near the eastern end. Just a large van was visible in the western lot. Being in the approximate middle of the mountain and high enough to have such a visual vantage was gratifying and gave Andrew a sense of being on top of the world. Feeling like a God, he watched four people load up in the van and knew they would depart shortly and that left only the occupants of the pickup and sedan unaccounted for. At least Andrew and his scallywags should have the place to themselves for the most part. That thought pleased him.

As he rigged the line for their descent, he saw a frown flash across Pam’s young brow. He paused and waited for her to speak.

“You bring your pistol, Pops?”

What an odd question? Why would his fourteen-year old daughter ask such a thing? He looked at her and tried to not smile. Her fair features showed concern and he wasn’t about to insult her by making any smart-assed remarks. Therefore he answered with a casual, “Nope. Why?”

She shrugged and sighed wearily, like she was dealing with a stubborn child. He waited for her to continue. At times she reminded him of her mother, a bit impatient and not prone to tolerate fools. Still, for the most part, she treated people kindly and that pleased him. In truth, his wife was a bit of a snob. Pam wasn’t. But that certainly didn’t mean she wasn’t opinionated.

“Just thought it would be handy in case we ran into a bear, I heard Uncle Paddy tell you about one bothering the cabins.”

Her dark blue eyes mirrored the color of the summer sky and he wished that her mother could once more be like their daughter. He missed the old Sheila more and more lately. Somehow he knew he was responsible for the changes in how his wife acted and that saddened him greatly. Yet he had no clue of how to change things.

“Bears are more frightened of us that we are of them, Hon,” he explained calmly. There were always tales of cavers running into wild animals although he knew it would be extremely unusual. Besides, they had flashlights and would be making so much racket that any animal could easily avoid them.

However, snakes he worried about. Snakes and scorpions and little critters like ticks and poisonous spiders. Those creatures he didn’t like. And nothing scared them away.

They harnessed up to drop into the pit. Suddenly the ground vibrated as a black helicopter roared over the horizon. The noisy craft appeared intent on settling down at the eastern parking area. How strange, thought Andrew? Why the hell would somebody in a chopper be buzzing around Padre’s Mountain? Likely some rich oil barons from Tulsa on an outing.

“Think they are cavers, Daddio?” Tim shouted then disappeared down the rope into the pit.

“Maybe!” Andrew yelled after him as he checked Pam’s harness. Stepping back he allowed her to follow her brother into the pit. As the sound of the sling on the rope faded, he sighed and glanced around at the rocky hole and the shrubbery surrounding it. Moments like this always humbled him a little.

That one chopper parked by the vehicles. The other headed for the other parking area. Must be somebody pretty damned important to have this sort of commotion going on? He knew it wasn’t anybody looking for him. Why should they? He’d done his stuff for the CIA some time ago and as far as he knew, things were finished with on that front.

Besides, now it was his turn to drop into the abyss. His eyes struggled to penetrate the darkness as he slid past the overhang and entered the twilight zone. Halfway down, he paused to make sure he’d checked off all those things on his mental checklist. Unfortunately there was no shortage of things needed prior to entering a cave. Three sources of light: food for energy: candles and matches for warmth: fresh water for drinking, plus a first aid kit for mishaps. And of course, spare rope and harnesses for ascending or descending.

He regretted forgetting to tell Hub, Uncle Paddy’s neighbor, where they planned to enter the cave or what time to expect them back. All of which could assure being located if lost. It was a silly oversight on his part and he hoped it wasn’t going to matter.

Cold air engulfed him and he shivered. His light windbreaker should do the trick. Still, the sudden change in temperature caused his muscles to contract. That amazed him. But then, it was eighty degrees on top of the mountain and he’d just plunged into a cave where it remained a constant forty-nine degrees. Sort of frosted one’s knickers, he thought. An expression he’d picked up from his former, albeit, short-time lover.

The words brought the image of Diane Scott to the forefront of his memory. He wished he didn’t miss her so damned much. But he did. Still, it had been his decision to end their affair. What choice did he have? After all, he was married and the father of two. And in order to feel he was still an honorable man he couldn’t be cheating on his wife and qualify for that. 

He crunched to the cave floor and unsnapped his climbing device from the line. Carefully he folded and stuffed it into his pack before clipping the larger carabineer to his belt. He joined his smiling daughter and together they crawled upon a jumble of breakdown to find a comfortable sitting perch.

His son was chasing startled crustaceans that lived in a small puddle at the side of the chamber near the bottom of the pit. The happy-go-lucky boy probed the water with his collector’s net then cheerfully lifted it to examine what was captured. It was a rather nice sized isopod with fourteen legs flowing off its white segregated body.

“Look Dad. It is a Phylum Arthropoda. I think the order is Isopoda?”

“Tim, call it what it is. A cave pill-bug.” Pam demanded as her lamp cast long shadows over her young brother. Andrew waited to hear his son’s reaction to her remark.

But Tim ignored her and instead exclaimed, “Wow!” He picked up something tiny and clear and held it out for Andrew and Pam to examine.

“What is it?” Pam asked impatiently as she crowded closer for a look.

“It’s a Phylum Arthropoda, order Decapoda.” Tim announced happily.

“Oh, a cave shrimp, huh?” Andrew ventured. He was actually unsure if he’d gotten that right. Such technical jargon left him confused for the most part since he caved strictly for the sport. Not taking anything away from his son wanting to experience the science of spelunking, it just wasn’t Andrew’s cup of tea.

“It isn’t a real shrimp, Daddio,” explained his son patiently. “It belongs to the aquatic amphipod family.”

“Just like you, it is a cave shrimp.” Pam insisted gaily. Yet she did snap a picture of it with her flash, nodding knowingly to Andrew.

“I hope to find a Cambarus hubrichti. That’s a crayfish, Sis. I’ve already collected a springtail cricket and an isopod. There should be some earthworms hidden here in the mud as well.”

Impressed as he was with his son’s knowledge of the scientific terms of the specimens being collected, Andrew Kolar worried that Tim was spending too much time studying and missing the real point of caving. After all, it should be a fun activity and not a school project. However, he was proud of both of his offspring, Tim for his inquisitive mind and Pam for her interest in capturing their adventures on film.

It was their closeness that cheered him the most. Especially so since this was an activity they shared that excluded Sheila. For that, he knew he should be ashamed of himself. But he wasn’t! Her and her damned snooty country club crowd anyhow!

A few minutes later a muffled sound bounced off the far wall. Andrew turned and looked in that direction and waited. A few seconds passed, then into the small room strolled a very old man and woman. The couple looked downright frail and it was surprising how easily the two glided across the uneven floored grotto with its lack of illumination.

“Hi!” Pam sang out cheerfully. Andrew always admired her attitude. Always upbeat! Actually, it was a trait he admired in both of his kids for it was certainly not something they had gotten from either of their parents.

Focusing on this elderly couple, he thought, how odd that these two ancient people would still be caving. Not that this cave was a particularly hard system to explore. The main passage stayed fairly level from one end to the other and only held a few difficult places, most of which could be avoided if one didn’t deviate off the main passage.

The old gent seemed wiry and alert. His wrinkled face smiled as he greeted Pam, who quickly moved aside to allow them plenty of room. Tim stood grinning sheepishly, his hands full of specimen jars as he prepared to engage in some chitchat.

“I see you are doing some research, my boy?” The old man commented pleasantly. His was an accent thick with traces of Europe.

Tim held his collection at arm’s length for examination and carefully rattled off the names of his trophies. The old man praised Tim for his work. All the while Andrew sized up the couple. The lady had to be oriental. It saddened him when he realized she was blind as her slender cane lightly probed the dirt before her. Andrew was amazed at how adroitly she maneuvered about, not stumbling over the massive piles of stones spread over the surface.

Equally obvious to Andrew, was that the old man was extremely capable of getting around in a cave environment. His steps were sure and his balance most adequate for such activity. He found it hard to not get a sense about the man’s confidence and determination. Although of slight frame, the old man appeared to be very strong in character.

Politely, Andrew began introductions. “My name is Andrew Kolar. With me are my daughter Pam and my son Tim.”

The elderly gentleman shook hands. For such a slight build the old man had not only a strong grip, but also rather quick hands. Andrew was reminded of martial art masters he’d encountered over the years.

“My wife, Pearl. I am Helmit Heil. Your acquaintance I am glad to make.” The sentence structure was middle European.

Strange, but alarm bells went off. Somewhere back in that section of Andrew’s brain that massed oddball trivia, the name Helmit Heil clicked. And almost instantly Andrew Kolar understood that this wasn’t just any old geezer stumbling about in the caves of Oklahoma. This was a rather famous old fart. Somebody he’d read about some time ago.

Quick as a sneeze information started to flood his consciousness. This was Helmit and Pearl Heil, reputedly international looters of war treasures and once considered by many as master thieves. He recalled reading those stories about them and events from World War II! Andrew was amazed to discover they were alive.

Perhaps the one reason he recalled their names, was that besides being famous as takers of the spoils of war, a nice term for looting, Helmit was one of a handful of cave explorers that did so much work on the underground laboratories of Cavern Le Moulis, near Saint Girons and later over in Belgium at Hansur-Lesse. The man was also associated as an expert guide into the deep Holloch Caves of the Alps.

Some other data surfaced in Andrew’s memory about the man’s connection with the Bosque in Spain plus a variety of reputed reports of how he managed to often confiscate the spoils of war from other looters. Yet it was the caving aspect that likely captured Andrew’s interest when reading about the couple - for if not a caver - Helmit’s escapades probably wouldn’t have stuck in the back of Andrew’s mind.

A chilling afterthought; those black helicopters at the entrances of this cave were there for a reason and all at once, Andrew grew fearful. He reached out and lightly touched Helmit on the arm. “Please! Listen carefully. I know who you are. What I don’t know is why you are here in THIS cave?”

Andrew’s voice sounded cold and uncaring, almost accusatory but he hadn’t meant for it to. He waited for an answer, hoping that he hadn’t made a colossal mistake.

“I don’t think you and I have ever met, so what means this?” The old man’s eyes were in the shadows and displaying nothing to an anxious Andrew Kolar. “How do you know me?”

Kolar felt his anxiety flare. This couple might likely be considered very dangerous by the authorities. Andrew stated quietly, “Let me put it in another way. I’ve read much about you.” Here he paused, “And right this minute, there are two helicopters hovering at each end of this mountain and I bet they are somehow here because of you?”

“Those black-op type helicopters!” Tim exclaimed excitedly. Andrew realized the poor kid would never be able to comprehend that this harmless looking couple could perhaps be dangerous international fugitives.

“If you think that you know who we are, then you need to be informed that an agreement we had with those at Langley and they reneged.” Helmit Heil’s tone was calm, not with any anger or fear. Just calm.

All the same, Andrew recognized it for what it was, a clear warning. Moments slowly ticked by. Sighing wearily, Andrew finally asked with a lack of caution, “Did your agreement have anything to do with a Robert Anton?”

This was a wild guess on his part. His mouth felt dry as cotton and he blinked nervously. After all, here he had his kids to think about and he knew this apparently mild-mannered couple to be very dangerous.

Damn it, Pam had been right. Suddenly he wished to hell he had the gun he’d left at the cabin. For what seemed an eternity, an awkward silence followed. Andrew saw the old gentleman obviously weighing his options.

“How in the world did you know that?” Helmit’s voice echoed surprise at Andrew’s knowledge about Anton.

“Mister Anton and I’ve clashed. It’s a long story. Right now, we have to come up with a way to get you two safely out of here.”

He disliked the way the old man stiffened. It signaled a potential problem. Although he was watching the couple closely, they didn’t appear to be armed. That fact made him a little less wary.

“No!” Pearl stated with authority. “We will not endanger you. It is not a problem that you should become involved in. It is ours and ours alone.” Her voice almost cracked.

Pam reached out and patted the troubled woman on the shoulder as if to reassure her, then stated firmly, “WE will help you!” After that declaration, she looked from Tim to her father, waiting for an answer.

“As long as I don’t have to kill anybody,” Tim smarted off.

Andrew’s children were privy of much of his past miss-adventures including the fact people died as a result of his involvement. He shared the information with them in order to stave off any false stories which people, like his in-laws, might spread about him.

“They will have all entrances covered.” Helmit stated softly.

“Pops,” Pam began, “Isn’t there still a strong possibility of another exit coming off of the Bat Roost? That was something we planned on checking out today anyway.”

Again, from that remote part of his brain crammed full of miscellaneous information - emerged a simplified diagram of this cave. Yes there was a hint of an opening on the cliff face above the red cedars on the north side of the mountain and yes, that was one of the main reasons they came today, to explore for a new entrance.

He calculated the distances outside and correlate them against the diagram of known cave passages stored in his mind. Pam was correct. If there was truly a fourth entrance, the passage to it should be found somewhere near a section called the Bat Roost. It would be a simple matter, although taxing, to check it out under more normal circumstances. But then, what constitutes normal circumstances these days? Surely not being confronted by men dressed like ninjas and who in all likelihood carried lethal weapons.

A dull tightness throbbed up from the pit of his belly to settle near his chest. He had his kids to think about! This affair wasn’t any of his business. And if that was CIA out there, then he sure as hell didn’t want anything to do with this.

“They grow close!” Pearl said with great urgency in her soft, oriental voice. She held up her hand to indicate three men approaching from the east. Like many blind people, she must have developed exceptional hearing. She tilted her head back and forth, listening or perhaps sensing the presence of her pursuers.

“They wear body armor. It clanks. Have weapons. Ammo rattles. Night vision goggles. I detect the loud pitched whine of the batteries.” All of this was stated in a soft, almost soothing voice. It was as if she was describing events unrelated to their predicament.

Helmit moved near her and whispered, “How far away, Dear?”

“Past the place where the water drips off the ceiling.” She had just described the section of the cave called the ‘Showerhead’ by many spelunkers.

It was a section Andrew and his brood knew well. He peered at his offspring. There was a choice to make. They could stay out of this mess and let it take its course or they could inject themselves. He eyed this frail looking couple and thought how the simple act of assisting them might be considered helping and abetting if the government was seeking them. Absolutely something he didn’t want his kids involved in.

“Who do you think is here?” Andrew asked. Until now, that strange prickly feeling on the back of his neck hadn’t manifested. However at this point, hair bristled along his collar, making a rasping hiss audible only to his ears. It was something that he’d learned to depend on - this odd warning.

“Albert Pascal’s men, I fear they aren’t the nicest people to run into. You and your family are well advised to stay out of this, Mister Kolar.”  Helmit’s tone was still cordial but growing a little edgy Andrew noted.

Andrew hadn’t heard the name Pasqual before. “Are they CIA?”

Helmit shook his head negatively. “I doubt those coming for us are.”

So these goons were independent contractors. Just like Andrew and his team had been on that ill-fated Florida mission, huh? Well, perhaps not exactly the same. Most likely these were hired mercenaries. Judging from the fact they came with helicopters, they likely had military training superior to his. Not a fair situation, those heavily armed clowns going after these two old timers.

Pearl allowed her husband to assist her across the room where they paused to await for the others. She was graceful in a way that reminded Andrew of a cat, very lithe and not entirely out of her element in the dark. Yet she was still blind and to some degree dependent on her man to steer her up and down these passages and that made it hard for Andrew to dismiss them to their fate. It was a crisis about what to do.

Slowly Andrew turned to Pam, who merely smiled and nodded. Next he glanced to Tim who also smiled and nodded. So it was unanimous. The crazy Kolar Clan was going to come to the aid of these strangers for no other reason than that these folks needed their help. Hooray for the underdog!

“How far away, Pearl?” Helmit whispered. It was obvious he was trying to come up with some sort of a plan.

She cupped a hand to her ear and listened intently then turned to her husband and in overtones of controlled panic, said, “Very close. Less than five minutes. They move with no hesitation.”

Helmit answered casually, “That’s because they know we are unarmed.”

“Daddio,” Tim began, “We’ll need something to slow them down.”

Andrew gave it a second’s thought. In the blink of an eye he had a plan. “Pam, do you still have that magnesium flare. The one you were going to use to light up the big chamber in order to photograph cave formations?”

With no hesitation she pulled it from her camera pack and handed it to him. Andrew motioned to Tim to open his pack. Inside he spotted the dog whistle Tim carried to ward off farm dogs. A smile tugged at his lips as he handed the device to the puzzled boy.

“Here’s the drill. I move out and rig the flare to go off about the time our uninvited guests enter the straightaway, should temporarily blind them.” He turned to the old couple, “Madam Heil, please listen carefully. When you hear the flare ignite, give the signal for Tim to start tooting on that whistle. It’ll excite the bats. Their frantic flurry ought to add to the confusion for the guys coming down the long passage.”

Pam took in a deep gulp of air. “Shall I take them to where we think the passage leading out should be located? The one off of the Bat’s Roost?”

He looked at his daughter, nodded and appreciated just how bright she was for a fourteen year old. This would be risky. The continuation of that suspected passage might not even exist. And even if it did, it might not be big enough to follow it to the outside. In which case, it meant they would be trapped. Trapped in a place with no exit, no Plan B. Not an ideal situation. So be it, he thought.

They separated. He rushed up the narrow halls of the tall tunnel that traveled from one end to the other until he was separated from his group by some distance in a matter of seconds. Only a few side passages existed and this particular way crossed through several small rooms. It was a section he knew well for he and the Tulsa Grotto had worked hard to map this portion of the cave since the cave was beginning to be popular again. There were plans to gate the two main entrances to help preserve the rest of the cavern from vandalism.

He located a friendly outcropping of rock. He opened his pack and fished out dry matches. If he only had the time, he could set up a more elaborate trip-line for his trap. But those guys were nearly upon him as he lit the fuse after having fumbled with the matches and losing precious time.

Breathlessly, he darted back to the first curve in the passage. He was cutting it way too close for comfort and knew it. On top of that, his heavy boots made a racket, a fact that he regretted when he heard somebody call out, “Who’s there?”

He ignored their shouts. But shortened his stride, cautious about where his feet landed. He needed to be quieter, had to move more silently. And it was important he moved around the next bend soon or these men might spot him with their night vision goggles. 

As he neared the turn, he glanced back in time to see the first indications of brightness manifest. That meant the flare was going off. Swiftly he averted his eyes and dove past another tight curve in the rocky passage. He ended up crouched there, panting like a hound after a chase. 

“Damn it. I’m blind,” somebody screamed angrily! More cussing. 

While the sudden flight of startled bats came as no surprise, Andrew flinched anyhow as hundreds of the furry flying rodents swirled around him. Damned bats, they always managed to startle him. Even as they fluttered about in a thick mass, he rose and hugged the wall to trot ahead to the larger chamber. More and more cursing echoed up and down the hall from the confused men behind him. Then came a loud report as one of them fired off a weapon, which was gratifying to Andrew for that only increased the bats’ frenzy. 

He sought out the narrow opening along the bottom of the wall, dropped to his stomach and squirmed up into a tight crawl. A short time later he navigated into a larger passage where he could stand. From there he was in a hurry to reach the others.

Upon arriving at the end of this passage, he discovered Tim up in a small slot filled with dwarfed cave columns. The boy had climbed about ten feet above where the others were huddled. 

Pearl pointed to a space just beyond where Tim clung to the wall. Shining his light in that general direction, Andrew made out a slit in the fluted rock and tried to comprehend what it meant or how a blind woman even knew it was there? 

“Air movement I hear. You find opening?” The frail Pearl Heil asked as her thin neck stretched upward. 

Tim shifted his weight and leaned out to where the light beams were concentrated. He let out a loud groan before calling down, “I see a long crack and there seems to be air flowing. But it is only a crack of about six or seven inches. I guess it does us no good at all. But before I climb down, I want to see if I can tell if it opens up behind the wall.” 

When Tim leaned forward, a loud snap filled the silence and down rained a shower of brittle stones and choking dust. Frightened for his son’s safety, Andrew shoved his way deeper into the cluster of human bodies stacking the bottom of the slot and prepared to block Tim’s fall. Instead he was greeted with a pelting of rocks and dirt. 

He allowed the dust to settle before glancing up. Tim had disappeared! Andrew stared up at the wall. There was no sign of his son. He gasped at the phenomenon of his son disappearing like that and bewilderment rose in his mind. Where was his son? His precious son!

Unexpectedly, Tim poked his head out of the wall to whisper, “My weight broke off a thin slab of rock blocking the way and I fell into this passage.” Then he informed them, “It looks to go on from here.”

Pam wasted little time. She hoisted herself up onto Andrew’s broad shoulders and accepted a hand from Tim. She disappeared into the wall and called out, “Pops, we’ll check it out so stay put.” 

She was gone for only a few minutes. However, new sounds emitting from back at the main passage warned Andrew that the so-called mercenaries had arrived at the chamber called the Bat’s Roost. Very possible, in a matter of minutes, those armed men may discover this tunnel and he knew this wasn’t a good spot to be found. Almost by instinct he hoisted Pearl up and prayed that one of his kids would be there to pull her into the safety of their newly discovered passage. They were. They did. 

“Shush. Keep the racket down!” He demanded in a harsh whisper. 

With a serious frown on his face, Andrew guided Helmit onto his shoulders and rose up to his full height once more. And once more, Pam and Tim were there. They managed to pull and tug until the older man was safely into the upper passage. 

Now it was his turn. Andrew stretched up onto and against the wall and made a bridge. He shuffled upward, feet on one side while his hands pressed against the opposite wall. After a couple minutes of this taxing activity, he saw Tim leaning out above him and knew he had to make a leap of faith, if you will, to grasp his son’s outstretched arm. 

Seeing no other choice, he swung his arm up until he felt Tim grab hold. This done, he balanced himself with Tim’s help and clambered the rest of the way by using his long legs. Being six four did have its advantages.

It also had its disadvantages for this newly discovered passage was about three feet wide and perhaps four feet high at best and that meant he was forced to stoop and duck his head. 

Suddenly he smelled and felt warm fresh air. This odd little crack in the gray limestone drifted up a steep incline for about a hundred yards, where it seemed to stop. Reaching the end of passage, he was taken aback by what appeared to be a metal door. 

His first thoughts were about the legends of the mythical ‘Cave of the Iron Door’ he’d heard about so often while caving around the Wichita Mountains. Stories of buried gold and the Cave of the Iron Door were well known to most spelunkers in Oklahoma. It was a nice tale to repeat around a campfire but lacked verification. Still, here was a cave with an iron door. Of course it had nothing to do with that legendary cave and its reputed treasure. Yet it struck Andrew as somewhat ironic.

It took their combined efforts to budge the massive hunk of metal that was hinged although not physically attached to the sides of the tunnel but simply held in place by gravity against the walls. At last it gave way. The gap allowed bright daylight through to blind him and he was forced to wait a moment and allow his eyes to adjust. 

Yet they weren’t exactly outside. Instead, they were in a large hollowed out space opening onto a terrace-like bowl ringed by ancient cedars facing where an old barn had once graced the acre or so of land. Obviously the opening to the cave had been sealed to prevent farm animals from wandering into the caverns. This large natural overhang was perfect to provide a natural shelter for the farm animals and supplement the narrow strip of space near the corral. 

The ring of ancient cedars obscured the opening and perhaps that was a good thing, for there was no mention of this place on any of the old maps or plots. Nobody knew it existed. But here it was! This grassy pasture with its own spring and a partially collapsed barn sitting right in front of this unrecorded entrance to the cave. 

Normally Andrew would be excited at this discovery. Not today for he was worried about the people in his charge. Tim assisted Pearl to find a place to sit and catch her breath. Pam engaged the older lady in a lively conversation. It was just like his daughter to be so sincerely concerned.  

Andrew, Tim and Helmit reconnoitered the old homestead. The residence had long since disappeared while the thick overgrowth surrounding the acreage had certainly prospered with the passage of time. Here and there, amid the tangle of cedars and scrub oak, one could still find the remains of a log fence or the crumbled stone foundations of other buildings. 

After they concluded their first look about, Andrew borrowed Tim’s binoculars and climbed the steep rocky cliff. There he peered over the top and from this vantage point, made out one helicopter hovering right on top of the pit entrance. That meant the group searching for the Heils had more than a general idea of the layout of cave passages. Possibly even a map. He wondered if they had dropped men through this pit entrance and if so, where were they now? 

He climbed down and signaled for Tim and Pam to join him. “These jokers figure they have all the bases covered. They know about the pit so I suspect they have a map. Since this opening isn’t indicated on any map, we can assume we are safe for the time being.” 

He eyed them questioningly, “Do you think that you two can escort our new guests to the dock without being seen?” 

Both nodded. Andrew continued, “Load them onto the boat, set up the canopy so it blocks the view from shore and above. Then slowly, and I mean slowly, head back to the cabin with our new found friends.”

“Where will you be, Daddio?” Tim’s voice was full of concern, his dark brown, curly hair ruffled by a faint breeze coming out of the cave entrance behind them.

“I plan to stroll down the fire road on the northern flank of the mountain and sneak around to fetch the Heils’ car. Has to be that sedan. I’ll make sure I’m not followed and meet you all at the cabin.” 

He caught himself using the “you all” phrase like an ignorant Okie and it bothered him for some inexplicable reason. Maybe his in-laws’ snootiness was wearing off on him. Damn, he hoped not? But none of that really matter now. What mattered was explaining this plan to the two old timers sitting back there on the rocks.

He took time to explain the plan to Helmit and Pearl. Again Pearl spoke out against their getting involved. Pam reassured her that they would in no way be in any danger. It was settled. As a precaution, before they started to leave the area, Andrew scouted ahead and found a hint of a trail leading down to a heavily forested road in the opposite direction. He wished he could call for help. But out here in the wilds, there weren’t many pay phones. Matter of fact, there wasn’t much of anything. One of the many reasons he kept coming here. 

Reluctantly Helmit Heil surrendered the keys to the rental car and gazed at the kids with something akin to fear showing on his weathered face. It was apparent that he didn’t wish to involve them further and while understandable, there was little he could do at the moment but allow Andrew and family to continue. 

Pam asked Pearl, “Are you up to walking such a great distance in the sticky warm afternoon?” 

“I will endure,” Pearl stated with calm resolve. But Andrew wondered if she could. It was a long way around the western end of this mountain and on down to the dock where the barge was waiting. And it was fairly hot and humid as mid-day approached.

They parted company. Andrew had to trust his gut instincts on this arrangement. For all he knew, the Heils might use the kids as hostages to make their escape and then slit their throats. However, Pam was a wary soul, just like her Dad. Tim was also a resourceful little dude and unusually fearless. Andrew Stanislus Kolar prayed that his act of kindness wouldn’t end badly. He hadn’t gotten any bad vibes from the elderly couple. None at all! Not that it amounted to much. He’d been wrong before, hadn’t he?

An almost invisible path that led to the dirt road was longer than he suspected. Making matters worse was the fact that this faint track of road itself was at times nonexistent. Finally he reached the meadow and started across the highway, then realized he couldn’t see the hovering helicopter from here. That wasn’t good. Like any sensible person, he’d love to be able to keep an eye on his adversaries. 

His pack became increasingly heavier as he trudged along. When he’d arrived at the highway, he immediately cursed the fact that he’d overshot the parking lot by at least a quarter of a mile. This, plus the heat of an unrelenting sun were bringing on a grand funk. He paused, fumbled about in the pack until he found some hard candy to suck on. He needed a sugar boost. As he paused to catch his breath, he gulped down a swig of water and wished he’d freshened it before leaving the spring at the top of the mountain.

A Ninja-garbed man with a handheld radio rested cross-legged on the ground at the parking lot, a commando style rifle slung over his shoulder. His job was obvious, to watch the parked vehicle. His all black garb looked ridiculously hot, even in the shade of the tall sycamores. 

Andrew never broke stride. Boldly he moved to the car and ignored the man for the most part. What else could he do? He wasn’t armed.

“That your car, Mister?” The voice was gruff and full of suspicion. Instantly, Andrew figured that the armed man had never seen the driver. Because if so, then he’d be doing more than asking questions. As it was, the armed man was on a fishing expedition and Andrew wasn’t falling for his bait.

“Yeah, why, do you need a lift?” Andrew spoke with a resigned weariness. Moisture dribbled down the small of his back from his long hike or perhaps from the fact that an armed man was addressing him. To top it off, he was worried as hell about his children and at this point in the game, not caring much for any part of this affair.

“Nah, just thought I saw somebody else driving this car.” The armed man tossed out, so obviously not telling the truth that it was ludicrous.

“Lots of cars like this here-abouts. We either drive pickups or Chevies. Reckon that’s all the dealers’ here-about handle.” Andrew said in a faked hick voice hoping he sounded sincere enough. 

The guy nodded disinterestedly and then busied himself by uncapping a canteen and gulping down water. 

Andrew dumped
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