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  Introduction


It all started when Lydie decided to train a dog for search and rescue. Between that and Marshall and I being students at POGS, the Professional Outdoor Guides School, we’ve had some unforgettable experiences…including some search and rescue missions! 







  
  #1 - Cave Rescue


“You think he went in here?” I asked my sister Lydie. I looked at her, eyes wide, as I took in the area. Or tried to, when her dog wasn’t barking the sense out of my mind. We were standing uphill from a beautiful river in the middle of a forest, and Lydie’s dog Bonnet was vigorously pawing at the rocky ground. 
“If Bonnet’s reaction is any indication,” Lydie said. Bonnet was tugging on the leash, following her nose into a hole in the ground. A cave. Well, maybe a cave. I knelt down, competed with Bonnet for a view, and pointed my flashlight into the rocky opening by my knees. Wow. Definitely a cave. I could see how a curious kid would crawl in to look around and then not be able to get back out. 
“Colby! Are you in there?” I called. Colby was the little boy who had wandered away from his fly-fishing grandpa and hadn’t found his way back. Yesterday. We were part of the search and rescue mission looking for him. “Colby!” 
No answer. My gut tightened. Hopefully he was just cold and too scared to yell back. Or maybe asleep. Yes, hopefully taking a nap. 
“I’ll radio in,” I told Lydie. I pressed the button on my two-way radio. “Marlee to base camp.” I knew our older sister Ellie would perk up when she heard my voice. Ellie was at base camp helping take care of all the rescue dogs, who had to take breaks every few hours while on the mission. Lydie, our parents, and I made up one team, while Marshall, Sawyer, and their dad Mr. Caleb made up another. Plus, a bunch of other people were in other groups. All together I think there were ten teams searching for Colby. For now we were in the search phase, meaning we were in smaller groups so we could spread out over a larger area. When we knew where he was, groups would come together for the actual rescue. 
“Base camp to Marlee, go ahead.”
“Bonnet found something.” I told her our GPS coordinates. “She’s barking like crazy at the base of a cave.” 
“A cave?”
“Correct. Looks like we’ll need to rappel down.”
“Copy. Wait for backup.” There was a moment of silence and then, “I’ll send Sawyer over. He’s got climbing gear and is close to your group. Don’t do anything until backup arrives.” 
“I don’t even have a rope. We’ll wait.” 
“Good.” 
Good? Was she implying I’d do something reckless? I forced down a retort and simply said, “Copy,” indicating that I understood. 
Dad smiled at me. “She’s just taking her job seriously.” He patted my shoulder. “You all are.” 
“It’s nice to be searching with you, rather than you searching for us,” I said. 
“Yes, it is.” Dad laughed and then grew serious. “I can imagine how the little guy’s grandpa feels right now.”
I leaned in for a side hug and glanced at Mom, who was helping Lydie. While Lydie worked to quiet down Bonnet, the floppy-eared tracking dog she was training for search and rescue, I decided to start looking for anything we could use in an anchor system. If one of us was going to rappel down, and hopefully ascend back up with a little boy, we’d need a solid anchor near the mouth of the cave. An anchor strong enough for two people. “Want to start looking for anchor placements?” I asked Dad. 
“Of course.” Dad began perusing the area, but I was certain he wasn’t going to take over. I knew it would take a ton of self-control since he could probably set up an anchor in less than five minutes. Lately he was all about taking a backseat and letting me try to figure out things that he could easily see the solution for. In a way I liked when he stepped aside and let me take on a challenge, but it was really hard knowing that he knew the best answer and wasn’t going to tell me until I was completely stumped. Even then, he’d probably just ask questions to make me think through it more. He said if I worked for the answer, I’d know the process better than if he just told me. So I searched for anchor placements and racked my brain for everything I knew about anchor systems. 
I carefully kicked my feet through the tall weeds around the mouth of the cave, and then I walked on the rocks between the weeds. Most of the rocks wiggled easily, meaning we couldn’t place any climbing anchors in between them. I stood up and grabbed the nearest tree. My hand easily wrapped around the trunk. Way too small to anchor to. 
“Base camp to Marlee.” The radio clipped to the shoulder strap on my backpack startled me. 
“Marlee to base camp, go ahead.” 
“Sawyer’s team is headed your way. ETA 11:32.” 
I checked my watch. They’d be here in twenty minutes. “Copy, thanks.” 
“Call into the cave that help is coming. If the victim is there, even if you don’t hear a response, he has a better chance if he knows help is on the way.” 
Victim. A better chance. I shuddered. I knew what it was like to need help. Poor Colby. Into the radio I said, “Copy.” Then into the cave I yelled, “Colby, help is coming. My name is Marlee and we’re going to set up a rope to come get you.” No response. I felt a bead of sweat on my forehead. What would we find when we got down there? 
I took a breath and surveyed some more trees. About five paces away from the mouth of the cave was a large, healthy-looking cottonwood tree. It was so wide I could barely wrap my arms around it. I walked its perimeter, kicking the trunk with my toe, listening for hollow spots. It sounded solid. “Lydie!” Lydie looked at me from calming Bonnet. “This tree can probably be one anchor point.” 
Dad overheard and smiled at me, then looked at Mom and said, “She takes after me.” I took that as his approval on the cottonwood tree. 
Lydie gave me a thumbs-up. Bonnet inched her way back to the mouth of the cave, tugging Lydie with her. I admired my sister for deciding, somewhat out of the blue, to train a dog for search and rescue. Since we had been on the other end of search and rescues, it didn’t take a lot of convincing to get our parents on board. Bonnet came to live with us only two months ago, so she still had a lot of training ahead of her. Or more accurately, a ton of training ahead of her. However, even in just two months, I’d seen Lydie come a long way with Bonnet. She still howled like crazy at squirrels, but bicycles were getting less of a reaction out of her, and I could tell she tried to pay more attention to Lydie now. She didn’t always succeed, but she tried. 
Helping with this search and rescue was an unexpected chance for Lydie and Bonnet to dip their toes into missions. Our family came to Idaho earlier this week to drop me off for my first semester at POGS, the Professional Outdoor Guides School. Yesterday while my family and Marshall and his parents were meeting with one of the instructors, the search for Colby was announced. Professor Ace got a worried look when the radio on his desk crackled the announcement. Almost immediately his phone rang. His eyes narrowed. 
“Excuse me while I take this call,” he’d said. “A six-year-old? I see. Okay.” Still on the phone, he’d swiveled on his chair to study a large topographic map of the forest surrounding POGS. Marshall had nudged my toe and I looked at him. His raised eyebrows told me he was thinking the same thing I was thinking. Maybe we could help.
Next to us, our parents had worn concerned expressions as they closely listened to Professor Ace on the phone. He turned back around and looked between our parents and Marshall and me. “Yes, we can provide a few teams. We’ll start by sending a couple drones for an aerial overview. Give us two hours to organize.” A minute later he hung up and addressed us. “Any volunteers to join a search and rescue mission?”
We all nodded, and Lydie enthusiastically raised Bonnet’s front paw, because of course Bonnet was in the meeting with us. Lydie claimed it was part of her socialization training and Professor Ace had shrugged and let her come in. “Not the first time I’ve had a dog in my office.”
Sawyer and Ellie had taken their honeymoon last week and were driving to their new jobs in Wyoming when the search was announced. They had planned to swing by POGS and see us all anyway, and with Sawyer being a professional guide and a newly recruited volunteer for the search and rescue organization near his new job’s base in Wyoming, he and Ellie decided to join the search here in Idaho. As Professor Ace predicted on the phone, it had only taken local rescuers a couple hours to organize the mission, and Colby’s grandpa and parents easily provided items with his scent for all the search dogs. 
I turned my attention back to the cottonwood tree, and checked the trunk for signs of decay and the ground for any bad looking roots. Nothing. Sawyer would probably approve the cottonwood as an anchor point too. Two or three more to go. I looked up and examined a few more trees. Two dead trees obviously wouldn’t be strong enough, but two others looked fine. I searched a few more minutes and found a solid boulder about twenty feet uphill. It appeared to be firmly situated in the rocky hill, and if we had enough rope or webbing to wrap around the base, there was a small ledge in the boulder to keep the webbing from sliding up and off the boulder. Excited with my finds, I started picturing a possible climbing anchor. I glanced back at Dad who gave me a smile and an encouraging nod. I knew a little bit about rock climbing, but I had never set up an anchor all by myself. I was thankful that Sawyer and Marshall were close. They’d know exactly what to do. I breathed a silent prayer, asking God to keep Colby safe. 
“What kind of sign is Bonnet giving you?” I called to Lydie, who was now walking Bonnet in a berth around the cave entrance. Mom tagged along with her and they were talking as fast as Bonnet was moving. 
“We’re not experienced enough for her to give clear signs, but she definitely smells a trace of Colby going straight into the cave. I can tell by how excited she gets every time she sniffs this spot. And the fact that she doesn’t want to leave the spot.” I watched as Bonnet tugged Lydie straight to the mouth of the cave again. She barked, wagging her tail so hard it looked like she would make herself fall over. Lydie handed her a small treat. 
I heard twigs cracking and footsteps behind me and turned to see Sawyer, Marshall, and their parents, Mr. Caleb and Ms. Julia. Marshall looked strong and capable with a climbing rope in a mountaineer’s coil around his shoulder. He greeted me with a smile and I blushed, then quickly got to business. “I found a few trees and this boulder that seem solid enough for an anchor.”
I walked the group to the promising trees and boulder. Sawyer said, “Great, Mar-Mar. Thanks.” He strode toward Lydie and Bonnet at the mouth of the cave and addressed Dad. “Does the cave go straight down?”
I understood the weight behind his question. Dad gestured to me, so I answered. “It doesn’t look straight down at first, but it doesn’t look exactly safe either.” 
Ms. Julia petted Bonnet and asked Lydie how she found the spot while Sawyer, Marshall and their dad got to work on the anchor. 
Marshall handed me a bag with webbing slings. “Can you find slings the right length to loop around that tree?” He pointed at the promising cottonwood I’d found. Dad joined me but didn’t grab the webbing out of my hands. 
I eyeballed a couple pieces of webbing and wrapped my third choice around the base of the tree. The webbing slings were made of a material similar to seatbelts, but were narrower, thicker, and colorful, with sewn loops along the length. “I need a carabiner,” I told Dad and he nodded. I walked over to the other guys, who were tying a piece of anchoring cordelette to the sling around the boulder. 
“Extending the anchor,” Marshall explained, “so it can reach the master point.” I nodded with interest and then quickly unclipped a carabiner from Sawyer’s gear rack, walked back to my tree, and clipped it onto the sling I’d placed. In another second, Sawyer pulled the boulder’s cordelette and my tree’s sling taut, tugging them in the direction of the cave. Marshall called it equalizing and explained it’s really important when making a climbing anchor. 
Next Sawyer tied a Super-Eight knot on the end of his wide diameter rescue rope and clipped the loops into two carabiners for extra strength and redundancy. Mr. Caleb and Dad walked along the system, double-checking every single knot, wrap, and locking carabiner. I knew enough to know that in climbing and rappelling, every single detail gets double-checked. 
I was excited to be able to help, but I was nervous too. This was reminding me of the fear I felt when we needed to be rescued. I didn’t like to think about a little kid down there, alone and hurt. Or worse. Marshall walked over and squeezed my shoulder. “We’re doing all we can for him, Marlee.” 
I nodded and gave my best brave smile. “He didn’t say anything when we yelled down for him.” 
Marshall’s brow furrowed, but he optimistically said, “Maybe he’s asleep.” 
Sawyer looked our way and nodded his head toward the cave opening. “Come on over.” We all crowded around Sawyer, including Bonnet, and he said, “The anchor’s all set. I’ll rap down. We’ll communicate over the radio.” Then into the radio he said, “Sawyer to base camp.”
“Base camp to Sawyer, go ahead.”
“We have a climbing anchor set and I’m ready to rap down. My team and Marlee’s team are on standby.” 
“Copy.” 
Sawyer stepped into his climbing harness, tightened the straps, double-checked the buckles, slipped the climbing rope through his assisted belay device, and clipped into his belay loop. Marshall handed him his helmet and he quickly put it on, clicking the headlamp on. Mr. Caleb asked, “You got a stopper knot at the end of the rope?” Sawyer nodded and adjusted the coil of rope around his shoulder so we could see the safety knot on the end. “Let’s pray once more,” Mr. Caleb said. We bowed our heads and Mr. Caleb said a prayer asking for safety and success in finding Colby. 
Sawyer pulled the slack out of the rope, said, “Rappelling,” and leaned back against the anchor system. I felt nervous for him as he lowered into the ground below us, but he looked confident, like rescuing people in caves was a daily thing. Dad squeezed Mom’s hand, and then I watched Sawyer’s helmet disappear below us. 
Bonnet tugged on her leash, itching to follow Sawyer. Lydie patted her leg to get the dog’s attention and then walked in slow circles around the cave’s entrance. As Lydie coaxed her to heel, Bonnet jumped up and down, sniffing the ground, barking into the cave, and tail wagging. Either Colby was in the cave or Bonnet was in the wrong line of service. 
After Sawyer had been underground for about a minute that felt like five, Mr. Caleb knelt down and tried to look with a flashlight. The radio on my shoulder strap came to life. “Sawyer to Marlee.” 
“This is Marlee. Go ahead, Sawyer.” 
“I can’t go any farther.” 
Mr. Caleb, Marshall, Dad, Mom and I exchanged confused looks. Lydie was too busy with Bonnet to hear. 
“You mean the cave ends?” I asked. 
“No, it keeps going, but it’s too small for me to fit through.”
“Any sign of Colby? Could a little kid fit?”
“In the narrow part below me, I can see a muddy little kid-sized shoe. Yeah, I’d say you or Lydie could fit. Anyway, I’m stuck, so I’ll ascend. Marlee or Lydie, get harnessed up so one of you can try.” 
Okay, I’ve climbed some, especially lately, but rappelling scares me and I avoid it whenever possible. Something about starting at the top and backing my whole body off a cliff face and trusting the rope freaks me out. I think Marshall knew how I felt about rappelling, so I didn’t look at him. Instead I turned to Lydie, who was practicing some basic commands with Bonnet to regain her attention from the cave. “Hey Lydie, Sawyer says the cave gets really narrow and he can’t fit. Can you get on a harness and try?”
Lydie looked from her dog to me, which caused Bonnet to lose focus and start barking again. “Um, sure,” she said. “You might need to walk Bonnet over here.”
Absolutely. I’d love to. I started walking to her and caught Marshall and my dad watching me. I could tell from the look in their eyes that they knew. They knew I was too scared to try. I swallowed and finally looked at Marshall. “I mean, if the cave is that narrow, it makes sense to send the smallest person, right?”
Marshall considered this and gave an unconvinced half-nod. Lydie was not much smaller than me anymore, but she also wasn’t as strong, which Marshall and I both knew. I swallowed again, walking over to Lydie and reaching for Bonnet’s leash. Bonnet eagerly jumped on me, and to show Lydie how well-suited I was to mind the dog while she rappelled, I gently pushed my knee into Bonnet’s chest and said, “off,” and she hopped down. Ta-da. Practically a dog whisperer. 
Lydie handed me a fanny pack of treats, patted the dog’s head, and strode toward the cave’s entrance with a confidence I envied. I honestly didn’t know if she’d ever rappelled before. And there’s no way she knew how to ascend the rope, because with a ton of coaching from Marshall and Sawyer and my dad, I was just getting comfortable at it. Sawyer wanted to give us some pre-POGS prep, and he spent a whole week getting Marshall and me ready. Ascending a rope included a lot of steps that confused me at first. I swallowed, knowing that Lydie had no clue what she was supposed to do. But with her confidence, the guys could talk her through it over the radio. Right? I groaned inwardly. Why did Colby go into a cave? Why couldn’t he have gone somewhere that didn’t require rappelling? 
I told Bonnet to lay down, wait, come, and then I just petted her as I watched Mr. Caleb and Marshall show Lydie a couple things with a slack tail of rope. She looked eager to learn but confused. I didn’t blame her, but knowing she’s a fast learner, I returned my attention to Bonnet. In a minute though, Sawyer emerged from the cave with a muddy face. “I think I heard a little voice!” This got everybody’s attention, and I led Bonnet close enough to hear what he had to say. “When I was almost back up, I heard something, kind of like a whimper. I told him to hang tight and that rescuers are close.” 
Everyone perked up to hear that there was a sign of life down there, even if it was a scared whimper. 
“Okay, so who’s going down?” Sawyer asked. 
“Lydie,” I said. 
Lydie, Mr. Caleb, Dad and Marshall looked at me. 
Sawyer spoke first. “Lydie, did Marlee show you the stuff I taught her and Marshall?”
She shook her head regretfully. “I was too busy with Bonnet. I’m sorry. I want to learn though. I can try.” 
It’s true. Lydie and I had plans for me to practice what Sawyer had taught me before our trip out here, but between my packing and the dog’s training, we ran out of time. 
Sawyer’s eyebrows shot up and he glanced between Lydie and me. “We’ll teach you, but not now. I need someone who already knows what to do. Marshall and my dad are too big to fit. You too, Mr. Forrest.” That went without saying, since my Dad and Mr. Caleb are about the same size. He looked squarely at me now. “Just like we practiced, Marlee. Rappel down with the belay device. When you get where you need to be, tie a knot below the device. When you need to ascend, wrap the accessory cord around the rope, clip a carabiner to it, hook the sewn runner to that, and put your foot in the runner. Remember?”
I remembered. It all made sense when we practiced in a medium-sized maple tree in the backyard. But to actually do it with a scared six-year-old down there waiting for me? And besides, to get to the ascending part, I first had to rappel. My gut clenched. 
Mr. Caleb gave me a reassuring smile. “We can talk you through the steps if you get confused, but at least you’ve done it before and have an idea of what to do.” 
I nodded, my hands feeling sweaty on the leash. Lydie took the leash from me and told Bonnet to sit. She unclipped the fanny pack from around my waist and fished out a collapsible water dish. Well, she obviously could take care of Bonnet. Which left me to try to rescue the missing boy. Sawyer stepped out of his harness and began recoiling the tail of rope, which by then was wet and muddy. 
Marshall dug in his backpack and retrieved another harness, the one I’d worn during our practice sessions, and a few other pieces of climbing gear. Since I didn’t have a climbing class until second semester, I had been putting off buying my own harness. I had plenty of other skills and new gear to focus on anyway. I shifted uneasily, wishing I could put off this set of skills forever. Or better yet, wishing I didn’t have this fear in the first place. Why couldn’t I get some of Lydie’s confidence? Sensing that I majorly needed a motivational speech at this point, Marshall called me over to the shady spot by the boulder. “I’ll help Marlee get harnessed up,” he announced. 
Marshall handed me the harness, and my shaky hands managed to get the leg loops tangled. He calmly straightened them. I stepped my feet into the leg loops and pulled the waist belt above my hips. I wiped my sweaty palms on my trekking pants and tightened the waist buckle. 
“You’re not breathing, Marlee,” Marshall said. 
I let out my breath. Inhaled again. Tightened my leg loops. Breathed again and wished this was already over. 
I felt Marshall’s hands on my shoulders and looked up. He’d been taller than me for the past couple summers, so I had to squint under the sunlight as I tilted up to see his face. “Remember that time we survived an avalanche and I was losing it, and you calmed me down?” He smiled. “And what about that time we had to rock climb in the dark to escape an insane treasure hunter, and you were chill the whole time? Oh, and how about the time you ran through a wildfire and rather than being scared, you told me the view from the helicopter was cool?” He smiled again and I couldn’t help but grin back at him. 
His hands still held my shoulders, and he kept talking. “Marlee, don’t overthink this. The anchor system is solid, the rope is strong, and you know what to do. I know you can stay calm and do this. We’ve practiced. You can help Colby. God is with you.” 
I stepped forward and hugged Marshall, silently thanking God for the coolest boyfriend ever. Stay calm. Do what we practiced. God is with me. “Come on,” Marshall said, and he and I returned to the mouth of the cave by the climbing anchor’s master point. Mr. Caleb and Dad double-checked my buckles, and I strapped on a helmet that somebody handed me. Marshall watched me clip the rope onto the assisted belay device and clip it to my harness. Sawyer put a headlamp on my helmet and turned it on, and Dad attached another climbing harness and a few extra carabiners to the back of my harness in case Colby was healthy enough to ascend with me. He flopped the coiled end of rope around my shoulder and instructed me to let out a loop at a time as I descended. I imagined that I must look ready now, even though I didn’t exactly feel ready on the inside. 
“One more thing,” Sawyer said. He was hooking another climbing rope into the anchor’s master point, but with some extra gear and loops. He handed me the tail. “Clip this to your harness with an extra carabiner. I’ll let it out as you go down. If Colby is in pretty good shape, we can help raise him out of the cave with this rope. You’ll just have him put on the harness, tie him in like he’s going to climb, and talk to us over the radio.” 
“And then you’ll pull him up?”
“With a three-to-one raising system,” Sawyer said. 
“A what?” I asked. 
Sawyer smiled. “The physics lesson that confused you.” Dad chuckled and Mr. Caleb smiled. 
I looked at the zigzag pattern made by the rope I’d hopefully tie to Colby. “Oh yeah, that.” Maybe I was better suited at rappelling down than at doing the physics stuff on top. Rappelling. I swallowed. 
Mr. Caleb held up a hand. “We hope it’ll be that easy, but we don’t know what kind of injuries Colby has. For now just get to him. If he’s badly injured, you might just need to sit with him until the wilderness first responders arrive. See how he is and we’ll talk over the radio.” I shuddered. Mr. Caleb gave an encouraging smile and hooked a water bottle to the back of my harness, which by now was feeling very heavy. 
“Everything’s ready, Marlee. You’re good to go,” Mr. Caleb said with a nod. That was very reassuring since he was a professional guide a long time ago with my dad and still kept up on all the new practices. Dad gave me a quick hug and Mom told me to be careful. 
I glanced at Lydie, who was sitting on a log making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches while trying to keep Bonnet’s nose away from the food by hiding a toy under leaves and instructing her to search. One of the early steps to training a search and rescue dog. Lydie waved at me with a sticky spoon in her hand. “I’ll have a sandwich ready for you and Colby when you get back up!” 
I couldn’t wait to be back up. 
I nodded and then looked at Marshall again. Everything was ready except me. Marshall locked his eyes on mine and smiled. “Rappel on,” he said. I nodded and decided to get the scary part over with as fast as possible. With my right hand, my brake hand, holding the rope by my hip, I eased the handle of the belay device back toward me and felt my breath hitch when the rope began to slip through. It’s exactly what’s supposed to happen, but it’s scary because my feet are supposed to stay on the ground while I lower my hips over the edge of the cave. It looks cool in movies and feels terrifying in real life. I forced a normal breath and leaned my body back as the rope continued to slip through the belay device. I loosened the fingers on my brake hand and remembered to wait to move my feet until my body was shaped like an L, with my head at the top of the L and my legs nearly straight out in front of me. I was still looking at Marshall, whose smile and confident nod kept me calm enough to do what I had to do. When I walked my feet down in front of my body, I let out a huge breath, because the scariest part was over. Now I could focus on the rest of the rescue. 
After a few steps of walking my feet down the rocky wall, the cave widened into a lightbulb shape. I tried to get a good view with my headlamp, and I could see how a little kid could start climbing down and not realize how hard it would be to get
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