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			Author’s Notes

			One

			By the early 1920s, when this story takes place, the United States government had assumed responsibility over dozens of natural and historical places in the American West. Some sites were famous, such as Yellowstone (1872) or Yosemite (1890), while others were virtually unknown. There were two different agencies charged with the management of America’s lands, history, and resources. One was the National Park Service, a branch of the Department of the Interior, formed to preserve designated parks and monuments for future generations. The other, under the Department of Agriculture, was the Forest Service, which supervised the wise utilization of natural resources including logging, mining, grazing and recreation.

			The two assignments seemed clear and straightforward: protect unique areas from human exploitation and manage natural resources for the benefit of all. Soon, however, both agencies found themselves facing a maze of complications, among which were the archaeological dilemmas. The big question was, what should they do about prehistoric human sites? Should these be “stabilized” to protect sightseers, as was the case with Mesa Verde (1906)? Should they be “restored” to their original appearance? Scientifically explored? Or allowed to decay?

			Confusion included the basic question of who would make the decisions. Laws were handed down, policies were written and re-written, guidelines were issued, but the final judgment call often had to be made, and enforced, by just one person: the district ranger.

			Two

			Black Elk, the Lakota mystic, spoke of Vision Places and the Sacred Hoop. A Cheyenne elder named Dreams of Horses told me about vision circles, “Beginning-Places,” sacred hoops, and medicine circles. The medicine circle in the following story sits on a level tundra meadow in the northern Rockies. Resembling an antique wagon wheel, it is seventy feet from side to side. It is comprised of stones weighing anywhere from ten pounds to more than thirty. The central circle, the hub, is seven feet in diameter. Connecting the hub to the rim are twenty-four lines of stones radiating like spokes. It is obviously prehistoric, but who built it, and why?

			Some non-native investigators, including anthropologists who should have known better, formulated an astronomical explanation. According to this notion, paleo-Indians built the “strange” wheel of stones in order to track the seasonal movement of the sun. The fallacies in this theory are obvious. Nowhere in the legends and folklore of the Northern Plains Indians will you find any reference to a circle of rocks being used for astronomy. Nor would the nomadic Indians have any use for a calendar in such a remote location.

			Instead, according to Dreams of Horses, the circle is a Place of Becoming. Its location is one of those spots on the physical earth where the spirit of place seems especially strong, making it a revered or sacred site suitable for coming-of-age rituals. It is remote, solitary, and difficult to reach. Being above treeline at nearly 12,000 feet elevation, it gives the initiate full exposure to the four sacred elements of sun, earth, air, and rain. The location was also chosen because of its unobstructed 360-degree view of the world.

			How is it used? A young man seeking recognition as an adult, or “warrior” in the parlance of the Anglo-European, undertakes a long trek to the Circle where he will fast and pray for his vision, sitting in the center of the Circle for hours each day. If he is successful, he will begin to feel completely united with earth, air and sun. His people would say that The Spirit takes possession over his mind. As this possession takes place he will find his physical eyes returning time and time again to a certain point on the horizon. When that happens he is then to gather stones, stones which he will arrange in a straight line leading from the Beginning Place and pointing toward the distant Place of Being. One stone for each day and night of vision fasting. Vision-seekers who came before him may have been drawn toward the same faraway spot, in which case there may already be a line of stones. He adds his own stones to the existing line.

			There is no expectation that he will travel to his horizon point. It is only symbolic, a confirmation of his spiritual medicine-direction. Dreams of Horses likened it to a Christian gazing at a cross: the Christian cannot travel to the original cross, but the cross shows the direction in which the Christian’s thoughts and actions should go. And what, you may ask, is a medicine-direction? In many of the Northern Tribes each of the four directions represents what we might call an “attitude” or “habit of thought.” Thus the North represents seeking deep wisdom, the East leads to enlightenment, the West is the place of introspection, or “looking-within”, and being drawn toward the South means approaching ones problems from an attitude that is innocent, curious, and non-judgmental.

			Fasting and vision-seeking reveals an initiate’s general “medicine direction” or “beginning place.” The medicine circle then gives sharper focus to that intuition or feeling. It might be compared with a modern aptitude test: after showing your inclination toward public service, your answers to the aptitude questions might go on to suggest a specific career in government, welfare or teaching.

			Let me try to clarify. First of all, the person who came to look for guidance at the Medicine Circle would already know the significance of “sacred” directions. That knowledge would be part of his life from early childhood. Meditation and contemplation show him his own personal way of being, symbolized by his line of stones. Let us say that his line does not point directly south, nor does it point directly west, but somewhere in between. This tells him that the gifts of both directions will be his best guides whenever he faces a life decision or a complicated problem. Or perhaps when he simply seeks some inner peace. He will know to look at a decision as someone who is naïve and innocent—the south direction—but tempered with a degree of introspection, the direction of the west.

			The different lines on the circle also tell him he is not alone: many others have traveled the same life road. Over the centuries, countless young men placed their stones in the circle, each stone representing a kind of epiphany, an emerging awareness of the nature of his selfhood. Looking around him at all the lines and how they fill the hoop, the circle of life, he is aware of his place in the greater world.

			Curious people ask many questions about the ritual. There are only two I can answer. First, did the Seeker go alone? No. The Seeker was accompanied by one or two trusted friends who camped in the forest farther down the mountain. They brought him water and saw him safely home after his fasting. Was there really an alpine herb which, when properly prepared, enhanced the vision experience? Yes. 

			Disclaimer

			The following story, with its settings, happenings and characters, is fiction. It is about what happens when humans try to exploit—or protect—sacred places which they do not understand. While there is no intention to represent actual places, people or events, the RMNP “Eve” incident is a matter of historical record from the 1920s. History also records how Japanese contract crews were brought to Colorado early in the 1900s to labor on the Grand Ditch irrigation project. The ditch, approximately fourteen miles northwest from Flattop Mountain, can still be seen as you drive across Trail Ridge Road. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Dangerous Rescue

			The prairie falcon saw it happen. The hunting had been good. Her hunger was satisfied and her wings craved flight, yearned to be drawn skyward by the lifting breeze coming up the mountainside. Therefore, she rose from the rock into a lazy spiral above the alpine tundra, soaring and turning with an almost insolent ease, her sharp eyes indifferent to the sight of pika spreading grass on the rocks to dry, or voles dashing from rock to hummock. She briefly considered stooping for the small bird picking berries from the kinnikinnik bushes, but it would be too easy a kill, and besides, her stomach was already full.

			The man who slept in a bag near the circle of stones was a curiosity to the prairie falcon but nothing more. The man had worked with his ropes throughout the morning and now he rested. Maybe he took note of the heavy clouds coming up from behind the mountain, knew they brought chilling wind with them, and sought refuge in his bag. He left the two ropes at the edge of the cliff. Later on, he might go back to them and climb down to the ledge fifty or sixty feet below and back up again.

			She saw him wriggle out of the bag. He stood up to look at the gray skies. She saw two smaller men come up over the slope to the north: from head to foot they were covered in brown cloth. The small men became excited to see the rope man. One of them held back; the larger one, however, the one with the stone-tipped spear, walked toward the rope man and he was shouting at him. The rope man backed away. The spear man followed, threatening. The falcon saw the rope man run to the edge of the cliff where a coil of rope lay on the ground, one end tied to a metal stake driven into the rock. He dropped the rope over the edge, looped it over his shoulder and under his thigh and threw himself off the cliff.

			The falcon’s sweeping spiral took her out and past the lip of the rocks in time to see him hanging halfway to the ledge, struggling with the ropes, caught as if in a snare. Something was still holding the rope: the larger man cloaked all in brown used his spear to chop and pry until the spear’s stone point broke.

			He screamed like an angry eagle and he raged at the broken spear point. His companion came to him. For a few minutes they stood looking over the cliff at the man hanging in the ropes, and then they went to the circle of stones where both of them scrabbled at the dirt with the broken spear.

			The falcon wheeled around and came gliding back over the mountain, but the two small men had vanished down into the trees. The hanging man, unable free his body from the snarled ropes, had ceased struggling. A new stone, glaring white, had been added to the ancient circle where the two brown figures had been digging.

			The telephone at Fall River Ranger Station jangled mercilessly. Ranger Tim McIntyre grumbled and put his head out of the blankets. The cabin was dark. The windows were dark. He sat up, put his feet to the ice-cold floor, shook the remains of a pleasant dream out of his head and groped for the bedside lamp. The phone kept up its harsh, insistent noise. The ranger crossed to the desk and lifted the earpiece.

			“Fall River Station,” he said. “Ranger McIntyre.”

			“Tim? This is Ken. At Bear Lake Lodge. Sorry if I woke you up.”

			“It’s okay,” McIntyre said. “I had to get up to answer the phone anyway. What’s the problem? President Harding planning to stay at your lodge while he makes a surprise inspection of the national park?”

			“No, no. President Harding’s visit turned out to be a rumor. Tim, I think we’ve got a stranded climber. One of our guest couples were coming down the Flattop trail. They’d been hiking all day. It got late, started to cloud over. A mist began falling. But they’re sure they saw a man hanging in ropes from the cliff on Flattop. They got in a panic, I guess, and came running back to the lodge. Couple of my men rode up there. They think the climber’s dead. But they couldn’t tell and they couldn’t reach him. They thought about hauling him up with his rope, but they were afraid he might be alive and might fall out of the tangle he was caught in if they tried to move him.”

			“Right,” Ranger McIntyre said. “I’m on my way. Why don’t you ring up the ranger barracks and tell Jamie Ogg to meet me at the lodge. Tell him the situation, have him bring the climbing gear and extra rope. We’ll need a couple of your horses. Can you loan us a canteen, maybe provide some sandwiches if we have to be there a while?”

			“Sure thing,” Ken replied. “But hurry, okay?”

			“Be there as soon as I can,” McIntyre assured him. He turned on the desk lamp and squinted at the alarm clock. “We ought to be able to make it to the foot of the Flattop cliff by first light.”

			[image: ]

			“On belay!” McIntyre called up to Jamie.

			“On belay!” Jamie repeated from the top of the cliff. “You’re secure!”

			“Descending!” McIntyre called. “Give slack!”

			“Slack!”

			The ranger rappelled as delicately and as slowly as possible, following the victim’s rope while being careful not to jostle it. When he came alongside, he saw how the man’s rope had become twisted over his shoulder and around his waist. Like he’s wrapped up in a giant square knot, McIntyre thought. How in hell am I going to get him out of that mess?

			The man moaned. He was still alive.

			“Who… who there?” he muttered.

			“A ranger.”

			“Oh.”

			“We’re going to help you out of here,” McIntyre said. “I guess you’ve been here all night, huh? What happened, anyway?”

			“Dwarf,” the man muttered. At least it sounded as if he said “dwarf.” His next words were equally indistinct. McIntyre heard them, but they didn’t make sense.

			“Stones?” the hanging man moaned. “Spear. A spear. Short. Hit my head.”

			McIntyre cautiously turned the man in order to see the back of his skull. Blood from a serious scalp wound had caked in his hair.

			“Looks like you slammed into the rock when you came down. Well, let’s see what to do here. No way in hell we’re going to lift you back up to the top. Must be fifty feet or more and you’re dead weight. Jamie! Jamie!”

			“I’m here!” Jamie called down.

			“We’ll need a single belay. Tie off this guy’s extra rope and toss the end down to me. We’ll see if it’s long enough.”

			In a couple of minutes the rope dropped next to McIntyre. Suspended in his own belay rope, McIntyre made bowline loops in the second rope’s bights, two for the legs with a half hitch around the chest. He called to Jamie to take up the slack.

			“Can you rig his belay so you can lower his weight by yourself?”

			“You bet! I’ve got him! Hey, Tim! I can see some guys riding up the trail. Looks like we’re gonna have help.”

			“Can’t wait for them,” McIntyre shouted. “Watch our belays while I fix a couple of pitons.”

			McIntyre, hanging in his rope, groped in his belt pouch for a six-inch flat piece of steel and a small hammer. The whanging sound as he drove the steel into a crack was reassuring; it meant the rock was solid and the steel was good. As a precaution he hammered a second piton into a different crack, connected them with a loop of cord from the pouch, making sure his belay rope was inside the loop. 

			The next step was to untangle the giant square knot.

			“Victim on belay!” he shouted once the victim’s original rope was no longer fastened. Jamie was now holding the man’s life in his hands. Literally.

			“Belayed!” Jamie called out.

			“Hang on!” McIntyre shouted up to Jamie. “I’m going to drag his first rope down to me.”

			Like McIntyre’s rope, the victim’s had been doubled through a piton loop. Two equal lengths hung down about sixty feet. The arrangement allowed the climber to pull on one end and bring the rope down where he could secure it again and continue his descent down the granite wall. McIntyre threaded the rope through the new piton he had pounded into the cliff, looped it over his shoulder and under his thigh and he was ready to say a prayer, go off his remaining belay, and get this poor guy down to the ledge below.

			“Going off belay!” he shouted. “Jamie! Lower away but make it easy-like! I’ll be rappelling beside him!”

			The slow progress of the descent was agonizing. McIntyre did his best to keep the victim from scraping against the cliff as inch by inch they both dropped to the ledge. When they were safely down, McIntyre undid the ropes, made the victim as comfortable as possible and gently explored legs and arms for broken bones. There was nothing else he could do. He sat himself down to wait for the trembling in his muscles to stop. 

			“Hey!” Jamie shouted down to him. “Look there!”

			McIntyre looked. Three men from the rescue group had dismounted and were headed for the talus slope below the cliff. McIntyre understood what they were doing: they intended to scramble up the unstable rock and make a fairly short and relatively safe free climb up the remaining few yards of cliff face. They carried long coils of rope over their shoulders.

			“Colorado Mountain Club boys,” McIntyre said. “Thank God.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Summoned to Appear

			“RMNPSO” stood for “Rocky Mountain National Park Supervisor’s Office.” Dottie, the S.O. secretary, stood for no nonsense. Therefore when she telephoned Ranger McIntyre on the evening of the rescue and ordered him to be at the Pioneer Inn hotel in the village at seven o’clock sharp the following morning, he was out of bed, shaven, dressed in his uniform and fifteen minutes early. He found Assistant Ranger Jamie Ogg already in the dining room at McIntyre’s favorite table by a window overlooking the village, with a spectacular view of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains beyond.

			Neither of them saw Supervisor “Nick” Nicholson coming. His official car did not come up the side street beneath the window. He did not come along the sidewalk in his business-like stride. The man had been a hunter and fisherman all his life and, as several inattentive RMNPD workers had discovered, he had an unnerving way of appearing out of nowhere. On this occasion Jamie and McIntyre were watching out the window for their boss to arrive. Hearing someone clear his throat, they both turned and found him sitting in the third chair.

			“Good morning,” he said cheerfully. “What are you boys having for breakfast?”

			No surprises there. Jamie Ogg, energetic, quick and efficient, ordered his usual large bowl of oatmeal—with extra raisins, please—accompanied by slices of Charlene’s homemade bread and jam. Milk or tea was his usual drink, but this morning he ordered hot cocoa instead. McIntyre, taking advantage of the supervisor’s invitation, asked Mari to bring the gut-stretcher special. Which came on two plates.

			“I’ve never been able to figure it out,” Supervisor Nicholson said, looking at McIntyre’s breakfast.

			“What?” McIntyre asked. 

			“Your breakfasts. I can’t figure out if the pancakes are the main course and the sausage, eggs and bacon are on the side, or if it’s the other way around.”

			“If you ask me,” Jamie Ogg volunteered, “I’d say his main course was syrup and salt.”

			“Nice jab, Ogg,” Nicholson said. “But let me tell you why we met here, other than to watch McIntyre deplete the larder. I need to hear your reports on the rescue—I guess you heard the victim didn’t make it. Exposure, the doc says. You two did your best.”

			“Jamie deserves credit,” McIntyre said. “If he hadn’t done the rope class last year and learned all about rock climbing, and if he hadn’t figured out where to buy the right equipment, we couldn’t have done anything to help the guy. Would have had to wait for the mountain club men to get there.”

			“The other reason we’re here instead of at my office is because a reporter phoned from the Denver Record newspaper. He’s coming for a story this morning. But before he arrives, I need to make sure we all agree this was a straightforward rescue and a very unfortunate accident. No drama, no mystery, nothing to write a sensational story about. After the incident with the Lady Eve the Superintendent has been extra touchy, very sensitive about sensational publicity.”

			Jamie and McIntyre did their best not to smirk. Or laugh. Two seasons ago the “Lady Eve” had shown up accompanied by a flock of photographers and reporters. She was dressed in a sort of cave girl stone age leopard skin costume with sandals. She announced how she intended to spend a week in the Park alone, living au naturel off the land. While flashbulbs popped and reporters scribbled, she posed with the Regional Superintendent and several local politicians before she went prancing off into the forest. The Superintendent pronounced it “a perfect use for the new national park, a demonstration of what it means to return to nature” etc. Park attendance soared as weekenders came hoping for a glimpse of “Eve” and letters of support arrived at the S.O. every day, some containing offers of marriage. The truth came out several weeks later. She had actually spent the week at Hillside Lodge— in a tourist disguise and perfect comfort. Her demonstration of being at one with Mother Nature was nothing but a publicity stunt to sell newspapers.

			“Well…” McIntyre began, biting into a strip of bacon, “the rescue had one interesting thing about it.”

			“Do not tell me,” Nicholson said. “McIntyre, Ogg, don’t you two dare tell me it was anything but a routine rescue. Don’t you dare. There’s a Washington senator talking about putting a national park in Death Valley and they’ll need rangers.”

			“Sorry,” McIntyre said, “but there was something strange.”

			“Go on,” Nicholson sighed.

			“The boys from the Colorado Mountain Club didn’t have much trouble reaching the ledge. They knew the victim. They said he had been teaching himself how to rappel and how to do something… what did they call it, Jamie?”

			“Called it ‘chimneying.’ You get into a wide crack, see, like the one on the face of Flattop. Get your back against one side, brace your feet on the other and work your way up.”

			“Go ahead, Tim. What next?”

			“Like I said, they took charge of the victim and did first aid on him. They lowered him off the ledge. People from Bear Lake Lodge were down below with a litter to take him to the trailhead. Nothing more for us to do, so I went down to the trail. I left the ropes and stuff there while I hiked up to where Jamie was. We’d need to load up the guy’s gear and pack it out.”

			“Except there wasn’t any,” Jamie said.

			“Any what?”

			“Gear,” Jamie said. “No gear up there. There was signs of a campfire near the stone circle? Plus, you could see where a tent had mashed down the tundra? Me and Tim looked all around but there was nothing except his two pitons hammered into the edge of the cliff. We kept on lookin’ around and Tim, he spotted the guy’s stuff ‘way down in the trees at the far side of the cliff face. Somebody’d pulled up his tent and thrown it over the edge, see?”

			“I’m telling you two right now, I do not like the direction this is heading,” Nicholson said.

			“We found one other thing,” McIntyre said. “It’s back at my cabin. Half of a stone spear point. A wide spear point, large as a man’s hand. You can tell it was broken recently, from the sharp shiny edge. Made recently, too. Oh, and one of the victim’s pitons was scratched up and bent, but not from him hammering it into the rock. I think somebody tried to use the spear point to pry the piton loose. Maybe the victim did it. Except we never found the other half of the point. We lay down on our stomachs and tried like heck to pull his pitons out of the cliff but they wouldn’t budge. But that one piton had definitely been messed with. And it was the one securing his rappel rope.”

			Nicholson’s long, deep groan could be heard all the way across the dining room. He signaled Mari to bring the coffee pot.

			“I see what you’re leading up to,” the supervisor said grimly. Nicholson would really love it if Ranger McIntyre could someday investigate a normal accident and not find it tied to some sort of crime or conspiracy.

			“You think somebody interfered with the man’s belongings and maybe tried to make him fall down the cliff,” he said.

			“I do. And there’s one more thing, or two, maybe,” McIntyre said. He impaled the last bite of fried egg together with the last piece of pancake and wiped up a spot of syrup.

			Supervisor Nicholson took a slug of coffee. It was scalding but he didn’t care. He was picturing himself trying to keep the newspaper reporters from turning an accident in a front-page sensation. At times such as this he wondered if he could resign from the administration business. There might be openings at the proposed Death Valley park, mostly ranger jobs. It would mean a demotion, but once in a while it looked very tempting.

			“What?” he asked.

			“While I was taking care of him, the guy mumbled something. At first it didn’t make sense. I think he said ‘stone spear’ and something about a small man or little men. No, wait. I remember. He said ‘dwarf’ and ‘short’ before he passed out.”

			“And that’s all?” Nicholson asked. “Maybe he’d been drinking? Prohibition is big news these days. Could we maybe come up with an explanation involving illegal booze? Alcohol and high altitude? Please tell me that this rescue—recovery—isn’t going to get weird.”

			“Plus…” McIntyre continued, “I think somebody added new rocks to the Indian circle. White ones. I’ve got no idea where white rocks would come from. Quartz, maybe, but they don’t look like quartz. Exactly. More like limestone, except you don’t find limestone at that altitude.”

			Nicholson sighed again and hauled out his wallet to pay for breakfast. 

			The three men in green stood up and put on their flat-brim ranger hats and waited for Mari to bring Nicholson his change. The supervisor reached out and straightened the name tag on Jamie Ogg’s tunic. 

			“‘Assistant Ranger Ogg’,” he said, reading the name on the tag. “Ranger Don Post. Ranger-Naturalist Eleanor Pedersen. Rangers Gray, Williams, Torkein. Ranger Russ Frame. I’ve got over a dozen ranger names on the national park payroll. Why is it, do you think, whenever a routine task turns into a damn jigsaw puzzle, or whenever there’s a ranger who’s gone fishing while tourist vehicles stack up at the entrance station waiting to pay their fee, why is it that the name ‘McIntyre’ is always involved?”

			“Dumb luck, I suppose,” McIntyre said with a grin. “Or maybe I’m naturally more active than the other rangers.”

			“Sure. I should have thought of it myself,” Nicholson said. “You’re more active. When you’re not taking a nap or fishing. Jamie Ogg, you come back to the office with me and sign your report as soon as Dottie has typed it. Then you can go about your duties. McIntyre, same thing. Only after you sign your report I want you to drive your tail back to Fall River Station and stay there. Talk to visitors, hand out brochures, pose for photographs or whatever. But stay there. And for God’s sake watch what you say to reporters.” 

			It was noon and Ranger McIntyre was about to hand over the entrance post duty. The summer temp could stay there to collect entrance fees and give away free maps. The day was full of sunshine and somewhere under all those endless blue skies there were trout waiting to be caught. A man deserved a lunch hour, and if it happened to stretch into, say, two hours beside the stream, would there be any harm?

			He nearly made it to his cabin door when the voice behind him made him stop and turn.

			“Ranger McIntyre?” 

			It was more of a wheeze than a voice. It was the sound of someone from down in the city who didn’t know enough to take it easy when he came to the mountains. The park entrance was nearly two thousand feet higher than Denver.

			McIntyre turned. The young man’s city suit looked strangely tight and uncomfortably warm, and he wore it buttoned all the way up and with the jacket belt cinched tight. No wonder he was breathing hard. 

			“Ranger McIntyre,” he repeated.

			“Yes?”

			“Hi! Hi, I’m Norman Duggin. From the Denver Record? Supervisor Nicholson sent me. He said if you weren’t busy tomorrow you might take me to this sacred Indian circle place where the climbing fatality took place. You know, for photos? We’d like a story with local color. Sort of tell the newspaper readers what you ranger guys do all day.”

			“I see,” McIntyre said. “I guess if it’s what Supervisor Nicholson wants.”

			“Is this your ranger cabin?” Duggin asked. “Geez, it’s like what you see in one of those National Geographic articles! I’ve never seen a national park. Is everything built out of logs around here? What do you do all winter? You suppose we’ll see any elk tomorrow? I’ve seen deer but I’d love to see an elk. By the way, I need to bring a photographer along? If it’s all right?”

			“More the merrier,” McIntyre growled. “New to Colorado, are you?”

			“Sioux City! I was on the Star-Herald newspaper out of college, three years, but I got lucky and this Denver Record job opened up. Say, look at the pickup truck! I always wanted a pickup truck. The newspaper gave me a Ford coupe to drive. I guess it’s okay. Why does your pickup say ‘Small Delights’ on the door, anyway?”

			“I got it from a tourist resort when they went out of business,” McIntyre explained. “‘Small Delights’ was the name of the place. Haven’t gotten around to painting the doors yet.”

			“Gosh. Say, can I have a look inside your cabin? How many guns do you have? Did you ever have to shoot anybody? I guess I don’t really know what a ranger does.”

			Ranger McIntyre showed the young man the inside of his “ranger cabin” and took him on a tour to see the stable and the woodshed, the outhouse and the corral where Brownie stood eyeing him with as much curiosity as a mare will allow herself.

			“Do you ride?” McIntyre asked.

			“Oh, heck, yes. Back in Sioux City there’s a young lady. We sort of stepped out together and she loved to go to the park—city park, I mean—and rent horses to ride. We rode in the city park all the time. Tell me, do you live alone? Any girlfriend? How would it work, with you being up here in the woods and all?”

			“The job keeps me busy,” McIntyre said, leaving out the part about two-hour breakfasts and frequent fishing trips, which he didn’t want to appear in a newspaper story. “But as a matter of fact I do have a lady friend. She works in Denver. A sort of secretary, you might say. We like to… what was your phrase? Step out together?”

			“Wow,” Duggin exclaimed, “all the way down in Denver. Holy cow. Well, listen, thanks for the tour! Really good to meet a real ranger! Now, about tomorrow. I meet you here, all right?”

			“No,” McIntyre said. “Let’s save time and meet at Bear Lake. You and your photographer can hire horses at the lodge. Make sure the wrangler provides you with slickers in case it rains. Bring along your own lunch and canteen. In fact, if you don’t already have a place to stay you might consider renting a room at Bear Lake Lodge where the story begins. Mr. Outman was staying there—Charles Outman’s the name of the accident victim. The people who found him are also lodge guests. Be there early. We’ll need to be on the trail by first light.”

			“Great idea!” Duggin said. “I’ll go find Bill—Bill Roget is my photog—and we’ll drive up there this afternoon. Great to meet you! We’re going to have a great time tomorrow!”

			Great, McIntyre thought. Nothing I’d rather do. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The News Gets Around

			At timberline Ranger McIntyre reined up to wait for the reporter and photographer. Brownie twisted her head back and cast a disapproving look at the two livery horses plodding up the rocky track. You’d think they could at least make an effort to hold their heads up, she thought. One looked like he was walking in his sleep while the other one simply looked dejected. Pitiful.

			McIntyre looked back, too, noticing how Duggin squirmed and fidgeted, a sure sign his saddle didn’t fit him. The hot spots he was feeling on his butt could soon grow into saddle blisters. Time to call a halt.

			A few minutes later they came to a flat place where the ground around a hitching rail had been worn down to bare dirt by many shod hooves. Other than the rough mountain trail, the hitching rail seemed to be the only man-made thing for miles around.

			“Dismount,” McIntyre said. “Time to have a drink and stretch our legs.”

			The photographer lifted his head and smiled at the word “drink” until he realized the ranger meant water. Damn prohibition, anyway.

			“Great view,” Roget said, easing himself to the ground and wincing as he attempted to stretch his spine back into its normal shape. “I’ll shoot a few pictures.”

			“It is great,” Duggin wheezed. “You can see for miles in every direction! Look at all the mountains you can see from here! Ranger, what happened to the trees? Somebody cut them down?”

			Brownie snorted. McIntyre checked his tongue and remembered that any national park they might build in Death Valley wouldn’t have trout streams.

			“Ever been above timberline before?” McIntyre asked.

			“Gosh no,” Duggin said.

			“If you look down there, all along the whole Rocky Mountain range, you can see where the trees stop and the granite and tundra begin. See? At this latitude, timberline is somewhere between 10,000 and 10,500 feet above sea level. In other words, you’re nearly two miles high right now. I don’t know if it’s due to the cold, or the wind, or maybe the lack of oxygen, but up here the trees don’t grow. Except for those real scrubby little bush-like ones, all twisted. Like those over there. They survive in places where there’s shelter from the wind. Folks call it ‘krumholtz.’ German word, means ‘crooked timber’.”

			Roget had his camera on its tripod. As most first-time hikers in the park have discovered, up here on the roof of the continent, in the pure clear air, there seem to be perfect, ideal, panoramic scenes to photograph anywhere you cared to point a camera. Someone once called it a bewildering abundance of distance.

			“Where’s this Flattop Mountain?” he asked.

			McIntyre laid hands on Roget’s shoulders and turned him until the photographer was looking at the gray wall of granite a few hundred yards away.

			“You’re looking at it.”

			“You mean… up there?”

			“Yup. We’ll be able to ride the trail along this shoulder of the mountain until it’s too rough and steep for the horses. From there we go on foot, up and around the back side. We’ll come out on top of that cliff you’re looking at. But from here you can see where the accident happened. Take these field glasses. Focus on a long crack up the far side, the one that looks like an open chimney running all the way up the cliff. Follow it to the top. Now slowly scan to the right. See the knob of rock? Looks like a tooth? It’s fairly close to where the Mr. Outman started his descent. Scan straight down fifty, sixty feet and you’ll see a wide ledge. Wide as a city sidewalk.”

			“I see it!” Roget said. “And you ended up there! Cripes!”

			“We did. The Mountain Club boys were able to scramble up the slope of loose rock—you can see it over there—and they got to the ledge. The loose rock is called talus, if you want to put it in your story. If the Mountain Club hadn’t come along I was planning to lower him by myself.”

			Ranger McIntyre let the newspapermen sit and rest while he scouted the flat summit of the mountain. The dry soil, being mostly coarse sand, showed only a few scuffs and small indentations where the climber had pitched his tent. He had also made a campfire without
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