
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Beyond Here There Be Dragons



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BEYOND HERE THERE BE DRAGONS

    

    
      First edition. November 15, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 D.B. Clifton.

    

    
    
      Written by D.B. Clifton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by D.B. Clifton

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          For The Long Haul

          
        
          
	          Beyond Here There Be Dragons (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART ONE

[image: ]




{Riders On The Storm}    
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Bear Kolinski stepped out of his battered old Honda into a light drizzle that promised more to come. Dripping water rustled the leaves on the nearby trees into what could be mistaken for whispers in the dark. A restless energy stirred the forest surrounding the town of Hastey’s Crossing, if the word ‘town’ could be applied to the few dilapidated buildings there. It likely would not exist at all but for the few businesses that catered to rock climbers who came from across the country to test themselves against The Blade.

Somewhere out there in the night loomed the half-mile-long, thousand-foot-high fin of Tuscarora sandstone know as The Blade; so-named because of its resemblance to a giant axe head jutting up from the floor of the Little Kanawha River valley in central West Virginia.

Garcia's Bar & Grill — a low, rambling, wood-sided structure — was both the physical center of Hastey’s Crossing and also its center of activity. Sooner or later a majority of the climbers visiting the area at any given time would succumb to the allure of the neon, hot-pink, Rolling-Stones-lips sign hanging above the door.

Bear patted his car’s dented front fender, a ‘Thank you’ for getting him this far one more time. The employment gods willing, maybe next year he could finally afford a spanking new 2006 sport coupe. But next year could wait, as it already had for far too many years. Bear’s focus was on tomorrow when, weather permitting, he and his best friend would tackle one of the routes on The Blade’s western flank: a rock climbing puzzle known as Bunyan’s Beard. Tonight, he would tackle Garcia's. 

Inside the bar The Eagles hit song ‘Take it to the Limit’ blared from the jukebox which was a genuine Wurlitzer. The record was worn and scratchy, with the soft rhythmic click of a crack.

“Bey-Har, mi amigo!” the owner shouted to him from behind the bar.

“Pat, you crazy Irishman,” Bear answered. “If I have to remind you one more time how to pronounce my name, I’m gonna take my business elsewhere.” He was only half joking. Pat’s Spanish pronunciation of his actual name — Bexar — was correct. Still it got on his nerves. It seemed he’d spent half his life either explaining how to pronounce his name, or bypassing that chore by introducing himself with his ‘nickname’ version of it. As to his threat to take his business elsewhere, there was nowhere else nearby to go.

“Okay, Señor B-E-A-R,” Pat said. “Like that better?”

“I’d like it if just once you treated me like a paying customer. From the looks of this place, you need all you can get.”

“Alright, my friend, just this once,” Pat said. “After all you are your momma’s little honey bear. The usual?”

“Fuck you,” Bear said with a good-natured smile as he settled onto a stool. “And yes, the usual.”

While waiting for Pat to fetch his drink, Bear gazed with only mild interest at the large mirror stretching across the wall behind the bar. Divided in half vertically by a strip of black electricians tape, it was an everyday fixture of Garcia’s. No one paid much attention to it until the display on one side of the tape or the other gained a new addition.

The left side, farthest from the door, displayed a half-dozen photographs affixed haphazardly — the five men and one woman killed while attempting one or another of the many climbing routes offered by The Blade. Bear noted the most recent addition to the memorial, a climber who cratered less than a year earlier. He didn’t know Stan Grimaldi well, but he always enjoyed the man’s deep, booming laugh. Brother Grim, as he was known, was silenced forever during an attempt to be the first person to scale The Sentinel: a 300-foot sandstone pillar standing like an exclamation point just off the north end of the statement in stone named The Blade.

The side of the mirror nearest the door, where everyone entering was sure to see, held a collection of placards, each bearing a name. Those rested under the banner ‘BABE’S OXYMORONS’ rendered in bright red letters splashed with silver glitter. ‘BABE’ was a reference to Paul Bunyan’s giant blue ox. The ‘MORONS’ were climbers chosen for their outstanding stupidity in pursuit of a summit. The general consensus being, Must have been dumb as an ox to try that! Seeing his own face reflected between two placards, Bear scoffed at the idea his name would ever appear there. One thing was certain: better there than on the other side of the mirror.

Pat sat a tumbler with two fingers of Bulleit bourbon on the bar. Bear took a sip and sighed, hopeful of an interesting evening.

But though usually busy on a Saturday evening, Garcia's was strangely subdued. Scattered groups of climbers and hikers straggled in from the rain. A desultory lot, they somehow managed to keep Pat busy.

Bear scanned them for familiar faces. Some he knew, but not well. Others, he recognized as people he’d seen around ... somewhere ... along the trails or maybe hanging out at the base of one of The Blade’s numerous climbing routes. He received an occasional nod of recognition. The random “Hey, Bear, how’s it goin’?” Altogether there was no one he particularly wanted to engage in conversation. To his surprise, he just wasn’t in the mood.

When he first spied the lights of Garcia's through his car’s rain-streaked windshield, his spirits ascended as fast as Yvon Chouinard scaling a five-four beginners route. After settling in with a good drink, however, it turned into a steady rappel back down. Perhaps it was the long trip from Cincinnati? His best friend and climbing partner, Willard Stark — known among the local climbers as Juice — wouldn’t arrive until around midnight. They planned to drive down together. But then “this thing” came up where Juice worked, so Bear made it solo. Although, god knows, he should be used to that. Whatever the reason for his change of mood, the fewer words exchanged with anyone, the better.

Considering how the evening was bottoming out, Bear figured he’d linger for a while sipping his second Bulleit, then be off to bed. Since he and Juice had separate rooms, he could get some rest without worrying about being disturbed when Juice got in. He would catch up with his friend in the morning. Then they could check the weather, and hopefully head out to take on Bunyan’s Beard.

Lost in thought, Bear only half noticed when someone took the stool beside him. At a soft “H’lo,” he glanced aside, and could not help but break into a grin at the sight of Ed Markham.

“Hey, Ed, been a while. How’re ya doin’?” Bear had never climbed with Ed. But Ed and Rachel Bascomb were friends as well as occasional climbing partners. At first that alone was enough incentive to get to know the man. But now ... well? ... Ed had a way of growing on you.

“Doin’ okay,” Ed answered.

Which was enough. It took Bear a while, but he finally became accustomed to Ed’s method of communication. The wiry little guy tried to express anything he needed to say in one or two words. If necessary, three. Anything beyond three words at any one time was Ed being downright chatty. If there were any confusion concerning the message he wanted to impart, one or another of his friends would become an ‘Ed whisperer’. A role which usually began with the person saying, ‘What I think Ed means is...’ It was widely remarked that though Ed spoke little, when he did, you should pay attention. 

Pat was across the room dealing with customers in a booth by the wall. Instead of waiting, Ed left his stool, stepped behind the bar, and helped himself to a Heineken. Once again seated beside Bear, he twisted off the cap, took a pull, and said, “Route?”

“Bunyan’s Beard.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah, me and Juice. If the weather’s right, of course. You?”

Ed took another pull on his beer. “Dunno.”

Bear could not resist asking, “Whatever route it is, will you be climbing with Rache?”

“Yep.”

“Kurt, too?” Another question Bear felt compelled to ask. Kurt Jorgenson had been chasing after Rachel for as long as anyone could remember.

“Yep,” Ed responded.

“Why does Rache climb with him, anyway?”

“My friend.”

Ed’s response confirmed what Bear suspected. Though Kurt was known as a good climber, Rachel allowing the big jock to ever tie in with her was solely a consequence of Ed’s unaccountable friendship with the man. Ed and Kurt could not be more dissimilar. Still, Bear couldn’t help but wonder how being in such close proximity to Kurt on the cliff walls might affect Rachel’s opinion of him. He decided to let it go ... for now.

Bear enjoyed his Bulleit as Ed sipped his beer. Despite the news about Kurt climbing with Rachel again, his mood was lighter for Ed’s company. Pat came by, glared at the Heineken in Ed’s hand, then shrugged and walked away in the direction of the kitchen. He knew Ed was good for it.

After a few minutes, Ed asked, “Bunyan’s Beard?”

“Yeah. What about it?”

“Don’t go.”

Something in Ed’s tone of voice caused Bear to regard him more closely. “Why not?” he asked with more concern than he possessed any logical reason to feel.

“Hunch.”

Ed’s hunches had a creepy habit of often coming true. This was well known. But Bear refused to let some sandstone soothsayer keep him and Juice from pushing up a virgin route past Bunyan’s regular line to the summit. Naming rights went to the first person to reach the top of a new climb. Bear was looking forward to christening his first route.

“Hell, with the way it’s raining, the weather’ll likely be too bad anyway,” Bear said, not wanting to argue with someone he was coming more and more to regard as a friend.

“Hope so.” Ed killed off his beer. He fished some folding money out of the front pocket of his jeans, counted out a few bucks, and plopped them onto the bar. “G’night,” he said, and headed for the door.

Facing the mirror behind the bar, Bear raised his glass in a salute. “You too.”

After a few steps, Ed stopped and turned. “Bear?”

“Yeah,” Bear said to the Ed in the mirror.

Ed held his gaze for a long moment, then repeated, “Don’t go.”
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Between the rain, occasional thunder, and Ed’s cryptic warning, Bear slept fitfully at best. The next morning dawned overcast. The sky wasn’t so much raining but rather spitting occasional drops. This buoyed his spirits a little. Perhaps he and Juice could take on Bunyan’s Beard after all. Maybe in the afternoon if the sun came out and sufficiently dried off the rock face. Crossing from Yarnell’s General Store — where his room was located on the second floor — to Garica’s, he noted Juice’s car in the parking lot. He entered Garcia's, ready for a cup of Pat’s infamous stronger-than-strong coffee.

Bear spotted Juice where he expected to find him, sitting at the bar digging into a plate of eggs and home fries. Holding station behind the bar, Garcia's stocky owner nodded to Bear.

“G’morning, Pat,” Bear said. “Coffee.”

“Please...?” Pat prodded.

“Okay.” Bear rolled his eyes. “Please.”

Juice glanced aside at Bear. “Glad you could finally make it. We’re burning daylight.”

Bear picked up a buttered half-slice of toast off a small plate near Juice’s coffee cup, and took a bite. “How can ya tell? Still looks pretty dark out there to me,” he said while chewing. “How’d that thing at work go? You all set? No distractions? Ready to do some climbing?”

“Fine. Yes, yes, and yes. In that order”

Juice moved the plate of toast to the other side of his breakfast platter. Pat sat a steaming mug of black coffee in front of Bear, the aroma alone strong enough to wipe away the last of the cobwebs.

He took a sip, grimaced, took another and said, “We sure picked a good weekend, didn’t we.”

Juice forked up the last of his eggs. “It’ll work out, you’ll see,” he said with his usual optimism. “By this afternoon we’ll we hanging out together, literally, and havin’ a ball.”

“Ed...” Bear began, then trailed off.

“What about Ed?”

“He’s around here somewhere, is all,” Bear replied after a brief hesitation. His wiry little friend’s warning already cost him a good night’s sleep. Did he have to burden Juice with it too? Especially when they might have a chance at summiting Bunyan’s Beard after all? “Climbing with Rache ... and Kurt. Don’t know where.”

“Kurt, huh?”

“Don’t start,” Bear said. “Just let it go, and let me get some breakfast. If you didn’t eat up everything Pat has, that is.”

“Just my share. Which...,” he turned to Pat, who was within easy eavesdropping distance behind the bar, “I suppose I’ll have to pay for.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Pat said. “I live to serve.”

“Then serve me up some eggs,” Bear said to him. “Sunny-side up, with hash browns and toast. And put this guy’s,” he nodded to Juice, “on my tab.”

“Sunny-side up it is,” Pat repeated. As if on cue, a shaft of sunlight flared through a window across from the bar, flooding the interior of the restaurant with a golden glow. Pat nodded for effect, grinned, and scurried off to the kitchen.

“Damn,” Juice said, staring at the window. “That guy is good.” He turned to Bear. “If it clears a little more, there should be enough time for the route to dry off. We just may see the top of Bunyan’s yet.”

“Yeah,” Bear said uncertainly.

“Well don’t knock me over with your enthusiasm. While you work up some excitement for our little enterprise, I’m gonna hit the sack. Got in late, as you know. So I need my beauty sleep before our closeup with the rock. See ya later.” He slid off the barstool and headed for the door.

As Bear watched his friend leave, he tried to understand where his own lack of enthusiasm for the climb came from. Usually he was more than primed and ready to take the sharp end of the rope: the lead position. But not now. Not yet. Not so soon after Ed planted that little seed of doubt the night before. It would come, though, he was certain. Just get a few feet up, and everything would fall into place, as it always did. But then ‘fall’ was not a good word for a climber to use, even in his thoughts. ‘Flow’? That was better, Bear thought. Let him and Juice get started and they would flow, straight on to the top of Bunyan’s Beard via a new route. Their route. All they needed to do was get on the rock, and everything would be just fine. Or so he hoped.
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Scattered clouds hung around all day, but there was enough sunlight to eventually dry off the west face of The Blade where the climbing route known as Bunyan’s Beard wound its zigzag path to the top. Bunyan’s was a climb Bear and Juice never before attempted. Besides paying only sketchy attention to other climbers talking about it, and eyeballing it from the ground, they hadn’t bothered to gather anymore beta. This approach made it more of a challenge, they figured. More of a thrill.

They weren’t able to begin the climb until late afternoon. But in short order they were well over 300 feet up the route, huddling on a broad ledge in a corner where two rock faces met at a nearly perfect right angle. There they were forced to evaluate the situation. The path they were following was gone. What up to that point had provided enough holds for a Hindu god to slap all his hands and feet on was suddenly only smooth stone. A narrow ledge led off to the right. It being the only option available to continue the climb, Juice took the sharp end of the rope joining them, and moved out onto the ledge.

After about a dozen feet, he stopped and placed a small protective climbing device into a crack in the cliff face. Secured to this anchor, he took in the rope as Bear moved across to join him; a belay procedure which would allow him to catch Bear if he were to fall. Bear added two more anchors to the one Juice placed, and clipped a Spectra cordlette through all three protective devices. With his harness clipped to the cordlette the system was equalized, holding him to the rock wall like a fly in a bulletproof spider web.

As Juice continued traversing to the right, Bear let the rope slide through the belay device — known as an ATC — clipped to his harness. Even without watching, he could monitor his friend’s progress through the subtle shifts in pressure transferred to his harness through the rope. It was a language of tension in which every dedicated climber was fluent.

Juice crept along the ledge, slow but sure, without placing any other anchors. There was nowhere in the rock to plug anything in, but that was fine. Bear was confident they could handle the situation. Over the past two years they climbed together often enough to trust each other without hesitation.

From Bunyan’s Beard, Bear enjoyed a hawk’s view of Hastey’s Crossing. Anyone in the little hamlet could observe their progress. Bear did it when other climbers were attempting an especially difficult route. As he drank in the scenery he knew there was always a chance the observer was being observed. 

A flicker of movement caught his eye. Three people emerged from the scrub trees at the base of the cliff where he and Juice began their climb, the one in the lead wearing an orange-and-black windbreaker and black leggings. That and the glimmer of light on short, copper colored hair marked her as Rachel Bascomb — likely the best climber in the area at the moment. The three stopped and shrugged off their packs.

“Hold me!” Juice called.

Bear jerked his right hand, his brake hand, down smartly to his hip, locking in place the rope joining him to Juice. “Got ya!”

He looked out across the grey-brown face of the rock wall. Juice was holding on with his left hand, leaning back, right arm dangling. A lovely vertical crack was evident about six feet past him that appeared to run all the way to the summit another one-hundred-fifty feet above. From Bear’s vantage it looked perfect.

“What’s the problem?” Bear shouted to be heard over the rising wind. Ragged clouds sailed over the summit from the far side. Sunlight punched through in random searchlight shafts. Juice looked worried.

“The ledge runs out just past here,” he said. “Peters out to a line about a flake wide for the last four feet. It’s real thin.”

Knowing Juice used ‘thin’ when most people would say ‘microscopic’, Bear shouted, “What about hand holds?”

“Thin.”

“Shit!”

“Damn, that crack looks nice.” Juice glanced below them. “Looks like we’re too quick for our own good. Down there, about a dozen feet, there’s a line of plates right across to the crack. We were moving so fast, we missed them. We need to down-climb.”

“Down-climb?” Bear vaguely remembered overhearing another climber say something about ‘plates’.  But at the moment his main concern was time and the weather. In his opinion,  they should keep pressing forward. “How the hell’d we pass that without seeing it?” He glared at the line of jagged-edged stone plates, as obvious now as if there were a big neon arrow pointing to them. He also saw Rachel and the other two climbers, probably Ed and Kurt, moving fast up the corner he and Juice had followed. It was a three-pitch climb to their current position, and Rachel was already at the transition point between the first and the second.

“The way the rock bulges there,” Juice yelled, “we couldn’t see it. Hell, we thought we’d just cruise on up the corner behind you. We didn’t need that pretty little crack. You still got me?”

“Yeah. Just don’t fall and make me prove it.”

“Don’t jinx us,” Juice responded. “Okay, I’m coming back to you. On belay.”

“Belay’s on.”

“Moving.” Juice inched left, his body pressed tightly against the sandstone face.

“Moving? You’re supposed to say ‘climbing.’”

“I’m not climbing. I’m moving sideways like a big fuckin’ crab. Stop arguing and just belay me.”  

Knowing Juice rarely cursed unless he was worried, Bear felt an odd tingle. Gooseflesh rippled over him. He never once believed he was about to fall. Never even thought it a possibility. Having talked about it on any number of occasions, he and Juice agreed: it happens to the other guy. To Bear, Juice was suddenly an other guy. He decided to tell him to ‘see it before you do it,’ which was their code to be careful.

“Hey, Juice!”

Juice shifted his focus from the rock face to Bear, started to say something, and dropped away. Bear didn’t see his hands slip or hear the soft click of a chip of rock letting go beneath his feet. Juice was just gone.

With very little slack in the rope, Juice’s one-hundred-sixty pounds hit the anchor system smoothly. Accelerating through an arc like a turbocharged pendulum, by the time he swung twenty feet below Bear, he effectively weighed a quarter of a ton.

Bear felt the strain at his harness as all the forces in play converged on him. Twisted off the skinny ledge, he dropped about a foot. The combined shock of both his and Juice’s weight hit the three protective devices in the wall above.  

Levered into position in a tight horizontal crack, the tri-cam exploded from the rock in a spray of bits and dust. A little farther down the crack, a steel hex popped out when the cordlette pulled in an unanticipated direction.

Unzipping is the term for when one anchor after another fails in a cascading effect that applies ever greater force to the next and the next. Bear always considered it such an appropriate word. With it actually happening, he could not believe he was being unzipped in what seemed like slow motion. There was time for one manic, “Aah!” before all the force in play slammed into the last protective device jammed into the crack: an inch-and-a-half-wide bit of steel, springs, and aircraft cable known as a spring-loaded cam.

The SLC slipped. Bear slid down the face a sickening inch before stopping. Swinging beneath Bear, Juice careened toward the corner where he hit the adjacent wall with a thud and a groan.

As Juice started to swing back beneath him, Bear shouted, “Hands on the rock! Grab something!”

His back to the wall, Juice pressed his hands against the cliff face and came to a stop, arms outstretched like a crucified Christ. Bear slipped a fraction of an inch, the movement sudden and much too free. He nearly screamed. The slide stopped as quickly as it started. They were two men joined by a rope and hanging by a thread.

“Juice!” Bear shouted. “You okay?”

Blood smeared down his cheek from a bad scrape at his left temple, Juice gave him a shaky thumbs-up.

“Hey, buddy,” Bear said, hoping a touch of forced calm might help to stem his surging panic. “You wanna give me a hand with this little problem we have?”

“Sure,” Juice called up to him. “All you have to do is tell me how.”

Bear took a bit of comfort from his friend’s weak attempt at humor. He hoped if they kept their cool, they could come out of this alive.

Looking down past Juice, Bear saw Rachel still leading what might have become a rescue team. He nearly laughed at the thought of the other two straining to keep up. It’s not that Ed and Kurt were bad climbers. But when Rachel climbed, she was so smooth it was like watching water flow over rock. The difference being, Rachel flowed uphill.

“No bullshit, man!” Bear shouted to Juice. “How bad are you hurt?”

“My head pounded the wall pretty good, but I think I’m okay.”

“Reason I ask is, Rache is on her way with Kurt and Ed. Looks like they plan on saving our asses. Just wondered what you thought of it.”

“Screw them! We got ourselves into this. I say we practice aggressive self-rescue.” Juice studied the rock wall by his waist. “Got any small pieces left? There’s a little pocket here that feeds into a fingertip crack. But everything I have is too big.”

Bear checked the gear rack slung across his body from right shoulder to left hip like a bandito’s ammo belt. “Got a 1-B. Not much, but here it comes.” He clipped the tiny tri-cam onto the rope and let go.

Gravity zipped the tri-cam down to a stop against the figure-8 knot at Juice’s harness. He retrieved it, and fiddled it into the pocket in the sandstone face. The little bit of movement this generated in the rope system caused Bear to cringe. He would swear he felt the SLC above him move a millimeter.

“Easy!” he called. “Baby steps!”

“I believe we’re in business,” Juice said as he clipped into the new anchor.

“I’m pretty much screwed here!” Bear yelled. “I’m afraid to move too much. You got any holds?”

Juice extended his hands above his head and crimped his fingertips on a small edge. When he set his feet against the wall, the rope connecting him and Bear was almost slack. 

Still, Bear felt the SLC shift. His weight alone might be too great a burden. If the cam let go, he would rip Juice from the wall. If Juice managed to reach the corner before the cam failed, he could set an anchor in the crack there that would hold them both.  

A spectator as Juice made his glacial progress toward the corner, Bear felt the SLC gradually slipping, eating through the rock grain by grain. It was a race with time, with the very real possibility the clock would win. “Juice!” he shouted, panic evident in his voice. “How’re ya doin?”

“You gotta send me some more pro before I get too far from the last piece. I need to set anchors as I go.”

Bear stared straight ahead at the empty air, knowing that was the only thing beneath him for more than 300 feet. The impossible has happened. He fell, and no scenario he ever worked out could begin to deal with it.

“Hey,” Juice called. “Where’s the gear?”  

Bear was unable to answer. He refused to look at Juice, nor could he stand to stare out into nothing any longer. The SLC slipped a fraction of an inch closer to popping clean from the wall. He looked down to the rescue team. Still in the lead, Rachel was spotlighted by one of the few rays of sunlight able to pierce the ever-darkening sky. Her copper hair glowed as if on fire. 

“Bear! What’s goin’ on, man?” Juice shouted. “Haven’t gone to sleep on me now, have you? Let’s get movin’!”

Bear didn’t move. He couldn’t move as time lost all meaning. Instead, he stared at Rachel as she worked a lay-back past a slab. He remembered the spot from when he and Juice passed it at a moment that seemed like lifetimes ago. Hands cupped around the vertical edge of the slab, leaning back over empty space, she walked up the rock face like a fly. Some called the lay-back the technique of no technique — a brute strength move — but damn, she made it visual poetry. Rachel looked up and locked eyes with him.

“Bear!” Juice screamed. “Slide me some pro or cut the goddamn rope! Either way, move your worthless ass!”

Bear blinked once. Twice. He started to shake his head but stopped, fearing that little bit of motion might be enough to rip the SLC out of the rock above. That rational thought dragged him back to the present moment. Juice needed some protective gear, and right now. “Yeah, hang on!”

“Glad to see you’re still with me,” Juice called. “Oh, and forget what I said about cutting the rope.”

Bear checked his gear rack, and sent another piece of pro down the rope. The SLC above slipped and grabbed again. Bear screamed a short, high-pitched, “Eeh!”

Juice wriggled the tapered bit of stainless steel with its loop of aircraft cable into a crack. He flash clipped the rope to the cable and started left again, eyes focused on the corner ten feet away.

Bear tore his gaze away from his friend. He forgot the SLC above. Ignored the empty air below. He only saw Rachel as she moved well into the third pitch without even slowing, much less stopping to make the transfer and let one of the others take the lead. Kurt shouted something as she moved ahead of him, the distance between them greater than it should be. Rachel pulled the rescue team in her wake as she flew up the rock face.

She was getting close. So close. But as Bear began to slip again — a slow, steady, relentless creep down the face — he knew time had run out.  

His last link to the cliff popped out with a crisp, anticlimactic click. A violent jolt strained his harness as his weight hit the rope now angling up to Juice. Careening toward the corner, whirling like a drunken figure skater, he could not be sure if he were falling or not. His vision of the universe was reduced to blurred smears of blue, grey/black and green, with a dash of orange. He closed his eyes and hoped the end wouldn’t hurt too much.

“Bear!”  

The voice was crazy close, accompanied by a rumble of thunder. For one stupid second he considered answering, ‘Yes, Lord.’ He was surprised God sounded like a frantic woman.

“...my hand!”

Bear’s world stopped spinning. 

“Grab my hand, you silly bastard!” 

He opened his eyes to find himself suspended, gently rocking over the valley floor. He jerked his head around and saw Rachel leaning out from the corner, holding him by one hand at the back of his harness, her face red with the strain.  

Bear reached back, clutched her free hand, and knew he was alive ... for the moment.

A sling attached to an anchor buried deep in a crack in the corner held Rachel in place. Bear was linked to Juice by their rope. Juice hung suspended by his fingers and a sling attached to his only remaining anchor. The world grew darker as the storm bore down on their aerie, charging the air, intensifying what little light there was. Everything stood out in sharper contrast, a sustained tension that craved release. 

“Hang on, Rache!” Kurt, a big man with the physique of an Olympic swimmer, came up the last few feet.

Bear noticed there was no rope joining Rachel to Kurt. Only then did he realize she had cut herself loose from the other two climbers in a vertical Kamikaze run to snatch him out of the air. One misstep or botched hand hold, and she would have been gone.

“What’s goin’ on down there?” Juice screamed.

“Thirty seconds, Juice!” Rachel yelled as she kept her eyes locked on Bear. The wind whipped her short hair in every direction. Thunder was one long continuous rolling rumble. “Can he do it?” she whispered.

“Just watch.” Bear took a deep breath and shouted, “Cassie!” He believed if anything could give his friend the will to hang on, it was the idea of seeing his four-year-old daughter again. 

Ed reached them, and began setting more anchors and stringing leads to everyone. Kurt grabbed Bear’s harness. Rachel let go of Bear, and ran enough rope out to Juice to relieve the strain on him.

“Juice! Get on the wall!” Kurt yelled like a drill sergeant having a bad day.    

Juice scrambled into a secure stance above where Kurt, Rachel and Bear were locked in their crazy tango. “I’m good!” he yelled. “You can pull in that fish you hooked ... if you think he’s a keeper.”

Rachel ducked out of Kurt’s way onto the broad ledge in the corner. Together, Kurt and Ed hauled Bear back from the brink. He planted his feet on the rock ledge and hurled himself into the corner, pressing Rachel against the wall. His breath came in ragged gasps.

“Slow down, sailor.” She laughed. “We just met.”

A roiling mass of dark clouds piled up around the summit of The Blade like breakers on a rocky coast. Bear held on to Rachel, unable to stop shaking. She put a hand to the back of his neck.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you.” She held Bear with one arm while clipping him to the anchor that held her. 

“Juice!” Kurt called. “We’re solid here. Can you make it back?”

“Here I come.”

Bear pulled away from Rachel. His trembling subsided as he watched Juice edge his way left the final ten feet into the corner a dozen feet above them.

Rachel wrapped her arm around Bear’s shoulder. “Ya big baby,” she said, and gave a little squeeze. 

The storm, like a living thing, coiled itself around the crags above, gathered its strength, and held its breath.
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A series of fast rappels got them off Bunyan’s Beard and on the trail to Hastey’s Crossing ahead of the storm. Soon Bear made out the lights of Garcia's through the wind-whipped trees. Turning his head, he saw lightning dance over Bunyan’s summit, followed by a cannon shot of thunder.

“She almost bit your ass this time,” Kurt, walking beside him, said with a touch of frost. 

“She?” Bear watched the electric fireworks overhead.

“Mother Nature, mother fucker. She teased you up the corner, and kept those clouds in her hip pocket the whole time. If you’d kept going, right now that rock would be an anvil. The storm, a hammer. And you two would be in between.” He slapped Bear on the back, propelling him down the trail toward Juice.  

“Yeah, lucky we had the good sense to fall,” Juice said. A makeshift bandage wound around his head gave him the appearance of a casualty of war.

Bear and Juice fell in side-by-side behind Rachel and Ed, and exchanged nervous glances. As the first raindrops pattered on the leaves above, Rachel turned, grinned, and picked up the pace. Bear wondered if he would ever be able to meet her gaze again after the show he put on earlier. For that matter, would he be able to look Juice in the eye, either?

The rain fell harder penetrating the forest canopy. Bear used it as an excuse to keep his head down as they all broke into a trot. The dull clack of climbing gear strung on their packs played accompaniment as they reached the parking lot and loped across it toward Garcia's. The neon ‘Rolling Stones Lips’ sign over the door lit the way.

“Whew.” Ed stared into the parking lot and whistled. “Money.”

Parked amid the old Hondas, Subarus, and rusting Ford Ranger pickups sat an H2. Though not a full sized Hummer, the black SUV was still large enough to grab their attention. Raindrops beaded on its polished surface. 

“One of your friends, Rache?” Though all grin, Kurt’s voice was ice. “Some daddy come to sponsor you?”

“Whoever he is, he can’t handle me.” She held his gaze. “Haven’t found a man yet who could.”

“Now, children...” Ed said, ever the peacemaker.

“I’ve got enough sense to get in out of the rain.” Kurt’s grin faded. He jostled past Bear and entered Garcia's.

Rachel stepped between Bear and Juice, took them both by the arm, and followed. “Come on, boys. I’m not cheap, but I am free to the right man.”

“Your free might cost me a bit too much,” Juice said. “I’m pretty sure Penny would stick me with the lawyer’s fees as well as child support.”

They paused, sheltered from the rain by the overhang above the door.

“We’ll talk about it over drinks.” She squeezed Bear’s arm. “First round’s on this guy.”

“Why me?” Bear decided to follow wherever the conversation led, as long as it avoided what happened on the cliff.

“Call it a salvage fee. Plus, your name is first alphabetically. We have to have some system.”

“Makes you last.” Ed gave Rachel a wink.

“Who says we go by first names?” Bear complained. “I say we vote on it.”

“I’m with Rache,” Ed said.

“What a surprise.” Bear said with light sarcasm. “Juice?”

“I’m with Rache, too.”

Bear gave him a what-the-hell look.

“In case you all have forgotten, my name’s not Juice. It’s Willard.”

“Getting free booze is the only reason you’d claim it,” Bear said. 

“I answer to it when Penny moans, Oh, Willard!”

“Oh, Willard!” Rachel moaned as she steered them into the smoky darkness of Garcia's.

Bear squinted at both the low light and the high volume of the music inside. Behind the bar, Pat raised his hand in greeting.

“There’s my favorite climbers,” the stocky barkeep called out. “Other than the last ones who paid their tab.”  

“Hey, Pat,” Bear said. “Get your ass over here and take our orders. Soon as we find a table, that is.”

“Back here!” Kurt’s voice boomed from the gloom deeper in the establishment. “Got a reserved spot. Somebody had to take the lead.”

The others dropped their packs in the corner by the table to which Kurt laid claim. Juice took the chair to Kurt’s right, Ed sat to his left.  

“Why’d you pick so far back?” Juice asked. “It’s afternoon, and morning hasn’t reached here yet.”

“Bathroom.” Ed nodded toward the nearby hallway leading to the restrooms.

“Yeah, location is everything.” Kurt watched Bear and Rachel take their seats across from him. “Quick run to the john. Quick back to the table. No drinkin’ time wasted. Speaking of location, what the hell were you two doing on Bunyan’s on a day like this? Ever hear of a fuckin’ weather forecast?”

“The rain passed last night.” Bear did not care for Kurt’s tone of voice. “The rock was dry, so we took the chance. Anyway, the storm moved back in fast.”

“Fast, my ass,” Kurt growled. “You know The Blade makes her own weather. Good thing we were there to pull you off the rock when you were swinging like a limp dick.”

“Kurt!” Rachel said.

Pat came to their table, no note pad in hand. Everyone knew he could take the orders from every thick-tongued, alcohol-fogged prince or queen in the house at the same time and not get one wrong. “Okay, what’ll it be?”

“Bud-Light.” Rachel continued to stare lasers at Kurt.  

Ed ordered a Heineken

“I’ll take a Jack on the rocks,” Juice said.

Pat leaned in close and inspected the irregular blood stain smearing the bandage on Juice’s head.  “Who clubbed you?”

“Mr. Bunyan’s Beard, my friend.” Juice relished the attention. Some at the nearby tables were staring and whispering. “Instead of goin’ up and over, I tried to go through head first. Did you know that thing is made of rock?”

“Bunyan’s or your head?” 

“You should see the what he did to the cliff,” Bear said. “And I’ll have the usual.” He noted the silent fireworks between Rachel and Kurt. Any other time, he would take Kurt on in a battle of wits, but he wasn’t in the mood at the moment.

“Nothing but the best for my compadre, Bay-har.”

“Shit!” Kurt looked away from Rachel. “He’s Polish and your last name’s O’Quinn, for Christ’s sake! Cut the crap, will ya, and get me a Maker’s Mark. A double, straight up.”

“Please,” Ed added for his friend.

“Why the hell did you ever tell him to say your name that way?” Kurt asked Bear as Pat headed for the bar.

“I didn’t. Since this place has a Mexican name, I just thought I’d tell him how the Tay-ha-noes around San Antonio would say it. I didn’t think he’d make it his life’s calling.”  

Bear decided to ignore Kurt and look around now that his eyes were more accustomed to the gloom. The rough, barn siding planks on the walls seemed to absorb most of the light from the bunched-deer-antler chandeliers. He figured the lights were kept low so the patrons couldn’t see what they should probably report to the health department. The din of voices rose as scruffy hikers and climbers trickled in from the rain, some so soaked they left puddles on the floorboards under their chairs. 

He swept his eyes around the room to a booth against the wall by a window. A heavyset man sat there silhouetted against the window, a thread of smoke spiraling up from his oddly thick cigarette. Bear could not make out his features, but the man was definitely angled a little in his seat facing their direction.

“I think she wants you,” Rachel whispered in his ear. 

The others were arguing the relative merits of beer versus whiskey — an age-old and honored quantity-versus-quality debate Bear knew well. He and Rachel were virtually alone.

“I think she’s a he.” He savored the warmth of her breath.

“Not him, Brokeback. His companion.”

Bear looked more closely and saw another form, a darker shadow in the gloom on the opposite side of the booth from the man. Someone was there, back to the wall, also turned in their direction.

“She’s been staring at you from the moment we walked in.” Rachel’s voice dropped an octave. “She’s the reason he’s looking over here. A woman notices these things.”

“Wonder who they are.” He loved the way it tickled when Rachel whispered so close to his ear. 

“They belong to the Hummer out there in the lot.”

“How do you know?” He wanted to keep her talking. If a menu was close at hand, he would hand it to her and ask her to read dessert options. 

“Look at their clothes.”

“All I see are silhouettes.”

“I’d say he’s wearing Orvis at least, probably Burberry. Urban safari for the man who wouldn’t dream of getting horse shit on his riding boots. If he’s dressed that way, he’s not gonna be with someone not up to his standards. A woman noti—”

“Yeah, I know. What else have you noticed?”  

“I know you owe Ed a great big thank you.”

“Ed?”

“He’s the reason we came to check on you two. Kurt found out where you were going. I think he was pissed you might beat him to the top today. Then Ed says, ‘Storm!’ Just like that. Nothing on the weather radio, but you know Ed. Anyway, we got our gear and headed out. Saw you playin’ piñata, and thought we’d help.”

“Rache, I’ll thank Ed later. But right now I wanna thank you. I mean it. I don’t know what went wrong up there. For a second I—”

“Hey, it happens. You’d think it was the first time either of you ever fell.”

“It was.”

“Wow. So I was there when you popped your cherry.” She grinned.

Bear wanted to respond but the well was dried to dust. The old line about always remembering your first time wouldn’t do. He didn’t want to remember. “You shouldn’t have done it,” he said instead.

“Done what?”

“You cut yourself loose from Ed and Kurt. You could have been killed.”

“Hauling those two up the wall was like dragging a sea anchor. And you looked like you were having so much fun, I didn’t want to be left out.” Her trembling voice betrayed the smile she wore.

“I won’t forget it.” 

“No problem. And if it was your first fall, you two didn’t do too badly.”

“That’s not how it feels.”

“Hey!” Kurt’s voice crashed their world. “Private conversation, or do you two wanna share with the class?”

“Just wondering about the couple in the booth over there.” Rachel said as smooth as melting ice.

“Over where?” In contrast, Kurt was loud and obvious.

Bear gave the booth a sidelong glance. The man was at his food. The woman, still turned their way.

“Who are they?” Kurt almost whispered.

“Trouble,” Ed said.

“Why do you mean?” Bear said as he tried to make out the woman’s features.

“Hummer,” Ed said.

“Hummer?” Kurt parroted.

“Do you own the things you own, or do the things you own own you,” Ed said.

Everyone at the table stared at Ed, openmouthed.

“Jesus, Ed, that was a complete sentence! What the hell got into you?” Juice laughed so hard he was nearly in tears.

“Song,” Ed said.

“Must be one hell of a song to make you so chatty.” Juice reached behind Kurt, and punched Ed lightly in the shoulder.

“I think I know what he’s saying,” Rachel began. “What are they doing here on the back side of the world, dressed the way they are and driving such a beast?” She nodded toward the window by the booth. The huge H2 was visible in the darkening lot. Raindrops glistened on its surface like serpent’s scales. “They’re either lost or looking for something in the wrong place. Waifs or wannabes. A woman—”

“Notices these things,” Bear finished her thought. “And you are quite a woman.”

“Damn right.” Rachel grinned at him as she kept the booth in her peripheral view.

Pat arrived balancing a tray large enough to be a Greek warrior’s shield on his thick fingers. He handed out the bottles and glasses, saving Bear’s for last.

“Here ya go, Señor Bay-har. Numero uno.”

“Even though I think that might have been Italian, thanks.” Bear sniffed the dark amber Bulleit. His first taste of the 90-proof bourbon almost took his breath away. Which was fine. He knew each successive sip would go down easier than the last. Pat stood by awaiting the verdict.

“Smooooth...” Bear exhaled.

“Fuckin’ showboat.” Kurt took a gulp of his Maker’s. “Domestic not good enough for ya?”

“Fire a shot when you need refills.” Nervous in the presence of confrontation, Pat scurried away.

“Fix me another!” Kurt yelled over his shoulder. “My dandy friend here will be sippin’ his for a while.”  

Even though he was the target of Kurt’s stare, Bear got the impression the words were aimed at Rachel.     

“What the hell is your problem?” Bear glared at Kurt.

“Apparently, it’s pulling dick-wads like you off the rock. You know, you weren’t alone up there. You put five people in jeopardy today. Five of us!” He turned to Rachel. “And you should have known better.”

“Now’s not the time,” she said sternly.

“I thought your problem was with me.” Bear wanted to tell the big sphincter he didn’t have to make the climb, but Kurt did help haul him in. And he was certainly none too proud of the part he played in the whole affair. It turned into a staring match.

“You did good, Kurt.” Juice stepped in gingerly. “We owe ya. In fact, your money’s no good tonight.” He winked at Rachel. “Call it a salvage fee.”

“Damn right you owe us. Both of you.” Kurt downed the rest of his bourbon. 

“Okay.” Bear conceded the staring match and raised his glass to Kurt. “My hero.” 

Rachel bumped his knee with hers, her face a mask as she watched Kurt drain the last drops from his glass. Pat came back with another double. 

Before Pat could leave, Rachel nodded toward the couple in the booth across the room. “Who are they?” The daylight showing through the window beside them was nearly gone.

“Don’t know.” Pat said. “They showed up in the early afternoon. Parked the Hummer, and just been walking around ever since. Got in here a little before you guys. Funny pair.”

“What do you mean?” Bear prodded.

“Hard to put into words. They just don’t go together. He’s a little older, but it’s not that. He ain’t her ticket, or if he is, he’s not getting paid the way you’d think. And there’s something about her.” Pat gave the booth a quick, nervous glance.

“Your radar’s always on, Pat,” Juice said. “Which makes you a hell of a bartender. So I guess you know to keep the refills coming.”

Pat scuttled away like he couldn’t get back to the bar fast enough. 

“Don’t worry, Sherlock,” Rachel whispered to Bear again, her breath carrying the faintest hint of beer. “You can ask him when he comes back.”

“Ask him what?”  

“What the something about her is.”

Bear gave the booth across the room his sustained regard. A glance at the window there showed it was raining harder. A savage arc of lightning confirmed the world outside still existed. The interior of Garcia's came back into focus as the scene outside the window returned to midnight black. The woman in the booth leaned forward, her features coalescing out of the dark as though she were coming into existence solely for him.

She was not beautiful, not even what Bear would call attractive. Too thin by half, devoid of curves, she was almost boyish. Her short hair was a shade of brown that looked like it wanted so badly to be blonde but couldn’t quite manage it. A slim, straight nose and pointed chin highlighted her pale, thin face. Her eyes were sunken deep into their smokey sockets. The something of which Pat spoke lived in those eyes.

She returned Bear’s gaze without blinking. He tried a quick smile but received no acknowledgment in return. Such concentrated power in so frail a body was simultaneously disturbing and intriguing. Rachel called them either waifs or wannabes. If there were something other than an iron will which would enable a waif to survive the world, he wondered what that thing might be.  

The man opposite her showed a round florid face with thick lips holding the ghost of a smile. His eyes were small, dark, and twinkling, not with mirth but rather like lifeless glass. He closed one eye against the sinuous thread of smoke from his cigarette, and fixed Bear in his sights. Unable to withstand the double-barreled assault from him and his companion, Bear turned back to the conversation at his table in time to hear Ed say...  

“Sponsor?”

The others stared at him.

Recalling a remark Ed made as they crossed the parking lot to Garcia's, Bear looked at Rachel and translated. “I think Ed was wondering what Kurt meant when he asked if the owner of the Hummer out there might want to be your sponsor.” He didn’t admit he was also curious.

“Yeah,” Kurt said. “Why don’t you tell us all about it?”

“It’s nothing, really. I made the mistake of telling him,” Rachel glared at Kurt, “about how I got a couple of phone messages from a guy who said he wants to represent me to some of the climbing gear companies.” Rachel shrugged. “I haven’t called him back. Probably some asshole joker.” 

“It’s not crazy at all,” Bear said. “You’d be great for an ad campaign like that. Don’t forget, it happened for Katie Brown.”  

“Katie Brown was a national champion at fourteen.” Rache smiled her gratitude. 

“And burnt out at eighteen,” Kurt said. “Think you could handle the pressure better than a champion?”

“Yes,” Ed answered for her and raised his glass.

The others follow his lead, Kurt the last to respond.

“To Rachel, the Queen of Rock!” Bear made the toast. He and Rachel clicked glass against bottle and drank. “You should call him back,” he added. “See what he has to say. If it’s a con of some sort, you’re bright enough to sniff it out. If it’s solid, you could do it.”

She clicked his glass again, and smiled over the lip of her bottle as she sipped.

“Let’s get back to today,” she said after a brief pause. “What happened up there?”

Silence is not a sufficient word to capture the tension of the moment. It was more like the suspended instant before a single rock shifts, unleashing a landslide that will crush everything in its path. They looked from one to the other. No one pronounced judgment.

“Mathematics,” Ed finally said, breaking the spell.

“Goddamn it, Ed!” Kurt said. “If you didn’t cling to rock like ivy, I’d throw your ass over the edge and climb with someone who could carry on a decent conversation!”

The landslide came down as laughter. Juice slapped the table hard enough to rattle the snack bowl. After a moment, even Kurt joined in. Ed beamed like the boy who found both the first and last Easter egg of the hunt. 

“What the fuck does math have to do with these two falling?” Kurt continued.

“Odds,” Ed answered.

“I think what Ed means is—” Rachel began.

“Hold it!” Kurt interrupted. “Just once I’d like for Ed, himself, to explain what the hell he means with his monosyllabic mumbo-jumbo.”

They all turned to Ed.

“More than one word,” Kurt growled.

“Their time.” Ed grinned, stood, and headed for the restroom.

“That was definitely more than one word.” Juice said with an impish grin.

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Kurt responded, a beaten man.

“Maybe he’s right,” Juice added almost like a sigh of relief. He turned to Bear. “We’ve been real lucky, brother. Not one fall before today? How long could a string like that go on?”

“You got it out of the way,” Rachel said in her serious voice, as if it were lesson time for the kids. “Learn from it and move on.”

“Yes, Mother.” Bear said.

“I’m not your mother.” Her voice dipped another octave. “But under the right circumstances you could call me Momma.”

“Do you two need a room?” Juice asked.

“Just a refill at the moment,” Bear said. From the corner of his eye he registered Kurt’s dagger stare. He needed to ask Rachel what the hell was going on, but he was not so sure he wanted the answer.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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A few more rounds of drinks along with shared plates of pub-grub from Garcia's mysterious kitchen carried them deep into the evening. The storm showed no sign of abating, its thunder echoed by the metallic rumble from the wind-buckled tin roof. Sheets of rain lashed the windows on the east side. Even though the tension between Rachel and Kurt hung over the table like the storm clouds outside, Bear wanted to drag out the time, delaying the trip home, if he could even apply the term to where he lived. Finally Ed tipped his latest bottle of Heineken for the last drops, pushed back from the table and stood.
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