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Dedication

For my children Jacob and Jillian,

the hero and heroine of my life.

And for my mother, who has read every word

I’ve ever written – and had faith enough

for the two of us.


  Preface

A sharp black point on the sheer face of the cavern pierced my shoulder. I felt the first drop of dark blood squeeze out and drip down my arm. I bit my lip against the pain and concentrated on clinging to the handholds above my head. After another half hour, my arms became numb from the strain and cold. I began to tremble.

I swallowed hard, trying to force my voice into something strong enough for someone to hear. Anyone. I tipped my face upward, the weight of my wet pack pulling me back toward the blackness. My heart skipped several beats. I adjusted my fingers on the handholds and gripped as tightly as I could.

“Ano! Percy! Anyone!”

Mist turned to droplets of water. I wiped my hand across my forehead and succeeded only in covering my hand with more blood from the cut on my head. I could smell the blood trickling down the sides of my face. Heavy droplets dripped down my legs, soaking my calves and shoes, resting on slick moss that covered the foot-wide ledge. I looked around, suffocated by opaque blackness. Reality sank in, and I allowed fear to take over. I pressed my cheek to the rough cavern wall, tears squeezing from between my eyelids. I leaned against the cold face of the cavern. Carefully, I slipped one hand from the handhold above me.

Cradling my numb arm against my body, I shook my hand to allow blood to flow back through it. I dropped it to my side, hoping that gravity would work to pull the blood back through my hand and fingers. Pain seared through my fingers when I tried to make a fist.

My other arm throbbed, heavy from the burden of clinging to the ledge. I leaned in closer to the rough face of the wall. Resignation filled me. My left arm had given out. Releasing my grip from above, my arm slid down the wall to rest against my hip. Without my hands to anchor me, my feet slid closer to the edge. Shooting pain from my shoulder to my wrist forced the first sob from my chest.

“Ano!” I screamed, even though my head was no longer tipped up, and the only sound that returned was the echo of my own desperation. “Help me,” I whispered, “please don’t let me die this way.”


  Chapter One

June 16th, 11:04 a.m.

Regardless of the fact that I was adopted, I actually look like my mother did at my age. An old stack of forgotten photos in our attic gave me five pictures to treasure; memories I’d never had. Taken at a café near Michigan State, my favorite one shows her smiling widely at the camera, her short blonde hair tucked neatly behind her ears. I have memorized the way her head tilts to the side, and how purely happy she looks as she stares into the camera. It is the same creamy white skin and heart shaped face that stares back at me in the mirror.

Before he died, my father used to tell me I was filled with the same curious spirit, the same fearless energy that my mother had. When she died, it was as if she took his strength and spirit with her. High school sweethearts, they tried for over ten years to have children of their own before adopting me. It was just after I turned four that she found the lump, which had seemingly grown overnight. Up until the day of his own death, my father refused to discuss her last six months. Even when I was little, I would hear him cry in his bedroom, just down the hall from my own. I have so few memories of her that my imagination has filled in a lot of blanks. Each time I look at that picture, I’m reminded that it takes more than genetics to make up a person.

When I first came to Stanford three years ago, I was overwhelmed. It took me three days to venture outside the dorm after classes. Halfway through my first year, I came to the realization that I fit in here – so much more than I do back home. It isn’t just the weather; the people in California are so different than what I’m used to. Take my roommate Ano, for example.

Together, we are the perfect combination. Too often, I don’t know what to say to fill in long pauses, but when talking to Ano, there aren’t any pauses. Ever. She even speaks when taking a breath. Also, with Ano there is no subject that is off limits, which sometimes, you kind of wish there was.

The decision to initiate the trip down into Wind Cave began as a conversation over lunch between Percy and myself on how the world evolves and changes as it ages. As the idea of an actual trip took shape, it didn’t concern me that I’d never climbed anything more treacherous than the steps to the Humanities building.

Quiet conversations in lab, precious to me because they necessitated leaning our heads together to hear each other, weaved the plans for the trip that would take place over summer break. In truth, much of the content might have been lost in lieu of feeling Percy’s breath against my cheek as he whispered new plans for the trip. Using a trick Ano had taught me, I pretended to miss every third sentence, causing him to lean closer and repeat it into my ear. Needless to say, planning the trip had been my favorite part.

Not until now, staring at my half-filled backpack and brand new climbing shoes, did I begin to wonder if this trip was overestimating my skills set a tad. Or if I should have listened more for content and less for proximity. To me, it didn’t matter. I was going to be spending the next four days with Percy.

From my very first lab, I had felt it. That ‘click’ that I’d always wondered about when my father had described first meeting my mother; the feeling that something missing was now completely in place. I couldn’t be imagining things; I knew Percy felt the same. It was what he didn’t say at the end of each sentence, the way we sat next to each other in labs (close, though not exactly touching), and the expression he wore when he listened to me speak – so intent on each word.

I had made the decision to tell him. The trip to Wind Cave was the perfect venue. Everything from the timing to the short speech was finished. All I had to do was wait for the right moment, and I would tell him how I felt, tell him that we fit. If I didn’t throw up on him first.

Ano’s and my graduation gowns lay in a tangled heap in the corner of the room, the tassels hung from the hook on our window, the only window that opened all the way. Clothes and books were scattered about the floor.

“...and when we get back, we will!” Ano kicked the door closed and deposited several plastic bags of groceries on my bed. They tipped and slid among the piles of pillows, clothes and blankets already there. “Momma, I gotta go.” Ano looked at me and rolled her eyes. “Kate’s here and we gotta finish packing.” She twirled a long strand of thick black hair around her finger while she listened to her mother on the phone.

Ano isn’t beautiful in the classic sense of the word. At 5’9 she looks eye to eye with most of the guys she meets, even before heels. Her skin is the beautiful light ebony from her grandmother’s side but her black hair is heavy and unruly, no matter how she cuts, styles or braids it. And she’s curvy. Really curvy, like her mom Michelle. She has enormous almond shaped eyes that seem to laugh, even when she’s not speaking. When she gets really mad, you can hear the Louisiana accent come out full force, which is always kind of amusing. The thing I love most about Ano is her laugh. It’s a deep, throaty, bawdy laugh that makes you smile just to hear it. You want to tell her a joke, just to hear her laugh again.

Tossing her keys and wallet onto the double-sided desk in the middle of the room, she kicked her shoes off and sat on the edge of the bed. Her discarded sneakers were now barely visible among piles of clothes that littered the floor.

“Tell her we will, and it wasn’t my idea, it was Kate’s.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled as she pulled both our backpacks off her camp-sized bed and onto the floor.

“Love to Grandma. Okay. No, I’ll call you when we get out.” She examined her nails as she listened to her mother, who I knew was giving her a laundry list of safety measures for our descent into the cave. “We will.”

I snickered to myself and kicked a pillow out of the way, unearthing my bio chem book, a half-eaten cookie and no fewer than four spiral pads of notes. No clean jeans. Why hadn’t I gone to the Common and washed any yesterday?

“Mom, I gotta go.”

I looked over at Ano and pointed at myself and then to her once again.

“Kate says bye and she’ll be careful, too. Love you. Bye.” She closed her cell and tossed it behind her, collapsing fully on her bed with a frustrated sound. I tossed another t-shirt on top of my pack and headed to our closet to find a clean pair of jeans.

“Grandma’s worried,” I said, more as a statement than a question. Since half my body was shoveling through clothes in our closet, I’m sure it didn’t matter.

“She had a dream.”

“Did she picture the entire cave collapsing, or is there a happy ending in this one?”

Ano’s laugh filled the room. Grandma Vesper’s dreams were conveniently timed with something you were doing she didn’t agree with, or something she wanted to express an opinion on that needed validation. Travis, the last in a long string of Ano’s seriously flawed boyfriends, had appeared in one of Grandma’s dreams just after he’d borrowed Ano’s car and hit a pole. The dream had ended with Travis meeting an untimely end in a Los Angeles alley due to some gentlemen of rough persuasion. More wishful thinking on our part and less clairvoyance on hers.

“No, she said something about rocks falling all around us. From there on in I pretty much tuned it out.”

“No doubt.”

Ano crossed her legs and watched me pack. “Tell me again why you couldn’t find a cave in a tropical location.”

“South Dakota’s not tropical?” I laughed and tossed a pair of socks at her head, which she dodged.

“You’re telling me there are no caves in Grand Cayman or Mexico for you and that man to explore?”

I let Ano’s refusal to say Percy’s name go, concentrating on filling my zipper pouch with Tylenol. “In Niaca there is a cave that has the largest crystals in the world. They’re thirty to forty feet long and weigh, like, fifty tons. They look like the cave fortress in Superman II.”

“Seriously? That sounds cool! Well, where is Niaca?”

I shrugged. “Mexico.”

Ano made a loud, frustrated sound and flopped back on her bed. “We’re missing Mexico for South Dakota? Why couldn’t we go to...Nie...Nee...”

“Niaca.”

“Whatever.”

I sat back on my heels. “Because of the Magma core in the cave, the median temperature is 105 degrees. You need special suits equipped with cooling packs and you can only stay down there for about thirty minutes at a time before risking brain damage.”

“Percy could go first.”

“Nice.” I pulled a pair of jeans from the floor of the closet, pulled the leg right-side out and examined them.

Ano shook her head. “No.” “What? They’re not that bad.”

She sat up and examined my jeans from her perch, lips pursed. “What is that all over the leg?”

“It’s...” I looked closer, and scratched at the dried, colorful stain. “Not sure. I think that might be something from... Lab Eight.”

“No.”

I sighed and tossed the jeans into the closet. “Okay. I’ll wash them when we get back.” I grabbed a relatively clean pair of shorts from my bed and stuffed them into the side pocket of my pack along with a few protein packets from the grocery bags.

“Whoa! How much of that crap you packing?”

“All of it.”

“Girl, you’re not feeding the free world!”

“I’m packing enough food for both of us.”

“I packed food.”

I raised my eyebrows and leaned over to glance in the main compartment of her pack. “Apples, granola bars and...is that pudding?”

She laughed once again and play-kicked at me until I was laughing with her. “Shut up, you! You get a sugar attack down there and you’ll be thanking me!”

I packed the caver’s guide and more protein bars into my pack.

Ano slid her legs off the edge of the bed and sighed. “You wanna run it past me one more time?”

“No, I’ve got it.” After rehearsing it so many times, I could recite it in my sleep.

“It will be okay. You know that, right? No matter what he says, it will be fine.”

I didn’t know that. Not even one bit. However, simple pride prohibited me from saying it out loud. “Sure.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

I zipped up the final compartment on my pack and sat back on my heels. “I don’t know. I’ve just got a bad feeling.”

“Well, let’s explore what that could mean. A bad feeling about what? About telling...Percy?”

I stood and reached to the shelf above my bed for my sampling packets and fingered them quietly. “No. I don’t know. I’m just...worried. What if....I know he’s from...” I swallowed hard. I hadn’t said this out loud to anyone, not even Ano. “Percy is... he’s different. I know he’s from money, but I don’t think he’d ever reject me just because I’m an...”

“Don’t say it,” she warned, and her tone told me not to self deprecate.

“Okay,” I said and pressed my lips together.

She stood and walked to me; the sister I’d never had and the best friend I’d grown to love. “If he doesn’t feel the same, then he’s a fool.” Her tone told me she already had a strong suspicion of what answer Percy would give. “I already think he’s a fool, so...” she giggled, and I couldn’t help but join in.

“Thanks.” I tucked some hair behind my ear and lifted my chin. “You’re right. It’ll be fine.”

She smiled at me with more confidence than I felt.

“We need to put this inside your pack.” I held her sleeping roll and looked at the bright yellow caver’s pack on the ground, which was already stuffed to the gunnels. I opened the top cinch. Clothes and food burst forth, spilling all over the floor, and I sighed. “Ano.”

Examining her nails, she looked unfazed by the array of items that littered the floor. “Just shove it in the top.”

I opened the flap completely and looked down into the pack. “You cannot be serious!” I reached into her bag, removed her flat iron and tossed it onto her bed.

“Hey!” she yelled, grabbing the iron and pulling her bag towards her. “I need that.” I quickly cinched the top closed and held it to my chest. “Ano, you won’t be able to get that on the plane, and it’s too heavy. The goal is to eliminate unnecessary weight from your pack.”

“The goal is for my hair to not have its own zip code for four days. I. Need. That.”

We sat silently facing each other for a long moment. I’m pretty sure she was weighing her odds of wrestling me to the ground in order to get it into her bag.

“It’s only four days.” I said, and held the top tightly. “No one will care if your hair is perfectly flat and straight the entire time.”

“Your hair is straight all the time,” she chided. “You would not understand.”

“Yeah,” I said, fingering my limp blonde hair that went only to my chin. “Lucky me.”

When she didn’t respond, I pulled a few more items from her pack and slid her sleeping roll inside. “There.” I said, patting the taut exterior of the bag. We’d be lucky if it didn’t burst on the tarmac.

I looked at both of our packs sitting ready in front of me. My stomach was in knots, and my pulse was racing. “Okay, so that’s it. Eight hours from now, we’ll be in South Dakota.”

“Okay,” she said begrudgingly, and adjusted her shoulder straps.

“Ano, thank you.”

She paused, then gently slid the battery powered flat iron back into the hole at the top of the pack. Grinning widely, she tugged at the loose tail to tighten it. “You’re welcome.”

I tightened up the straps to my own pack and lifted it to my shoulders, adjusting the waist belt. Despite the fact that we were still eight hours from our destination, my hands were shaking and my palms were sweating. I closed my eyes and exhaled.

“Hey.” Ano bumped my shoulder with hers. “It’s just me. And you. Hanging out for four days.”

“Hundreds of feet below the surface. With Percy.”

Ano suppressed a smile. “It’s like a Band-Aid. After three years, you just gotta rip it off. C’mon. Let’s go.”


  Chapter Two

June 17th, 4:35p.m.

Percy looks much older than twenty-four. Like all the men in his family, his hair is thick, curly and dark brown with heavy undertones of red. I knew his mother was Italian, which explained the light olive hue of his skin, but I had always wondered if he got his hair from his father. His eyes were so uncommon that you could literally lose yourself mid-sentence just looking at them. Percy’s eyes weren’t hazel, and they weren’t blue. They were a washed out combination of both, and completely mesmerizing.

The third oldest of five boys, he had lived in New York most of his life. He was driven, focused and intelligent in ways that intimidated most people. More than those things, it was Percy’s manner that had fueled my hero worship from our first lab. He was quiet and unassuming, with a kind smile. One look; that’s all it had taken the first day, and I was lost.

We pulled into the parking lot of the Rapid City Holiday Inn and Percy put the van in park.

I looked at Ano, then Percy, who unbuckled and prepared to get out. “I thought we were headed to Wind Cave.”

“We are. The dean asked us to bring two more people. We’re picking them up here.”

He exited the van, walked around back and I turned in a panic to Ano. “Two more people? Why didn’t he tell me that before we left?”

Ano reached for my hand and squeezed it to calm me down. “It’s no big deal. Probably just some people from Percy’s PhD program who wanted to tag along.”

I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose. “Of course. You’re right. Yeah. Just some...”

“Percy said two, right? We expecting a third?”

Blind panic caused my eyes to snap open. “No. He said two. Why?”

“Well, there are three. Look.”

I turned towards the Holiday Inn and saw a woman coming towards us followed by two young men. I flung open my door to meet Percy at the back of the van. Right behind him, hand extended for me to shake, was Matt Skylar.

“Name’s Matt. Matt Skylar.” As if someone could be so freaking clueless as to not know who he was. If you went to Stanford, you knew the name Skylar.

“Hi,” I said and tentatively accepted his handshake. “Kate Moore.”

He was smiling too much, and he looked like a toothpaste ad.

His friend nodded at me and held his hand out as well. “Hey. Jazz Taylor.”

“Did you say Jazz?”

He laughed, and nodded his head. “Yeah. Name’s Jazz.”

Jazz was taller than his friend, by a good three inches. Matt was a solid 5’10” and had the body of a wrestler, strong and muscular. Rugby. Or, I mused, an Abercrombie and Fitch ad. Jazz’s smile was electric. Ano appeared behind me.

“Um, this is Ano Johnson. My best friend.”

Jazz extended his hand to her. “Mizz Johnson?” Jazz was polished and really charming in a Will Smith kind of way. His fantastically white teeth were set off by the contrast of his fantastically dark skin. You couldn’t help but look at him and know he had his act together.

Ano pursed her lips and looked absently over one shoulder. “Jazz” With cursory effort, she accepted the handshake and let her hand fall to her side, her gaze drifting in the opposite direction. It had the desired effect. Jazz stepped back into her line of sight and continued trying to engage her in conversation.

Walking up to us and sliding her pack into the van was the most singularly beautiful girl I’d seen in...well, ever.

“Hey!” she said, coming forward and shaking my hand. “Carlie Mannis. I’m so glad to meet you.”

Carlie played with the curly ends of the thick brown ponytail that rested over her shoulder and waited, as if she expected me to say something equally energetic. But looking at her oval face and full lips I was only filled with .....irritation. Everything about her screamed energy; the bounce in her step, the curves in her body. I had the urge to strap on a few hand weights to her pack or hook her lead to the bumper of the van so she would look as tired as I felt.

Ano nudged me and I realized I was standing there, scowling. “Right! Sorry, I’m Ano. No, I mean, this is Ano. I’m Kate.”

“Hey,” Ano said, and they shook hands.

“You’re in the science department with Percy?” Carlie asked, her dark lashes framing too-perfect blue eyes. I’m sure some guys like that, if you’re into that Megan Fox thing.

“No,” Ano said, laughing. “Psychology.”

I tried not to picture Carlie sweaty and miserable below the surface, but it was requiring effort. What really irritated me was the fact that this had begun as a scientific exploration. And now we had America’s Next Male Model and Miss Too Good to be True.

I looked over at Percy, who’d finished loading our backpacks and closed the doors with a slam, and waited for an explanation on why we now had three more people as opposed to two. He avoided my gaze altogether.

“All right,” he said, pointing to the van. “Everybody in.”

Percy resumed his position in the driver’s seat and Ano and I squeezed onto the middle bench with Carlie on the end. Jazz and Matt sat on the bench seat behind us. I looked over at Carlie, whose tan legs were crossed in front of her, and then down to my own legs, which were so pale and white in comparison that I fought the urge to fold them underneath me.

I stared out the window at the dry landscape as it flew by. Disappointment filled me and worry gnawed at my heart. How was I going to be able to talk to Percy, to tell him what I’d planned to, with so many other people within earshot? And who were these people? Our group had doubled in fifteen minutes leaving me questioning if Percy had wanted this trip to be ours –his and mine - in the first place.

Tumbleweeds drifted by my view, along with desolate plains. I was suddenly embarrassed to call North Dakota home. The words ‘small-town’ appeared in my mind, and I cringed. Carlie’s hair bounced with each bump we hit and I mentally catalogued our differences. I was coming up woefully inadequate with each passing bump, and each melodious laugh from her mouth.

Ano bumped my knee with hers and whispered, “You okay?” “Fine.

I’m fine.”

The Visitor Center at Wind Cave is nothing more than a single building and a parking lot with enough spaces for maybe twenty cars. A few scattered green bushes littered the landscape around us, but mostly it was brown, dried earth. And hot. And sticky. Until now, I’d nearly forgotten how much I hated Midwestern summers. I emerged from the van and it came back to me with blinding clarity.

Percy slid his pack over one shoulder and led the way to the Visitor Center for check in while we all gathered our packs. Sweat trickled down my neck and I swatted at a fly as the ranger came down the steps toward us. He would record the time we went down, and then, exactly ninety-six hours from that moment, we needed to re-emerge.

“Mr. Warner!” The ranger greeted Percy with a handshake and looked us all over. “Chris Anderberg. Welcome to South Dakota! This your crew?”

“This is all of us.”

Chris looked us over and grabbed his keys. “All right, then. You all ready?” Nods from all around. “Well then, let’s go.”


  Chapter Three

June 17th, 6:06 p.m.

There is a hole in American Security. Several, actually. The best opportunities are at the busiest ports; New York, San Francisco, Seattle, and Boston. Small components go undetected when hidden in a bag with a lot of benign items. Even the active parts of a nuclear bomb – the liquid ones – are easily masked in a perfume bottle. Encased in hard foam, inside a box, they are wrapped with birthday paper and a ribbon. The deception is nearly flawless.

A nuclear device of useful size can be broken down into seven hundred eighteen parts. Each of those parts, when transported separately, is held until the opportune time. Even the securing screws, so miniscule, are transported in an eyeglass case. Should any one cell be discovered and the parts confiscated, the individual parts would appear useless. The sum of those parts, however, is where you reap the rewards for years of transporting, concealing, and waiting.

Assembly requires timing, the right expertise, and meticulous secrecy. Selecting the right men is most crucial. Men who have proven themselves trustworthy of the task and are so single-minded in the completion of their goal that they gladly sacrifice themselves for the greater good.

Planning for detonation sites is done simultaneously with acquisition of individual components of the bomb. Everything goes into the calculation; population, overall detrimental effect, fatality potential, then the right cities are carefully selected and discussed. Cyber viruses are developed and lay in wait while men gain employment at the right corporations with large, complex computer systems; the more menial position the better.

And finally, the time arrives. Plane and train tickets, purchased months in advance, all mark the destinations that have been chosen. Twelve in all, and each crucial to the overall devastation of the United States. So arrogant in their security procedures, with their Amber Alerts and heightened security measures. All of them, blissfully unaware that preparing for a war on foreign soil was a wasted effort.

No, the battle will be brought to them. The war will be waged here.

* * *

The entrance to the Wind Cave was not the original one that was discovered in 1881. The old entrance was too narrow and too short, and would take a two-day hike to reach the same depth as the new entrance. About 300 feet from the visitor center, in the opposite direction of the original entrance, is the ERA elevator building. The elevator shaft is 212 feet deep, but we’d be getting off at the middle landing, which stops about halfway.

We walked as a group to the entrance. Ano’s hair blew in the breeze, her ebony skin glowing from the fading sunlight. I looked at Percy’s profile, so handsome and strong, walking beside me. Our plane had landed at four-fifteen, so it had to be close to seven o’clock now. Percy’s plan had been timed so we’d be setting up camp between nine and ten o’clock tonight.

We stopped in front of the building, adjacent to a natural cave entrance and observation deck. It was stifling outside with the heat that was radiating up from the ground. I slid my pack onto my shoulders. This was it. The adventure we’d planned for weeks; the chance of a lifetime. Fourth longest cave in the world, ours for the exploring, for four whole days. It was like Disneyland for science buffs. I moved to stand next to Percy, who stood talking to Ranger Anderberg. Pulling out a watch and clipboard, the ranger nodded at Percy.

The ranger looked at me and laughed. “I think you might have trouble keeping this one behind you on that lead! Looks like she can’t wait to get down there.”

Percy followed his gaze and looked down at me with a grin. “All ready?”

I returned his smile, a little too exuberantly. “Yes, Percy.”

The ranger saw Ano taking a picture of the large opening to the cave and motioned for her to give him the camera. He took it from her hand and pointed us all towards the front of the entrance to the observation area. “Go on, all of you. Get over there.”

Ano grinned like a fool, wrapped an arm around my waist, and leaned against the large rock behind us. Matt and Jazz came into frame from our left, and Carlie stepped to our right, tying her sweatshirt around her waist. I looked over to where Percy stood, apart from the group.

“C’mon, Percy,” Carlie said laughing. She motioned for him to come into the group, but Percy didn’t budge.

Ranger Anderberg nodded towards the group. “Go on, Warner,” he said. “Take a picture.” He paused, and we all saw the hesitation in Percy’s face. “For posterity.”

Percy stepped forward to slide onto the end next to Carlie. I looked towards the camera and smiled and the ranger captured the moment.

Percy motioned for us to gather around him in front of the ERA building to give instructions. “I have the lead,” he said. He held up the heavy climber’s rope with clips attached at ten and twelve foot intervals. “I’ll attach each of you to the rope with one of these.” He held up silver carabiner clips in his other hand. “We’ll all be in one single file line once we get off the elevator at 119 feet.” Percy paused, waiting for Matt to stop talking to Jazz, then continued. “We’re taking the first part, the descent, slowly. The terrain can be slick at times, so you need to get good footholds and handholds if we’re going around a face or ledge.”

Percy handed each of us a harness and clip. I helped Ano tie off the loop of rope around her waist before securing my own. Percy had spliced a special piece specifically for me before we’d come. Inner vanity made me wish it had been thoughtfulness, but I knew it was because my waist was twice as small as the standard length and knotting it would have meant too long of a tail at the end of the rope.

“I see you’ve done this before.” Mart’s voice was right next to me, and I looked up into his face while he struggled with the climber’s rope and harness.

“I’ve been practicing.”

Matt Skylar could have been a poster boy for the California good life. He’d removed his long sleeved shirt and stood in front of me now in a gray and burgundy muscle shirt, rolled up around his biceps. I tried not to stare.

After completing the straps and buckles of the harness, he shifted the rope back and forth a few times before looking up at me. “I’m not getting this. Can you, ah...do the honors, here?” Matt handed me his lead.

“I...okay, um...” I pointed towards his shirt. “Lift up.”

Clearly in an effort to show off the six pack he likely spent all day at the gym perfecting, he pulled his shirt halfway up while I knelt in front of him and wrapped the rope around his waist. His ab muscles flexed as I wound the harness around him. It was an awkward position and I felt my face flush when my cheek brushed against the waistband of his cargo shorts.

“You look like Reese Witherspoon. The actress. Anyone ever tell you that?”

“No.”

He winked at me. “Well then they’re all blind, Sweetheart.”

I finished the knot and snapped the carabiner in place. I knew Matt’s kind; I’d seen hundreds of people just like him since moving to Palo Alto. Rich and patronizing, interested only in using you for notes in class or lab homework. He thanked me and I raised a hand in acknowledgement. Everyone, once again, turned to face Percy.

I caught Percy’s eye and he nodded at me. “Are we secure?”

“Secure.”

“All right, then.” He unraveled the climber’s rope and motioned to me.

Stepping forward, I pushed in front of Carlie to clip in behind Percy, then snapped Ano in behind me. My hands were buzzing as if my whole body was being pulled magnetically towards the opening of the cave. Carlie fell in behind Ano then Matt and Jazz bringing up the rear.

Percy tugged at each of the connections before going on. “If you need to stop, sound off. Don’t just stop. If you need a break or feel fatigued, tell someone. Don’t assume you’ll be fine.”

He exhaled and looked at me. Lifting my face to his, I prompted in a whisper, “If you start to slip...”

“Right, thank you. If you feel yourself start to slip or if the person in front or behind you starts to slip, brace your feet and grab a handhold. And remember to pull the rope down, like this, to stop the person from falling. Call out. Whatever you do,” he looked at each of us in turn, “don’t unclip the harness. There are sheer drop-offs in the cave that are deeper than we have rope to retrieve you if you fall. Safety is the first priority.”

I raised my eyes just in time to see the last sliver of sun turn red on the horizon. It was done. We were ready. As if I were a horse hitched to a wagon, I strained against my lead to urge Percy towards the entrance.

One side of his mouth twitched upwards, feeling my anxious body weight tugging him. “Any questions?”

“Nope.” I took a last look around, then pulled the caver’s light from my pack and slipped it over my head. Ano followed suit and grinned at me, her headband a sleek black in contrast with my bright pink one.

Satisfied that he’d covered all the bases, Percy looked at the ranger, who had seen the whole thing while leaning against the boulder.

Chris stepped forward and addressed us as a group. “You’re about to get on the fastest elevator in South Dakota,” he said, loud enough for all of us to hear. “It travels at seven hundred feet per minute. Once you’re at 119 feet and off the lift, it’ll return to the surface. In four days, you’ll be reentering the elevator from the Green trail at 290 feet. When you arrive at the elevator shaft, hit the red button. It’ll call the elevator down to you, and you’ll ride it all the way back up to the surface.” The sun had officially begun to set on the South Dakota horizon. Percy and the ranger exchanged glances. “Time?” Percy asked.

Chris checked the large black watch in his hand. “Seven-thirty-two.”

Percy took one last look around him. “Let’s go down.”


  Chapter Four

The elevator let us out at 119 feet below the Earth’s surface. Exiting from there, we reached W.C.T.U. Hall, where we left the paved trail. I didn’t need to look at the map to know when we passed landmarks; I’d read the caver’s map so many times they seemed like old friends. Silent Lake came first, followed by the Yellow and Black trail, then out to a trail named Rome.

“Kate?” Ano’s voice came from behind me, but echoed all around. “Is the trail going to get smooth again?”

“You mean paved?”

“Yeah.”

“In these sections of the cave, the trails aren’t paved.”

“They’re compacted from hundreds of years of explorations,” Percy explained, “just like ours.”

I followed Percy further into the black abyss that stretched in front of us. Had I been able to, I’d have run. My adrenaline was on overload and my heart beat faster than if I were running a marathon. Down here, under the surface, my apprehension was gradually fading.

Red, orange, and white marbled rocks were our new landscape. The trail extended in front of us, composed almost entirely of what looked like yellow decomposed granite. The air, affected by the surface temperature, burned my throat with its heat and density.

At Rome, after an hour of caving, we veered off and took the Red and White trail. The walls closed in on us, and the path narrowed. It was hard not to stop and look around us; the colors were brilliant in massive veins that covered the walls. Our first cleft, an enormous rock that had split allowing us passage through it, marked the end of the first leg of our trip.

As I stepped down into the next chamber, I knew I’d seriously and grievously miscalculated my abilities. Everything hurt. My back from the weight of my pack, my feet from new climber’s shoes I’d bought a week ago but not broken in and my fingers from grabbing too strongly onto the handholds behind Percy.

I rubbed my fingers together each time Percy paused for a new foot or handhold.

“Here,” he said, moving his hand from a crease in the wall.

I reached up, but the hold was much easier for his 6’2 height than my 5’4. And the tips of my fingers were raw. I dipped my fingers into the chalk bag at my waist.

He leaned back toward me, took my hand, and placed it in a hold closer to my own reach. I saw his grin in the light from my helmet.

He continued on but the holds he called out to me were lower and more accessible from my height. When he finally called for us to stop, I leaned gratefully against the sheer face of the ledge to rest. The muscles in my thighs were shaking so hard from exertion that I stumbled.

“Your smile’s fading there, Lewis and Clark.”

I leaned my tired body against the ledge and I glared at Ano. “Shut up.” Her laugh echoed off the walls around us.

We had reached the Club Room, the largest in the cave. Percy unclipped his harness from mine and hopped from our ledge onto a fairly level area below us. He tipped the light on his head downward, turned, and reached his arms out to me, motioning for me to come forward.

“Kate,” he called, “step to the edge.”

“I’ve got it, Percy.”

“You don’t have it, now step forward.” He must have known my legs wouldn’t hold me because he held a hand up to stop me. “Unhook, slip off your pack, and hand it to me.”

I did as he directed and handed the lead rope back to Ano. I slipped my pack from my shoulders and rested it on the ground. The muscles in my arms quivered when I lifted it over the edge and down to Percy.

“Good job,” he said when he had the pack in his hands. “Oh my God, Kate!” he said, shaking it up and down a few times before setting it on the ground beside him. “What’ve you got in here?”

“Just food and stuff.”

“Well, next time, pack more carefully,” he chastised gently. “Your pack is too heavy and you’ll be exhausted by midday tomorrow.”

Mid-day tomorrow? My body hardly had the strength to stand up straight now. He reached his hands up to me and I stood at the edge and leaned towards him. I fell forward, and Percy’s strong hands were around my waist, lifting me then setting me down next to him in seconds.

He grinned. “You’re lighter than your pack.”

My hands lightly covered his, reluctant to let go. He turned towards Ano and gave her the same instruction he’d given me. I could feel where his hands had been on my waist. Lugging my pack to the wall of the Club Room, I watched while Carlie half jumped, half fell, into Percy’s arms.

She slipped from Percy’s arms and onto the ground, grabbed her pack, and came to sit beside Ano and me. Her dark brown hair, which had hung loosely around her face when we met, was pulled from her face in a large clip. She looked fantastic. Even after hours of caving, she looked energized. I rationalized it was because she’d had a good night’s sleep at the Holiday Inn last night and I’d spent hours on a plane today, but still. Didn’t she even have the decency to break a sweat?

“That was great, right?” She said it with a smile, and I tried to return it with a few ounces of energy but couldn’t.

After everyone was safely inside the Club Room, Percy pulled his lantern from the side of his pack and clicked it twice to illuminate the area around us. A collective sigh of relief was heard throughout the cavern. Carlie, sensing I wasn’t in a social mood, had moved along the other side of the cavern. Ano was examining a scrape along her right elbow and Jazz was pulling off his shoes. His face looked as exhausted as I felt.

Percy looked around at the five tired faces around him. “This is the largest room in Wind Cave. We’re in the Club Room. We’ll make camp here for the night then journey into Half Mile Hall tomorrow afternoon.” Everyone spread out. While the others moved to unhook their sleeping bags from their packs, I stayed put. I couldn’t will my limbs into action, even if I wanted to.

Percy walked over and knelt in front of me. “Hey. You okay?”

With four other people surrounding us, I could hardly engage him in a meaningful conversation. “I’m fine.”

He loosened the laces on my shoe, and I watched him with an ache I couldn’t explain. “I thought you did really well today.” His hand slid to the top of my shoe, just behind my ankle. “Tomorrow will be easier.” His smile was warm, and he released my foot way too quickly.

I tried not to imagine what our first night would have been like without the three extra people surrounding us. Before we’d left, I’d carefully planned out how we would spend our first evening, and now that plan was useless. Worse than that were the factors I hadn’t taken into account; my extreme exhaustion, hunger, and a headache from carrying a top-heavy pack. The heat of frustration spread through my cheeks. Percy walked over to where he’d set his pack against the far wall of the Club Room and rolled out his mat and sleeping bag. To my dismay, right next to him, was Carlie. I narrowed my eyes.

Ano followed my gaze, then rolled her eyes. “Chill.”

Without getting up from the ground, I unleashed my mat next to Ano’s and pulled my sleeping bag on top of it. Jazz leaned back against the wall, legs stretched out in front of him.

Matt slid his sleeping bag and foam pad over next to the wall, a foot from mine. He shot me a grin. “This spot taken?”

“No, but I...wouldn’t you rather sleep near Carlie?”

He looked over at Carlie, who was busy organizing something in her pack, and then back to me. “No. Why?”

My face turned warm and I was grateful for the shadows or he’d be able to see me blush. “Oh. Never mind.”

Ano rummaged through her pack for her larger-than-life toiletries bag. “Did you pack your pajamas?”

I pulled my faded blue pajamas from my pack. “I’ll change later.”

I was so hungry that I was in pain, and after kicking off my boots I was grateful for the comfort that the thin foam mat and bag offered to my aching behind.

“What’s for dinner?” Ano asked me.

I unzipped the main compartment of my pack and pulled two Ziploc bags from it. I tossed her one and she examined the contents.

“This. Is dinner?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You couldn’t have packed Taco Bell for our first night or even some—”

“Taco Bell?” I squinted at her briefly. “No. These are Quinoa and black bean rolls which are a perfect balance of protein and simple carbohydrates that will—”

She held her hand up to silence me. “Okay, okay.”

Jazz looked over at Ano, who was turning the bag back and forth to examine it. “Whatcha got there, girl?”

She raised a perfectly arched eyebrow, but didn’t turn towards him to respond. “Dinner. I think.”

Percy pulled a freeze-dried packet from his pack. “Kate?” He held a second one out to me. “You have something to eat?”

I didn’t mention that I’d taken three days to gather all of the ingredients to Percy’s favorite rolls from Muy Bueno, our favorite Mexican restaurant across from the lab. Or that I’d made enough rolls for him, Ano, and myself for dinner that night. I wasn’t going to reveal in front of three other strangers that our first night in the cave was supposed to be a private celebration. Instead, I opened the bag of rolls and stuffed the bag of cilantro garnish to the side.

“Yes, thanks, Percy, I’ve got it.”

“All right.” The packet he’d offered to me was unceremoniously handed to Carlie and I ground my teeth together.

Ano leaned towards me and whispered, “Don’t freak, girl. He’s just bein’ nice.”

“Mmmhmm. I’m sure she already has someone to be nice to her.”

Anxious to make my stomach stop hurting, I took a bite of Quinoa roll and swallowed past the lump that had formed in my throat. I chewed in silence, sifting through my pack for a facecloth and soap. By the time my bed was completely set up, I’d finished all three of the rolls I’d made for myself and half of one roll I’d intended for Percy. Finally, my stomach stopped hurting, and the pounding in my head lessened. The emptiness inside me, however, grew colder every time I looked at Percy on the opposite side of the chamber.

After I had eaten, I stretched out on my sleeping bag. Every so often Percy answered a question and the deep baritone of his voice echoed off the cavern walls. I closed my eyes for a moment, and imagined the way the evening was supposed to have gone. I didn’t slide in between the folds of the bag or slip off my socks. I barely felt Ano place my folded sweatshirt beneath my head.

Percy’s baritone echoed again across the Club Room, and that was all I needed to drift off into a deep sleep.


  Chapter Five

June 18th 6:03 a.m.

Awakening in the Club Room was a lot like experiencing blindness. Panic rose in my throat but the last twenty-four hours came back to me quickly. I sat up and rubbed my shoulder. My thin foam mat was no match for the cave’s hard floor.

Ano, as usual, was snoring. After four years of rooming with her, I knew I could sit up and light one of my glow sticks without disturbing her. Truth be told, I could probably rearrange her pack and mine, cook breakfast, feed the other four members of the group and begin the exploration for the day, all without her moving a muscle. For as alert as Ano was during the day, she slept like the dead at night. Literally. Once, I’d actually considered taking her pulse.

Since I hadn’t heard movement from anywhere within the room, I was careful not to make a lot of noise when I sat up and reached for my pack. Feeling for them by memory, I found a glow stick and pulled it into my sleeping bag. Only then did I snap and shake it until the yellow-green glow was as bright as I could get it.

“Good morning, Sweetness.” Matt’s hoarse whisper startled me.

“Ugh. Please don’t call me that.”

He chuckled low in his chest and I pulled the glow stick from my bag to illuminate the space between us. He rolled over and sat up, and I saw that he was bare from the chest up. I looked down at my hands holding the glow stick and returned his greeting in a whisper.

“You feel better this morning?”

I looked at him again but tried to keep my eyes at face-level. “Better?”

He smiled and his teeth reflected bright white in the light. “You were out last night. Like right after dinner.”

“Oh. Urn...” I tried to smooth my hair down and tucked a strand behind my ear. “Yeah. I didn’t sleep well the night before.”

He sat up, and my instant glance told me he was wearing only boxers. The closest I’d ever been to a man without a shirt on was at my high school car wash back in North Dakota. And that event hadn’t exactly been a highlight. Even my father, on the rare occasion that I actually saw him when he wasn’t in his plumber’s overalls, wore a t-shirt and long pajama pants under his old blue bathrobe.

I looked down at my hands, then over to where Ano was snoring away right next to me. I peered through the darkness to where Percy had set up his sleeping bag. Anywhere but at Matt Skylar’s half-naked body.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine.”

He sat up and covered his lower half with his sleeping bag. “You hungry?”

I exhaled and nodded. I reached towards my pack and rummaged around for a minute before retrieving two protein bars. “Here ...do you want one?”

He grinned and accepted it from my hand. “Thanks.”

We ate a few bites in silence before I saw a blue light coming from his lap and I looked over at it before I could stop myself.

“It’s just my watch,” he said, and pressed one of the metal knobs on the side again and it lit. “See?”

“Oh. What time is it?” I was trying to whisper, but it echoed through the room. The echoing was taking some getting used to.

“Six ten.”

From across the room, I saw another glow stick light up. Without even seeing his face, I knew it was Percy. He cleared his throat, which he always did in morning lab. His glow stick swung back and forth and moved around as he put on his clothes. Quickly, I pulled a fresh t-shirt from my bag and started to change when I saw Matt watching me.

He took another bite of his protein bar. “Don’t let me stop you.” He motioned around us. “Pretend I’m not even here.”

I made an irritated sound and slid back down into my bag. I managed to shrug out of the shirt I’d fallen asleep in and into the fresh one for the day. I slid my feet from my bag and winced. My heels were killing me. Angling my legs, I pulled off my socks and looked at the back of my heels by the light of my glow stick. Bright red, angry round blisters about the size of silver dollars stared back at me.

“Blisters?” Matt asked, and I realized he’d been staring at me the entire time.

I reached for a fresh pair of socks. “No.”

“You better put bandages on those or they’ll get worse.”

“Put bandages on what?” Percy’s voice was suddenly right in front of us, and I looked up, startled.

It occurred to me that, until now, I’d never seen Percy right after he’d woken up. His hair was mussed, thick curls shot in a million directions, and his face was flushed from sleep. He ran a hand through his hair and repeated his question.

“Nothing,” I said.

“On her heels,” Matt said to him, and I shot him a withering look. “Kate, didn’t you break your shoes in?”

An unfortunate fact about me: I suck at lying. I’m really, really bad at it. I’m even worse when it’s someone I know, like Ano or Percy. “I meant to before we left, but ran out of time. Percy, it’s really fine. They don’t hurt.”

He knelt down directly in front of me and reached for my foot.

Instinctively, I pulled it out of his grasp. He tipped his head to the side and extended his hand. “Let me see.”

“No! I’m fine.”

Percy’s eyes locked on mine as he reached a hand out for my left foot. I squirmed against his grasp and he raised his eyebrows at me to stop which, reluctantly, I did. Percy’s hands were large and strong, graceful in their precision. They were also, I noted as he examined my foot, gentle. He ran his thumb along my heel and I winced, but didn’t make a sound. My skin tingled at his touch.

He replaced my foot on my sleeping bag. “I’ll have Carlie look at them when she gets up.”

My eyes shot to his. “Wh...I don’t...what’s she going to do with them? I said its fine.”

“She just finished her clinical residency at the Med Center. I’m sure she brought some bandages with her.”

Great. She’s gorgeous and a doctor. Has she traveled the world, too? Maybe discovered a cure for cancer?

He walked back to his bag. Jealousy raged through me. I set my jaw and tugged my socks on my feet, ignoring the stabbing pain that came from my heels. Matt watched my actions with an odd look on his face.

“What?” I asked, irritated.

He shrugged. “Nothing. Just...nothing.”

Half way through the day it was time to move on to the Green Trail and continue our descent. The trail wasn’t as steep as the first leg of our trip, so we weren’t harnessed together as we had been the day before. I followed behind Percy, content being able to watch him move ahead of me. Halfway through the hike, Jazz succeeded in engaging Ano in conversation and they talked while we made our way deeper into the cave.

“You just graduate?”

“Yep.” Ano wasn’t giving Jazz more than a few words to go on. It never ceased to amaze me how well this worked with men.

“You and Kate, been roommates for a while?”

Ano’s breathing was a little labored and I heard her exhale as she stepped around a rock. “Since freshman year as undergrads.”

I didn’t see what she had against Jazz. He was tall and muscular, good looking, with beautiful dark caramel colored skin and strong features. His voice was strong and his manner of speaking was precise and eloquent.

She reciprocated with a question. “You and Matt. You’re in the law program?”

“Second year.”

“Where’d you do your undergraduate?”

“New York.”

She was quiet for a minute. “Wow. NYU?”

“How about you? You goin’ for a Masters?”

Her voice echoed softly against the sheer walls around us. “Yeah, in Psychology. Then on to a PhD.”

“Ah. Doctor Watson, I presume.”

“That’s the plan.”

“I’ll be finished with law school next year.”

There was a long pause before she spoke again and the brashness of her question surprised even me. “So if you’re in the Law program, why’d you come caving?”

There was a laugh and a snort.

“Sorry,” Ano said, laughing at herself, “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant, cave exploring, a hobby for two frat boy law students? Seriously?”

I was anxious to hear the answer myself, and I was glad Ano possessed the female wiles that had eluded me my entire life.

“I object to the ‘frat boy’ comment,” he quipped, “but I’m here for Matt. Matt wanted to come. You want to know why, you’ll have to ask him yourself.”

Matt, all the way at the rear of the single file line, didn’t comment and Ano didn’t ask any more questions.

When he spoke again, his tone was lighter. “Your family live in the Bay area?”

“No, my mom, my grandma, and I live in LA. My uncle and the rest of my family are back in New Orleans.”

“You close to them?”

Ano was quiet for a second. “Yeah.”

“How about your dad?”

I knew that her dad wasn’t a subject she discussed a lot. Her tone got tight. “My mom had me and then went to college so my grandma helped raise me.” It had taken two years of being roommates before I heard the full story of Ano’s father, how he’d spent all her mother’s money and run off to become a racecar driver, then returned only to ask Ano’s mother for more money. It was a sore spot with Ano, and one of the many reasons she was so determined to succeed.

Hearing the tone of her voice, Jazz didn’t press her any further.
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