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Prologue

	Four hundred years ago . . .

	It could have been a game trail. The young girl knew otherwise. This is where her clan mother had said she would find it. Warily, she scrambled through brush, past an outcropping of sandstone. She kept behind cover, cautious, checking repeatedly, making sure no one was following.

	It seemed she was alone, but she could not be too careful. A Spanish soldier, maybe a suspicious priest, someone from another pueblo or tribe, even someone from another clan—it did not matter. None of them were to know. None were to be allowed to follow. Especially the Spanish—because of their intolerance of traditions—but it was little different for the others. If they knew, there could be consequences. They could inflict such damage. The reason she was here, the lessons she would learn, the blessings with which she would return, they were not to know.

	She crept higher, toward a break in the canyon wall. Needing to catch her breath, she stopped in the shadow of a pine, dropped her parcel and sat. She watched for movement. She saw none, yet she continued to watch. Her heart began to slow and her breathing quieted, letting the songs of the wind fill her ears. Whispers, from Mother Earth. She looked around. The rock and ground, the pines, the jays, the seed-laden grasses—the Creator living in all of them.

	She nodded.

	She knew not what she would find on this journey and yet she did. Her clan mother’s clues were unfolding with answers. And insight. Into responsibility. Into role.

	What she would find and gather would become offerings for herself and her clan. Those offerings and prayers would help bring rain and harvest, health and wellbeing, not just to her and her clan but to the pueblo. Would she remember the stories? Would they come to life? Enough to bring insight to do what she needed to do?

	She had her prayer sticks. Would she know where to place them?

	What of the collections needed by the medicine society? Would she know where to find them?

	And the collections of pigment for sacred paint? The pigment she would grind, that priests would offer to others and back to her, to paint faces, hands and feet for ceremony. If she could not find it, what would happen? To the traditional dance? To rain and harvest?

	And most important—the mystical flowers only a few were blessed to find. Would she remember the stories? Had she understood them well enough to return with the most sacred of blessings? Pollen—to bring the butterfly to the garden and carry prayers to the Creator.

	She turned her mind from worry. She imagined her mother, standing before her, holding a small ceremonial pot, watching proudly as she prepared for ceremony, then painting dark streaks across both her cheeks. She was at that place in her learning, and, yes, her mother—her teacher and protector until now—would be there, proudly bringing her to this point in her life.

	The girl picked up her parcel and stood. She followed the trail to a dry creek bed, then down, to the beginnings of a ledge. She stepped onto it, then followed it beyond a bend in the rock. She stopped, overlooking the canyon. Her eyes grew wide.

	It’s real, not just a story!

	She followed the ledge forward, knowing now where her journey would take her.

	—·—

	Present day . . .

	Early evening moonlight bled into the room and onto the floor where elders, both men and women, sat around the glowing coals of a fire, discussing the welfare of their people. One space sat empty. It represented a clan that tradition said would provide a leader, one who had much to do with religious practice.

	“We’ve known this day would come,” a white-haired man said.

	“Yes,” another answered. “But Anna was certain another would follow her. Her death is unexpected.”

	“But it is something we should have expected. If her clan is now extinct, we are left with a hole in our society . . . in our social fabric. Do we know why she thought another would come? Are we sure there is no one?”

	A gray-haired woman sitting to the east nodded to herself, then spoke. “There are no men. None initiated into religious societies, none with teachings or authority. It is possible there is no one surviving who knows the traditions and secrets of the clan. But, there is a girl. One girl.”

	—·—

	A few miles away:

	The moon peered over the canyon rim, casting light over the pool. A wall across the way stood in shadow, but flickers of light intruded even there from the shimmer of moonlight off water and travertine. The sounds were of water falling, of tree frogs and birds calling, of gentle down canyon breezes in the leaves of the cottonwoods. A man and woman floated in the shallows, giving attention to none of it.

	The night was warm, as was the water, but in time the water would bring chill and they would need to escape it. When that time came, Jack Chastain swam to a flat-topped boulder, gave a kick, and hefted himself up on both arms and out of the water. No trepidation, he stood, tall, his lean shadow cast over the rock. He watched Kelly Culberson swim to water’s edge and emerge. She brushed her dark hair back and blew the water from her lips. Her skin glistened in the moon light, and droplets trailed down the length of her body. She noticed him watching. She smiled.

	She came around to the boulder, climbed up and stood, and gave him another embrace, then lay down and sank into the warmth of the rock.

	He sat beside her. She rolled onto her back and closed her eyes to the moon. He stole the moment to enjoy the sight of her.

	She let minutes pass, then turned onto her side. “Tell me what happened in Montana.”

	Jack looked away.

	“You can’t keep secrets.”

	“Don’t intend to. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Look at what’s happened in the last forty-eight hours, in the past few weeks, in the past year. The fire, the warring factions, the trust you lost, then regained tenfold. You’re past all that. Surely you can also get past what happened in Montana.”

	“Hope so.” He stared into the shadows. “But I’m not sure all wounds heal.”

	“Why can’t you let go?”

	“Some things are harder than others. When there are those you count on, that you want to count on you, and things happen that tell you they’re in it for themselves. When it should be obvious, but isn’t. How do you get over that?”

	“Who are you talking about?”

	“No one you know.”

	“Tell me about Montana. It might help you forget.”

	“Forget? Sure, let’s forget it.”

	“No, I mean, it would be good to talk about it, right?”

	He kissed her forehead. “I do not want to talk about Montana.”

	 


Chapter 1

	Jack Chastain tipped the drip torch forward and burning oil dribbled out, setting fire to a clump of sagebrush. The flames grew, engulfed the sage, and flashed toward a thicket of oak brush. He dipped the torch forward again to the same effect.

	Wind, from nowhere, pushed back, blowing heat in his face. He stood up right. The holding crewman to his left stepped back, ready to stand his ground, but looked more surprised than prepared.

	The wind died away.

	Between the fire line and advancing front of flame, the strip of black was no longer narrow. It was growing. That could be good or bad, a buffer to stop the main body of the now-named, Pistol Creek Fire, or a potential problem. With so much fire on the ground, it would be hard to control if winds came early. The forecast said tomorrow, not today.

	Jack raised his eyes to the horizon.

	A gray zone of smoke rose up along the ridgeline. Two columns poked up above the trees, trying to come to a boil.

	This had better work. The fire cannot be allowed to move this direction. Not this close to the boundary. Even doing good things to the west, there would be hell to pay. Explaining why this fire was seen as potentially good after starting under suspicious circumstances—a pickup found burning on the desert and quickly extinguished, but not before starting a spot fire on the plateau—would not be easy. Explaining the decision to manage the fire—or allow it to burn—would be difficult with evacuations occurring or houses burning. Heads would roll.

	Johnny Reger’s plan seemed good, until now. The small number of firefighters from which to draw hadn’t seemed a major concern—it was so early in the year, before the worst of the fire season. A few firefighters from nearby parks, reinforcing the fire staff from Piedras Coloradas National Park, and a little help from Jack, and that seemed enough. Until now, with the wind.

	One day. That’s all that’s needed. One day to secure this stretch before forecasted winds arrive. Then the fire can move north and west. Monitored and allowed to burn. Allowed to do good things.

	But not if we lose it here.

	Jack checked the others. As the wind died back, the firers pressed on, their line of fire heating up, flames lapping back. The holding crews leaned into their shovels and waited, ready.

	Up the way, outside the line, a firefighter stood between the fire and a scratch line cut to protect a sandstone outcropping and a small population of rare plants, a wallflower, proposed for endangered status. It had to be protected. Once the burn advances past where the woody-stemmed plant grows—its roots penetrating cracks at the base and up the face of the rock—the firefighter can move down the line to help elsewhere. Procedure. Johnny was being thorough.

	Jack moved northwest, along the edge of the black, lighting off more brush. The sweat on the back of his neck turned cool. Another wind shift. He stopped and raised the drip torch.

	He exchanged glances with Johnny Reger, who gave him a serious look, the sparkle gone from his usually jesting eyes. Sweat matted dark strands of hair falling below the brim of his helmet. Nerves. 

	“Where did this come from?” Jack shouted.

	He shrugged. “Phantom winds. Said nothing about ’em in the forecast.”

	Tops of ponderosas swayed.

	“Should we stop?” Johnny asked.

	“Don’t know. Feels like we’re committed, and only so much time till tomorrow.”

	A hot, dry wind bit his face.

	Tree tops buffeted.

	Not good—not with this much fire on the ground.

	Jack checked up and down the line.

	A gray-bearded firer raised his drip torch and stopped, he too, seemingly concerned. Looking up, he appeared to be watching the tree tops.

	A tall, gangly firer stepped past Gray Beard and lit off a patch of sagebrush. Fire ate through, crackling, moving with the wind. The young firer backed away from the heat, a moment later stepped past it, and tipped his torch forward. Gray Beard grabbed his arm, and waved over a man from the holding crew.

	The wind died away. Tree tops grew still.

	Gray Beard watched for a long moment, then signaled the young firer to proceed. He lowered his own torch and lit off the brush at his feet, pushing the fire through a swell. Smoke moved aimlessly back up the hill, mingling among the trees on the edge of the opening.

	Jack exhaled, and looked over at Johnny. Johnny shook his head and smiled. He pointed a firer on. Progress had to be made.

	Jack watched Gray Beard approach a downed pine and dip his torch. Dry, red needles popped into flame, and raced along the length of the tree. It was fully involved in a moment. Gray Beard stood back and watched.

	Jack studied the heat waves. Shut the burn down, or take our chances? Can the Pistol Creek Fire be caught at this stage of the game? No, best odds are with finishing this burn. He dipped his torch forward and moved down the line.

	Near the top of a rise, wind bit his face. A wind shift.

	A firer moved into the sagebrush near the rare plants. Blonde ponytail flowing out from under a red helmet, it had to be one of the park firefighters, Christy Manion. Fire ecology diploma only freshly minted, but fire boots well worn, she was a veteran firefighter. Jack watched her coax the burn through the sage, then into the needles at the base of a monarch ponderosa. She slowed and watched. Abruptly, she turned and signaled the firefighter on guard, waving him over.

	The fellow ambled toward her, shovel on his shoulder.

	Wind burst into the opening. Flame climbed into oak brush. Leaves flashed. The man stepped back.

	“Hit it with dirt,” Christy shouted. “Winds are shifting!”

	The big man let the shovel head slip to the ground. He settled into his lean and watched.

	“Hit it!”

	Burning leaves tumbled along the ground, through black, into green. Grass burst into flame. Sagebrush ignited. Flame and heat marched at the scratch line.

	“Hit it! Put it out!”

	Jack bolted. 

	The man stood watching.

	Fire rolled over the scratch line, igniting woody-stemmed plants at the base of the rock.

	Manion dropped her torch and dashed past the spectating firefighter. Shielding her face, she danced on the flames, grinding her boots into burning undergrowth.

	Flame lapped up the wall, stepping from plant to plant, each bursting into flame.

	She grasped at dirt with her hands, flinging it up the wall, slowing the fire—but it was too late. She dropped her head.

	Stunned, Jack watched.

	Christy slowly pointed. “Get a line around it,” she muttered.

	The man stooped over and gave the ground a scrape. A token scrape.

	“Line it,” Christy demanded.

	“It’s done. Besides, there’s nothing left.”

	“Do it anyway,” Christy said, sounding near tears. She dug in her boots, kicking dirt at the remains of the plants. Smoke wafted from scorched stems. “How could you let that happen? Why didn’t you stop it?”

	The man settled back into his lean. “Would’ve been hard.”

	Jack’s bile rose in his throat as he stepped up behind the light haired man.

	“You could if you tried . . . but you didn’t,” she said, continuing to kick at the dirt. “They’re . . .” She raised her head. “Get over here. I’m bustin’ my butt.”

	The man cocked his head. “I’d say keep it up sweet cheeks. It’s not hurting you any.”

	Christy slowly stood up right and glared, then noticed Jack. She shook her head.

	Johnny Reger stepped out from the shadows, following the line. He stopped. His jaw dropped. “What? What happened?” His eyes darted from scratch line, to smoldering plants, to rock outcropping, to Christy, to the other firefighter. “What did you do?”

	“Nothing?” Christy said. “He did nothing.”

	The man smirked. “Don’t expect miracles.”

	Johnny turned to Jack, mouth slowly moving, no words coming out.

	“You can’t work,” Christy shouted. “You’re a lazy ass.”

	“And this is the . . . only . . .” Johnny said, barely managing the words.

	“The only known population,” Jack said. “Might be fire adapted, but we don’t know for sure. The botanist who described the species thought it might be found elsewhere, but so far . . .” He let his words trail off.

	“This plant was . . . ,” Johnny said, sounding in shock. “What do we do now?”

	“Not sure. This is bad,” Jack muttered. “We’ll need to do a review of some kind, but I’m not sure we can think about that today.”

	“It’s this guy that ought to be in trouble,” Christy said, pointing at the big man.

	“Your problem, not mine,” he said. His smirk grew into a smile.

	Johnny cocked an eyebrow. “A little smug, aren’t you?”

	“Your fire, not mine.”

	Johnny’s eyes moved between the fire and the crewman. “I don’t have time for this shit. I need everyone here. If I didn’t, I’d put your ass on the first train home.”

	The man threw back his head and laughed.

	“Forget that. You’re out of here,” Johnny said.

	The man sobered up and stared back. “I don’t think so.” He turned. “Hey, boss man,” he said, in Jack’s direction.

	Jack turned toward him. “You talking to me?”

	“Yes, boss man, you need to get involved with this.”

	Something about the man’s green eyes. “Do I know you?”

	“No, but I know you.”

	“How?”

	“Stories.” His smile grew. “My brother’s stories. Remember the name Foss?”

	“I know a Foss,” Jack said, not at all pleased.

	“I’m sure you do. Mover and shaker. Superintendent of a park so close to Washington, he drops in on the Director just to say hello. I’m his brother, Carl.”

	“What does that have to do with anything?” Christy groaned. “Doesn’t explain your lazy ass.”

	Foss kept his eyes on Jack. “Clint Foss’ brother. Makes you think, doesn’t it?”

	Christy’s mouth gaped open, incredulous.

	“I’d get these two under control,” Foss said. “You don’t need more trouble. You know, trouble? Like in Montana?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jack turned away. “It’s Johnny’s fire. Take it up with him.”

	“What should I do, boss?” Johnny asked.

	“Johnny, you said he’s out of here. He’s caused enough trouble. You don’t need his disruption.”

	Foss turned to Johnny. “He’s hanging you out to dry. Letting you get your ass in trouble, saving his.”

	Jack spun around and stepped forward. “Johnny, strike that. I’m pulling rank.” He turned to Foss, and pointed toward the trucks. “Get the hell out of here. Get your stuff. Go!”

	Christy pointed in the direction of the vehicles.

	Johnny managed a smile.

	The man stood his ground. “You’re not exactly overstaffed. Don’t be stupid.”

	“Go,” Jack shouted. He took a quick step toward the man.

	Foss recoiled. He threw down his shovel, and kicked the ground.

	“Go!”

	Foss stomped off.

	“When you get back to your park,” Jack shouted after him, “tell your boss to expect a call. To talk about your reputation. What’s left of it. Count on your name coming up in a review of what happened today.”

	“Jerk,” Christy muttered. “We don’t need him.”

	“Actually, we do,” Johnny said. He turned to Jack “Love it when you pull rank. Way to kick some ass by the way. What’s that about another Foss?”

	Jack sighed.

	“Someone mentions Montana, you stop talking.” Johnny spun around to the smoking remains. “Makes me sick but I can’t think about this now. Got wind to worry about. I need an updated weather forecast. Tell me later what I’m in for on this review.”

	He reached for his mike. The radio popped first. “Johnny, one of the crew just walked off the job. He’s in a truck, hauling ass out of here.”

	“We released him.”

	“We did? The folks from his park aren’t exactly heartbroken, but they wonder how they’ll get home.”

	Johnny keyed the mike. Before he could answer, Christy shouted, “I’ll drive ’em.”

	A deep tone bled over the radio, then, “Reger, this is Dispatch.”

	“This is Reger. I was about to call you, Molly. I need a fresh weather forecast.”

	“Stand by, Johnny. Prepare for instructions regarding personnel.”

	Jack picked up his drip torch, but paused to listen.

	“Go ahead,” Johnny said.

	“Regarding that person you released,” Molly said, then ended the transmission.

	Jack turned toward the two-track. Dust hung in the air. Could Foss pull strings that fast?

	“He was a problem,” Johnny said. “Had to send him home.”

	“Understood, but . . . stand by.”

	Johnny dropped his hand. He kept an ear to the radio.

	The radio popped and Molly came back on. “We’ve got a bigger problem. Luiz needs help. He needs you to keep him.”

	“The guy’s worthless. Plus he’s gone. What’s up?”

	“Rescue. We’re short-handed,” Molly said, a slight crack in her coolness. “We need all the help we can get.”

	“He won’t be much good.”

	“You’re not gonna like this, but we need him. And, we need some of you.”

	“No way.”

	“No negotiating. We need people. We’ve got a man stuck on a wall.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Johnny shook his head as he keyed the radio. “You want the guy we released, stop him at plateau junction. You’re welcome to him. His name’s Foss.”

	“I’ll get someone there. Plus, we need two more. Maybe three. Raising system experience. People to lift the load.”

	“Are you crazy? We can’t give you bodies. We only have so much time to keep this fire from visiting town. If we give you people, we risk losing everything, maybe today.”

	“Sorry Johnny, we need people. Orders from the Superintendent. Chief Ranger says change plans or whatever you need to do, but we need two more people.”

	“Stand by.” Johnny rubbed his eyes and turned to Jack. “Can you see if we have anyone with rock rescue experience?”

	Jack clicked over to the crew channel and started calling squads. Within a minute he had answers. “None of those folks,” he said to Johnny. “How about you?”

	“A little training, but I live by a strict set of rules. Never leave terra firma, unless it’s by helicopter.”

	Jack keyed the radio. “Dispatch, this is Chastain.”

	“Go ahead.”

	“Johnny has training but no experience, and he needs to be here.”

	“We’ll have to take him. Tell him find a replacement. Anyone else? We desperately need someone with experience in raising systems on big wall rescue.”

	“One person. Dated experience. It’s been a few years.”

	Johnny glanced over. “Thought you said no one?”

	Molly came back. “I copy. Give us those two. We’ll catch Foss at the road.”

	“The other person is me,” Jack said, an eye on Johnny. “We can’t give you both of us. We risk losing the fire. Take me, leave him.”

	“We understand your concern but this takes priority. Luiz needs muscles. It’ll help if he gets people with know-how. Stand by for directions to the site.”

	Jack caught a strange look from Johnny. “Don’t look confused. Makes you look stupid. So, what are you going to do?”

	“You have big wall rescue experience?”

	“Long time ago. The fire! What are you going to do?”

	Johnny shook it off. “We’re short-handed. Can’t do much.”

	Jack looked around. “Taking us leaves seven. I’d check Grey Beard.”

	“We need to shift to suppression,” Johnny said, sounding defeated. “What an idiot. I thought this was such a good idea. Good fire. Don’t overreact, I said.”

	“I’d ask Grey Beard if he’s comfortable leading initial attack. If he’s not, ask Christy. She can do it. You might ask her anyway. She knows the country.”

	“Is it fair to them to . . . ?”

	“Johnny, you can’t worry now. You have to keep it together, make a change in plans, give ’em responsibility and the flexibility to make it work. Have confidence it will.”

	He nodded.

	“Go.”

	Johnny backed away, and waved Christy over. “Stop firing, everyone,” he said into the radio. “Change in plans. Holding crews, stay put. Firers, come to my location.”

	“Chastain, this is Dispatch.”

	Jack sighed and keyed his radio. “Go ahead, Molly.”

	“The rescue is off the rim of the Little River Canyon. Luiz thinks you’ll get there faster hiking in from Falcon’s Bluff Trailhead. It’s a three mile drive from your location, then a two mile hike. Luiz will use orange flagging to show you where to leave the trail. He and the rest of the team are en route. They’ll pick up Foss en route. They should get there before you do.”

	“I copy.”

	Christy stood waiting for the others to assemble. Jack slipped behind her and whispered, “Keep an eye out for Kelly. She threatened to drop by with cookies. I told her not to, but she’s got a mind of her own.”

	“Women!”

	“Tell me about it. Let her know about the rescue, but tell her not to worry. It’s grunt work. They need muscles. Someone to pull rope and lift the load.”

	“Load?”

	“Body or person rescued, plus the rescuer.”

	“Cheery.”

	“Yeah.”

	The crew assembled around Johnny. Jack pulled back to listen as they made their plans. They would line the burn and hit the fire with direct attack on the eastern flank. None were happy about it. “Not much choice. That’s all you can do,” Johnny said in conclusion. “Good luck.”

	In the distance, plumes of smoke rose in the hot, now still air. The afternoon hours were ahead. The fire would get active.

	—·—

	They parked at Falcon’s Bluff Trailhead, jumped out, and took off at a fast pace.

	Jack fell behind, fighting to keep up with Johnny. It felt good not to be breathing smoke.

	Johnny picked up his pace.

	“Anxious to see Foss?” Jack asked.

	He slowed. “No, just want to get done and back to the fire. Foss . . . that’ll be fun.”

	“No, it won’t.”

	On the backside of the plateau, they stopped, caught their breath and studied the downhill stretch of trail. It hugged vertical faces of cross-bedded sandstone. Switchbacks chipped out of rock descended through a layer of strata and disappeared beyond a bend. The trail would level off with some distance still to go. On the horizon, the rim on the other side of el Cañon de Fuego peeked over erosional remnants, hinting at what they knew lay ahead.

	“What did that poor bastard get himself into?” Johnny muttered aloud.

	“What did he get us into?”

	They headed down, the rock jarring their bones, the slope pulling at their pace.

	—·—

	Luiz’s orange flagging hung on branches of Wood’s rose. It couldn’t be missed. They left the trail and thrashed through serviceberry and oak brush, following broken limbs left by others as they penetrated the thicket. Poor slobs—they’d been carrying full packs with heavy gear.

	Johnny charged across the steepening slope, brush high above his head.

	“Careful,” Jack said.

	The thicket opened up.

	“God,” Johnny gasped, and jumped back.

	Jack grabbed his pack, steadying him. The wall across the canyon, beyond the void, faced them down. Never had it seemed so massive.

	Perched between strata—sheer wall above them, sheer wall dropping away below—they stared out into the canyon. Faintly, from somewhere, came the distant sound of crashing waters. Jack stepped around Johnny, eyes to the ground. He weaved through boulders and talus, avoiding the distraction of the canyon. The drop was too sheer, too disorienting, the edge too close for mistakes.

	They waded through another patch of serviceberry. Ahead were the others, in climbing helmets, green uniform jeans and T-shirts—except Foss, still in his yellow, nomex fire shirt. Perched on a slope twenty to thirty feet wide, one man worked near the edge, seemingly oblivious, fearlessly reaching around the trunk of a piñon pine. The others stood back, appearing full of trepidation.

	The person at the edge turned—it was Luiz Archuleta. The law enforcement ranger, in T-shirt and minus his bullet proof vest and service belt, looked more lanky and muscular than usual. He sidestepped over to another piñon, stretched a piece of red webbing between it and the first, tied it in, then tested and tethering himself in with a runner clipped to his climbing harness. He turned to the others. “Listen up. No one, and I mean no one, steps past the red webbing without being tied in. Either to it, or another anchor. Got it?” He waited for head nods, then turned and gave a hard look at his new arrivals. “I need you two to put on climbing helmets.”

	In a canvas bag they found the helmets. Jack pulled out a yellow one, slipped it on, and plopped down near the wall to wait.

	He glanced at Foss, sitting twenty feet away.

	The big man scowled. “Yeah, glad to see you, too.”

	Jack ignored him, and watched as Luiz methodically chose what would be used for anchors. A ponderosa pine near the wall. A table-sized boulder just below it. An old piñon, off to the left. Pointing, Luiz directed others to put wraps of webbing around each.

	With webbing double-wrapped and knotted around each anchor, locking carabiners clipped in, and kern-mantle climbing rope ran between them, Luiz now took over. Jack watched him lace together a complicated configuration of knots and carabiners—the self-equalizing anchor. The runs of rope would shift dynamically with the load and the line of decent, keeping weight evenly distributed on the anchors.

	Luiz knew what he was doing. It was a redundant system. Nothing attached to only one anchor or only one piece of rope or webbing. All knots and carabiners were backed up with a second. If anything failed, another part of the system would take over. In theory.

	Luiz stepped back and gazed over the system. He moved forward and tugged at a rope, then another. Suddenly, he stopped and abruptly turned. “Okay, which one of you has rock rescue experience?”

	Jack raised a hand. “That would be me.”

	“Figured as much. Trained in all facets of this kind of rescue?”

	“Yes.”

	“When was the last time you operated a z-rig raising system?”

	“Oh . . . maybe ten years ago. Maybe fifteen. Somewhere in there.”

	“Were you an expert at it?”

	“It’ll come back to me.”

	Luiz’s eyes sank deep in their sockets. He faced the canyon and rubbed his eyes. He spun around. “Okay, you’re at the end of the rope.”

	“But . . . ,” Jack said, looking toward the edge. It fell away to nothing. “Luiz, I’d be better on the raising system.”

	“Ever been rescuer on a big wall rescue?”

	“Not as big as this!”

	“But you have?”

	“Long time ago. Max of about two hundred feet, maybe three.”

	“Not important,” Luiz muttered. “Two hundred, two thousand, it’s all the same.” He dug into a green canvas bag, pulled out a climbing harness, and walked it over. He held it out.

	“Luiz, I’m not the right guy.”

	He sighed. “You are. Only two of us have any experience whatsoever. One of us has to go over that edge. The other has to stay up here and run the lowering and raising systems. The more complicated job is here. The guy who goes down on that rope has to know he can trust the other guy to get him down there and back. You can trust me.” Luiz smiled. “No offense, but I’m sure as hell not trusting you.”

	 


Chapter 3

	Luiz tugged at the rope and groaned. “This isn’t right.”

	The words sank in and Jack turned, suppressing a shudder.

	Luiz probed at the knot. It came easily undone. “Who did this?” No one answered. “Who tied this knot?”

	Foss raised a hand.

	“Get your head out and get over here.”

	Foss picked his way across the slope.

	“Watch. This is how you tie a bowline.”

	Foss watched him methodically retie the knot and hold it out for inspection. No time for reassurances, Luiz turned his attention to the knot at the end of load rope.

	“Looked good to me,” Foss said, in Jack’s direction. He flashed a smile, turned, and worked his way back to where he’d been.

	“Inspect all you want, Luiz,” Jack said, laughing nervously. “No rush.”

	“That’s not what the guy over the edge is thinking.”

	Jack watched his fingers trace the rope through knots, then thumb knots, and then on to equalizing ropes and anchors. He rechecked everything. No one seemed to take it personally. Only Foss saw humor in it.

	Jack let his eyes fall on the caver’s rappelling rack, sitting ready to lower him down the cliff face. The rope wove in and out, around the cams on the device. His eyes widened. It’s wrong. It looked right only a moment ago. He closed his eyes and looked again, following the rope as it went around one cam, disappear behind the next, then emerge before the next, feeding in and out. Okay, it’s right. It’ll work. Quit looking.

	“Listen up,” Luiz shouted. “Everyone has their role. Take your positions.”

	Half the team moved into the shade of the wall, out of the way. They would not be needed during the first part of the operation, the lowering. During raising, everyone would be needed. All four of the others, all their muscles.

	Foss plopped down at the lowering station, reached around and clipped himself into an anchor. Johnny settled in at the belay line.

	“Luiz,” Jack shouted, and then waited as he made his way over. He whispered, “I’d rather have Johnny on the load rope.”

	“Foss is bigger. He’s the bulkiest guy we got.”

	“Let’s just say I trust Johnny’s training, even though it might not be much.”

	“Foss said he had a little training and we’ve got Johnny on belay, but it’s up to you. You’re the man on the rope.”

	“Johnny on the load rope.”

	“If we need more rope and need to pass the knot, Foss will be on belay, holding everything, at least for a moment.”

	Didn’t think of that. “Just keep an eye on him. Johnny on load.”

	Luiz spun around. “Foss, I want you on belay. Insurance, if anything happens. Johnny, you’re on the main rope.”

	Foss shook his head. He twisted around and disconnected from the anchor. Luiz pointed him over to the belay line.

	Reger moved over. He clipped into the anchor, braced his feet against a rock and took hold of the rope, pulling it around his body, practicing moves to give it more friction, to stop or slow the load.

	The load. Jack cringed. Johnny knew the moves, but would he be instinctive in using them?

	Quit worrying. The cams on the rappelling rack do the work. Johnny’s strength is insurance. Anyone can do it. Luiz is in control.

	The amount of rope coiled beside Johnny, the sheer mass of it—scary. Was it really that far down?

	Jack dropped his eyes and caught sight of his shaking fingers. He ran them along the buckle of his climbing harness. Then the buckle on his helmet, then his radio harness. Everything’s fine. Still.

	Luiz stepped under the safety line and clipped himself in. He studied the knot at the end of the load rope, and tested the locking carabiner. He spun around. “I need the belay line.” A young ranger carried the end of the other rope to Luiz. He clipped it into Jack’s harness, locked it down, grabbed the knot on the load rope and tugged, jerking Jack forward. “Good. Harness is tight.” He took hold of the sling draped over Jack’s shoulder. “Let’s see what you got,” he said. “Runners, several sizes. Carabiners. Good.” His eyes narrowed “What’s in the bag?”

	“Harness for the victim. Helmet. A few tools.”

	“Good.” He sighed. “The guy doesn’t look injured, so this should work, but he looks scared as hell.” He motioned toward the orange, body-shaped litter, stashed off to the side. “If we need it, we’ll use it, but we might have to haul you back up and do it again.”

	“If he’s on a ledge, I can get him into a harness.”

	“Take your time.” Luiz stepped over to the edge and looked over. “He’s still there. He ain’t movin’.” Luiz turned to the others. “Final rehearsal.”

	Luiz quickly walked the others through their use of the assembly of ropes, webbing and pulleys. “The most difficult and confusing phase will be converting from lowering system to raising system,” Luiz said, once again. “We’ll secure the load rope to the anchor, take it out of the rappelling rack, and attach to the z-rig, all while the load is on the rope.”

	The load. Jack cringed.

	“Are you sure everything won’t go tumbling down the cliff when we take it off the rack?”

	Jack turned to see who asked, but all the eyes on Luiz had the same look of uncertainty.

	“Trust me,” Luiz insisted. “But there’s no room for mistakes.”

	“If I get an itching to go home, don’t go missing me,” Foss said, to Jack. He flashed a smile.

	“Quiet,” Luiz said. He turned back to Jack. “You just worry about getting that guy off the ledge without him taking a screamer.”

	The guy on the ledge. The big unknown. Would he freak out? The victim—apparently not a climber. Apparently no equipment. Not a jumper—Luiz didn’t think so anyway. Probably stumbled onto a ledge, went too far while exploring, got scared. But how the hell did he get on that ledge? He’s lucky visitors saw him, dark hair, spot on the wall, several hundred feet above the canyon floor. Probably sitting there now, wondering if he’ll ever see another day.

	Jack leaned back to look. Too bad there wasn’t enough rope to lower them all the way to the canyon floor. Be easier, if it wasn’t so damned far.

	“Jack, you ready?” Luiz asked.

	“Ready.” Jack locked eyes on Johnny.

	Johnny gave a thumbs up.

	Luiz raised a hand and held it as if on a control knob. “Let out a little rope. Slowly.”

	Jack stepped back, putting his weight on the rope.

	Johnny let the rope slip through his fingers.

	“Want another bar in the rack?” Luiz asked. “Either of you?”

	“I’m fine,” Johnny answered.

	Jack checked his eyes. “Uh, me, too.”

	“Good!” Luiz shouted. “We’re lowering. Slowly.”

	Jack sat back as rope fed out, his butt sinking out over the edge. Sound washed over him from the left. The waterfall. He’d forgotten the waterfall. How had he blocked that out? The rope kept coming.

	He glanced over. Hundreds of yards away, Sipapu Falls poured over its hanging alcove, splattering onto the rocks below.

	“Stop,” Luiz barked, moving edge rollers into position. “See the guy?”

	Jack looked down. Through his legs he could see the man. Black hair, white-shirted shoulders, blue-jeaned knees. Back to the wall, he sat on a tiny section of ledge, a little off to the left. At least he wasn’t directly below. “He’s there.”

	“Good,” Luiz said. “Lowering, Johnny.”

	“So much for terra firma,” Johnny shouted, as he let rope slip through his fingers.

	Jack shifted on the balls of his feet. “Plenty firm. Only vertical.”

	Rope speed increased, and Jack dipped below the rim.

	Luiz leaned out over the edge, watching.

	The wall extended forever. The man was a hell of a long way down.

	Jack backed down the rock, descending smoothly, rope in his face, legs parallel to the ground, back parallel to the wall. He ran his eye down the fall line. When he reached the man, he’d have to kick left to fight gravity. Only a little. Shouldn’t be hard.

	“Everything feel right?” Luiz asked, his hand at the ready to signal a stop.

	“Everything’s good.”

	“Johnny, a little faster,” Luiz said.

	The pace quickened.

	Twenty-five feet.

	Step . . . step . . . 

	Fifty feet.

	The amount of wall below him didn’t seem any less.

	Step . . . step . . . step . . . 

	Almost a hundred.

	Step . . . 

	The rock in shadow was cool. Gritty at his feet—like sand-paper. Grains of sand. Thousands of them, staring back. The wall—millions of infinite millions of them.

	Step . . . 

	The radio popped, then carried Luiz’s voice. “Looking good.”

	Still a hell of a long way down.

	Step . . . 

	Skies sure are blue against the red rock in shadow.

	Half way. Maybe. Maybe not. He looked down. Lots of wall. He looked up. Lots of wall. If not halfway, close. The rope kept feeding out.

	Step . . . 

	A fissure slid past. Feathers. Nesting materials. No sign of a bird.

	Step . . . 

	He looked down. The ledge. Jack couldn’t remember ever seeing it. He looked to the right, where it emerged from a chasm in the wall, hundreds of feet above the canyon floor. A hanging canyon. How did this guy get in there, much less onto the ledge? This guy’s got bad luck.

	In the other direction, the ledge ended near Sipapu Falls, below an edge of the hanging alcove, above mist-darkened rock. Never noticed the ledge before. Not from below, not even when sitting there watching the waterfall. Strange.

	From below the lip of the fall, water seemed to launch out over the edge.

	Step . . . 

	Nearly close enough to talk to him. A little more.

	Step, step . . . 

	“Hold on, guy,” Jack shouted. “Almost to you.”

	The head tilted up, slowly, in jerky moves. A face. Scared eyes. Dark hair. Pony tail. He looked Native American.

	“I’m coming to you. You don’t have to do a thing. Stay where you are.”

	Twenty five feet.

	Jack studied the ledge. Tiny—a few feet wide at most. Either direction from where he sat—ten feet or so—the ledge was wider. Scalloped edges. A piece of the ledge must have broken off sometime in the past. The guy must have gotten halfway through the gap and froze.

	A few feet. “Almost there.”

	The man shivered, his back to what was likely cool wall. Hands behind him, fingers in cracks, he had his knees at his chin, his feet set close.

	Jack keyed his radio. “Slow.” He looked up and watched as Luiz—hanging out over the edge—signaled with a hand.

	The descent slowed.

	“Stop,” Jack said.

	Complete stop.

	Jack kicked left and set his feet on the ledge.

	The man sat hunkered against the wall. He pushed back with his feet.

	“How are you doing?” Jack asked, leaning closer. “Hurt in any way?”

	“I’m not hurt,” he said, an accent suggesting English wasn’t his first language. He winced, and pushed again with his feet. He took in a breath. “I think my legs are falling asleep.”

	Jack sorted through webbing runners on the equipment sling. He found a long one. Reaching up on the load rope, he wrapped it several times, slipped the tail through the loop, and pulled it tight. That should be secure enough to hold the man’s weight. Just in case.

	Jack keyed the radio. “Give me another couple of feet.” The rope slithered down. He stooped on the ledge.

	Jack clipped a carabiner into the runner. “Do me a favor. Let me put this around you . . . up under your arms. That way I’ll know you’re safe while I get you in a harness.” He stretched forward. “Ease up, left arm.”

	The man relaxed his hold on the crack at the back of the ledge. Slowly, he raised his arm and reached out his hand.

	“No, you stay put. I’ll do it.” Jack leaned in, reached behind him, and threaded the runner and carabiner between his back and the wall. Reaching in from the other side, he grabbed the carabiner and pulled the runner through. He tied a quick knot to keep it from cinching, then clipped it around the man’s chest. “Relax your arms.”

	Slowly he lowered his arms.

	“If anything happens, you’re safe. Uncomfortable as hell, but safe.”

	The man, dark eyes wide, moved his feet and pushed back firmly against the rock.

	“Relax. You’re safe.”

	Jack pulled the helmet from the mesh bag, placed it on the man’s head, and buckled it under his chin. Now the harness. He keyed the radio. “Luiz, give me three more feet.”

	“Three feet?”

	“Make it two.”

	Jack placed his feet on the lip and sat back over the edge, dropping as the rope fed out. He took a step down the wall and came to a stop. He kicked out with his right leg, moved left, and propped his leg against the fall line. He fished the harness out of the bag. “What’s your name?”

	Wide-eyed, he opened his mouth to speak. “T-t-thomas.” He pushed back hard with his feet.

	“Thomas, what?”

	“Too complicated for white man,” he said, self-consciously. “You’ll never remember, I promise.”

	“Okay, then, Thomas it is. I’d ask how you got in this mess, but let’s worry about that later. Relax. You’re tied in. Okay?”

	He nodded.

	“Give me your legs one at a time.”

	He nodded.

	“Okay, left leg first.”

	He pressed back hard with his right foot and lifted the other.

	“Relax,” Jack said. He pulled the leg loop up over Thomas’ boot, and slipped it up his leg. “Okay, give me the other.”

	He set the foot down, pushed back hard with both, and slowly raised his right.

	Jack reset himself on the wall, put the right leg loop over the man’s foot, and worked the harness up his leg.

	“Now, raise your butt a little, so I can pull the harness around your waist. And relax.”

	Thomas reset his foot on the ledge and pushed back with both, hard. Placing his hands behind him, he sunk his fingers into a crack, and slowly lifted himself off the rock.

	Something moved.

	The ledge floated closer. The wall drifted away.

	Jack focused his eyes. What is . . . ?

	The ledge peeled away, hinging from the wall, floating, dropping, coming toward him.

	Thomas kicked his feet, trying to get back to the wall. He twisted, catching the rope with his leg, sliding it along the edge, slipping it into a crack in the rock. The knot caught.

	“Thomas, let go.”

	Rope stretched.

	“Thomas!”

	The rope! The slab kept coming.

	Jack grabbed Thomas’ legs and kicked back, hard, jerking him out of his hold. The rope snapped free.

	The slab passed beneath them.

	They kept moving.

	The slab grew smaller, tumbling toward earth.

	Smaller.

	Smaller.

	The rock crashed into the ground.

	—·—

	Luiz rubbed his neck.

	Waves of sound and shock rolled over him.

	He eyed the rope, then Johnny, afraid to look down. “What the hell just . . .”

	Slowly, he looked.

	—·—

	Their movement stopped.

	Sound filled the canyon. Echo rose up and reverberated through it.

	Movement started, slow at first, then gaining speed.

	The wall soared toward them.

	Jack cringed, knowing. “Thomas,” he shouted. “Lock your arms. Brace yourself. This is gonna hurt.”

	 


Chapter 4

	The wall came out and clobbered them, slamming them with its face. They bounced, then rolled across the rock.

	Echo pulsed through the canyon. Air shook.

	Cold stone ground into them, taking skin, leaving pain, throwing them back into thin air. They glanced off the rock, slowed, and swung back.

	The spinning. Jack reached for his nose, trying to protect it, subjecting his elbows to blows.

	The spinning slowed, then stopped. They slid plum, and settled against the wall.

	Bone and skin, shoulders, knees, and hips, it all hurt.

	Quiet. No shock waves. Nothing.

	Jack pressed his hands to his face.

	The radio squawked. “Jack, are you okay? Jack? Answer!”

	Damned radio. Miracle it still works. Dizzy and fighting through pain, Jack keyed the radio strapped to his chest. “Stand by.”

	He glanced down. Thomas hung at his feet, not moving.

	The radio popped. “Jack, what happened?”

	“Thomas?”

	No movement.

	“Thomas?”

	The helmet shuddered and tilted up. Bloodied face, Thomas opened his eyes.

	“You okay?”

	“Hard to breathe.”

	“I bet.”

	Thomas took a shallow breath. His lips weren’t turning blue, yet. If he passed out, he could easily slip out of the sling.

	“Jack, talk to me?” the radio screamed.

	Jack keyed the mike. “Yes, Luis, we’re hurting, okay. But we’re all in one piece. Stand by.”

	The radio went quiet.

	“Thomas, do you still have . . .” Jack stopped and stared.

	Red vaporous movement, below them, rising, reaching. Dust from pulverized rock swirled below, slipping closer, slowly, but without stealth.

	Jack shook his head. Got to get . . . But what can we do? We’re sitting ducks. We’re helpless.

	Dangle. What else is there to do? We’ll smother in the dust. No way in hell they can raise us in time to keep us out of that cloud. Dust that fine, that pervasive . . . It’ll be impossible to breathe, especially for Thomas, bound in that damned sling. “Is the harness still around your legs?”

	“I feel it. Got big thighs.”

	“That’s a good thing—today anyway. Can you pull it up around your waist?”

	“I’ll try.” Thomas struggled. “Can’t reach it with both hands. Have to try with one.”

	“Come on, Thomas. You’ve got to get a move on.”

	“Don’t rush me. I can hardly breathe.”

	He hasn’t seen anything yet. “Just do it.” Come on!

	Jack strained to watch. Thomas’ jerky movements pulsed through the webbing and rope. “What are you doing?”

	“I have a strap. I’m trying to slide the harness up my leg.”

	“Is it moving?”

	Quiet, then, “Got one leg. Got to switch arms.”

	Jack watched as the cloud reached higher, closer.

	“Got to move the carabiner. It’s keeping me from using my arm.”

	“Careful. Keep your arms locked down.”

	“I’m trying.” He reached up the runner and pulled, lifting against his weight. “Got to move this strap.” He squirmed, inching the carabiner around.

	“You’re scaring me,” Jack murmured. “If you raise your arms over your head . . . you’ll . . .” He held his tongue.

	Movement shook the rope. “Got it” he said, finally, fighting for breath.

	“Quick, cinch the waist strap.”

	“I’m trying.”

	“Do it quickly. When that dust cloud gets here, breathing will be even harder.”

	Thomas’ movement stopped.

	Jack looked down. Thomas appeared frozen in place.

	“Don’t stop. Get your ass in gear.”

	Jack could smell the dust. He could taste it.

	Thomas fumbled with the buckle, his breathing growing louder. “I don’t understand this. Where do you put the strap?” Thomas relaxed his arms, throwing his head back and pulled in a long, deep breath.

	The radio came on. “Jack, tell me what’s happening.”

	Thomas took another breath and lowered his head. He groaned, and fussed with the buckle. “Okay, got it,” he said, sounding relieved.

	“Good.” Jack looked up.

	Luiz craned out over the edge.

	Jack keyed his radio. “We’re getting . . .” He coughed. “The air, hard to breathe. We’re getting Thomas secured.”

	“Copy. We’re switching to the raising system. We’ll try to keep you above the cloud.”

	“That won’t happen, but give it your best shot. Hurry.”

	“Not wanting slow anymore?”

	“No, but I do want to kick your ass for sending me down here.”

	Jack pulled a runner from the equipment sling, quickly wrapped it several times around the load rope, threaded one end through the other, and pulled it tight. He took another, clipped in a carabiner, and lowered it to Thomas. “Now, we need to get your weight on the harness.”

	Thomas grabbed the carabiner. “What do I do with this?”

	“Feel the loops sewn into the waist of the harness? There on the front.” He grabbed the ones on his own harness. “These.”

	Thomas coughed. “Yes.”

	“Clip the carabiner into both loops. Do one, roll it around to where you can get the gate in the other.” Jack held onto his end of the webbing and watched. Specks of red dust hung in the air, settling on Thomas’ helmet and shoulders.

	Thomas coughed.

	He’ll be coated, soon. Come on, Thomas!

	“I think I got it,” he said.

	“Lock it down.”

	Thomas turned the nut on the gate. He coughed deep and hard.

	“Cover your mouth and nose.”

	Thomas raised his hands to his face.

	“Now, my turn.” Jack fought back a cough. He braced his legs against the wall, and pulled. Thomas hardly budged. “Now why in hell did I think I could lift you like this?” He tried again, straining against the load. He sucked in dust, and the stench overpowered him. He spit it out. “You’re more than I can lift. I don’t have any leverage.”

	Silence.

	“Thomas?”

	Silence. Then low, rumbling. “Can’t breathe.”

	“Hold on. I’ll do something else.” He felt along the sling and found a short runner. He clipped it into the one coming from Thomas. On its other end, he clipped into the runner hanging from above, on the load rope. “Now you’re tied in. Don’t be shocked by what I’m about to do.”

	Thomas coughed and let out a groan.

	The dust grew thick. It stung. Jack batted his eyes. Tears welled, and gummed in their corners. He blinked hard. They refused to open. He reached into the mesh bag, and groped along the bottom. Where is it? He slid his finger along something stubby—the knife. Found it.

	He fought to open his eyes. Darkness loomed over them, like evening turning to night.

	He blew the dust from his lips. “Don’t panic. I’m about to cut you loose.” He grasped the knife with both hands. Can’t drop it. Carefully, he pulled out the blade and locked it in place. Unable to open his eyes, he felt among the rope and webbing. Only the tight webbing. Stay clear of the rope—or we’ll both die. He slid the knife along the tightest webbing. It splayed. He held the blade in the splay and sliced. Threads popped away, abruptly letting go. Dead weight dropped and bounced at the end of the webbing.

	Thomas gasped, and broke into a cough.

	The radio came on. “Jack, what was that? Everything okay?”

	Jack keyed the radio. “Had to cut some webbing. We’re okay. Get us out of here.” He pulled his hand off the radio. “Thomas, keep your mouth covered. I’d lower a second line for insurance, but let’s just sit tight, let the cloud pass.” He brushed the dust from his sleeve and buried his face under his arm.

	Luiz came on. “We’re about to start raising.”

	“Copy,” Jack muttered, his face still covered.

	A muffled voice rose up from below. “Why are you here?” Thomas asked.

	“What?”

	“Why did you come down here? Why did you do this?”

	“I was under the impression you needed a little help.”

	“It could have killed you.” Thomas coughed, sounding like lung was ripping apart.

	“Don’t talk now, Thomas.”

	“Why did you do this?”

	“I don’t get to choose what I do. That question, I should be asking you.”

	The radio popped on. “Jack, we’re about to take your weight off the rappelling rack, in three . . . two . . . one.” They slid down the wall and stopped.

	Now in the hands of Carl Foss. What a reassuring thought.

	Minutes passed. Then Luis came on. “We’re raising.”

	Jack keyed the radio. “Copy. The faster, the better.”

	“Do I need to remind you how emphatic you were about being slow and deliberate?”

	“I’m in no position to engage in clever conversation. But in no mood to hang out, either.” He took his finger off the transmit button. “Hang out. Good one, huh, Thomas?” He coughed.

	The rope inched up the wall, tenuously, then moments of speed, then a gradual stop.

	“Why are we stopping?”

	“It’ll be this way all the way to the top. And get ready, we’re about to drop.”

	They waited. Then the drop—about three feet. Thomas gasped.

	“Get used to it. It’ll be that way all the way to the top. Up, then stop, a few feet down, and then up again. They have to lock in their gain, and stretch out the z-rig to do it again.”

	They began to ascend. When it seemed they were moving quickly and smoothly, they stopped. Then dropped.

	After several rounds the dust cloud seemed to diminish. Jack rubbed the dust from his face and batted his eyes, finally managing to get them open. He looked down. The cloud hung below.

	Orange haze hung in the sky.

	Jack contorted himself to get a look at Thomas. His helmet faced the direction of Sipapu Falls. Orange also hung in the mist at the base of the falls. Strange. All of it was strange. “Thomas, why the hell were you on that ledge?”

	He didn’t answer, but turned, seemingly tracing the ledge from the falls, all the way back to its almost invisible origins in a hanging canyon.

	“You okay?” Jack asked.

	“Yes.”

	“So why were you there?”

	“Trying to help. Trying to understand. Doing something maybe it wasn’t for me to do.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Nothing. I’ve said too much.”

	 


Chapter 5

	“It’s everywhere,” Jack complained. “In my hair, on my skin, my clothes, everywhere.” He pulled off his T-shirt and gave it a pop. Dust hung in the air and drifted toward the abyss. He coughed.

	A young ranger stepped back to avoid the drift. “You’re alive, man. Count your blessings.”

	“Not till I get some air, and not till I kick Luiz’s ass.”

	“Jump in the river when we get there.”

	“I’m not going to the canyon.”

	“You mean we’re lugging this stuff down by ourselves?”

	“You got it here.” Jack coughed and fought for a breath. “Have him give you a hand.” He nodded at Thomas and gave his shirt an-other pop.

	“Sure as hell should,” the young ranger said, turning to watch the man Luiz was attending.

	Thomas sat upslope, behind the safety line. Luiz swabbed alcohol on the scrapes on his nose, then taped on a piece of gauze. It glistened against his skin.

	“You stay here,” Luiz said, as he stood and turned to other matters.

	Jack watched as Thomas sat back and stared. Unengaged, he seemed to have little interest in what the others were doing. Instead, his attention was faintly on the canyon. What the hell was he thinking? What was he doing on that ledge? And why is he being so damned coy?

	Hell, he’s Luiz’s worry now.

	Jack knelt at a boulder and kneaded a knot loose. He tossed the webbing and carabiners into a green canvas duffle.

	The team disassembled the raising system, belay lines, anchors, and safety lines, breaking them down and packing them away.
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