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      It was precarious, slope side, but Walter didn’t dare move him. There was a gash on the back of the kid’s head, about four inches long, bloody and already swelling.

      He looked about twenty. Tall, strong-looking, but a sick paleness to his skin now. Five, maybe ten minutes in already, and the boy still hadn’t woken up.

      There was a squall hanging over them. One of those surprise August storms that looks like it will just be more rain—expected—but that suddenly turns into blinding and dangerously cold summer sleet.

      There was a saying up here in the mountains: Don’t like the weather? Wait ten minutes. It will change.

      Tourists were always getting caught out. Day-hikers, campers, ambitious through-hikers on the Continental Divide.

      Even old hands, like Walter, could still misjudge it. In the twenty years he’d lived up here, there wasn’t a month when he hadn’t been snowed on at least once. Hell, it even snowed one year during the Fourth of July parade. That made the papers.

      But sleet like this was different. It landed hard and wet and brutal, chilling you faster than you could get your rain gear on. And it made the rocks on the trail slick. In their frenzy to get someplace else, maybe back to their vehicles or to some imagined shelter, people hurried, trying to outrun it somehow, but it only made them careless.

      A mistake just like this one. Walter was on his way back down the mountain when he heard the yell. More like a quick shout of surprise. Then the sound of rockfall. A body thudding, thumping down the hill.

      “Hello?” he called out once, twice.

      His hearing was still good, even with the wind roaring in his ears, so he took the lack of response for what it was. A body had fallen and the person was knocked out. Optimistically, that was all it was.

      Maybe it was best the kid still hadn’t woken up for now. He had a broken leg that Walter might be able to set—the bone hadn’t broken the skin, but Walter could see the extra knee-looking protrusion halfway down the kid’s lower leg—and his right shoulder was jacked forward, a knob in front where there shouldn’t be one. Dislocated, likely. Walter probably couldn’t do anything about that. The muscles all around it would already be contracting hard, and one man didn’t have the strength to roll it back into place. It was what it was.

      He didn’t know very sophisticated medicine, but he’d been around enough injuries in the backcountry and on the job site to know which he might be able to at least stop from getting worse.

      Walter cinched the hood of his rain coat tighter under his chin, and went to work on straightening the leg. Pull out, give it some traction, then gently try to slip it back into line.

      He sweated, even in the cold sleet, and it took a lot more time and strength than he expected. But eventually the extra knee disappeared, back into the smooth natural line of the leg.

      “Damn,” Walter mumbled, wiping the chilled sweat from his face. But the young man showed no reaction.

      That was trouble. He had been out too long by now.

      Walter rubbed his fist against the kid’s chest. “Hey. Hey.”

      But nothing. Just the same shallow rise of the ribcage, showing that the guy was still breathing.

      Walter sat down on the wet slope and took a minute or two to gather his wits.

      They were about two and a half miles from the trailhead, where Walter’s old white Jeep waited. He assumed the kid had left a vehicle of some kind there, too.

      Two and a half miles wasn’t very far. If it were just Walter now, he would keep hiking out, despite the cold and the sleet, and at a minimum find dry shelter inside the Jeep while he waited this out.

      The road to the trailhead was already challenge enough to drive, even in regular August conditions. There was a stream crossing about halfway to the road, and it was already deep enough to wet the belly of the Jeep.

      Add more rain to it, like this, and the engine would get swamped.

      And even then, if Walter could make it to the road, the road itself was iffy. There were mudslides and washouts all the time. He might dodge them, get out just in the nick, or he might find himself perfectly timed to be buried just as some mudslide broke.

      Again, if it was just him…

      The kid was maybe six foot. He outweighed Walter by at least forty or fifty pounds. All of it muscle and bone. Walter was puny in comparison. He wasn’t getting this body out on his own.

      The kid had to stand. Walk out. Or be brought out by a team.

      But no one was coming for him right now, that much was sure. No cell service up here, not missing long enough for someone expecting him at home—if there was anyone—to wonder if maybe something happened.

      Of course there was someone. It wasn’t like with Walter. No one would miss him until Monday at the earliest, when he didn’t show up for work.

      But a Saturday night for this kid? There would people who missed him for sure. Maybe a sweetheart, his parents, somebody.

      Unfortunately, in the way of people, even if they were worried, they’d doubt themselves. They’d wait longer. It would probably be nightfall before they called dispatch, and then who knew how fast anything could happen.

      It depended on the weather. Search and Rescue had protocols of their own. They wouldn’t risk their people in dangerous conditions to come look for someone who had misjudged it himself.

      If the road was washed out. If mud and rock blocked the way. If the sleet kept going, if temperatures dropped even more—probably more ifs than Walter could even guess at.

      Damn it. Damn it. This wasn’t going to resolve itself any time soon.

      But meanwhile the kid was breathing. His heart was still pulsing at the side of his neck. That was something.

      It was something.

      Now Walter had to think.

      Options:

      He could drag the guy down the hill, onto the trail.

      And then what?

      Then nothing. He had no better way of keeping the kid warm or dry down there than up here. Plus in dragging him, he might make the dislocated shoulder worse, and there was the gash at the back of his brain to think of. Head injuries were the worst.

      There had been a car accident on Highway 550 a few years ago, right as Walter was coming back from a job. Three people in a sport ute.

      The driver, a kid in his twenties, like this one, had cuts all over his face and arms from ramming into the windshield.

      But it was the twist in his shoulder from hitting the steering wheel that kept him screaming like he was being tortured. A dislocated shoulder, like this one. So the rescuers, like anybody, were paying attention to him, trying to make him better so he’d stop screaming.

      While meanwhile the girl who was a passenger just sat calmly in her seat. Staring ahead, alive, awake, but out of it.

      Turned out blood was leaking in her brain—into it or out of it, Walter wasn’t sure of the details—but he heard from one of his buddies that she died right there at the scene, after Walter and all the other drivers had been waved through.

      “It’s the quiet ones you have to worry about,” his friend said. “Not the screamers.”

      What if this kid died on him, just like the girl did?

      Died because there was nothing Walter could do about it. If the boy’s brain was bleeding or leaking—what was Walter supposed to do to stop it?

      But the kid was alive now, his skin warm inside his jacket, despite the driving sleet.

      Maybe that was the only thing Walter should worry about: Keep this body warm.

      The kid had good gear. A thick yellow Patagonia—Pata-gucci, some called it—outer shell made of proper Gore-Tex, not some knock off.

      An Arc’Teryx pack, Black Diamond hiking sticks. Lowa boots. Mammut hiking pants.

      Like someone had dressed him for an outdoor photo shoot. But the gear wasn’t new off the rack. This kid had obviously worn it for a season or two. He wasn’t a beginner. Or at least his clothing wasn’t.

      Walter hadn’t wanted to move the kid any more than he had to, not on this slope, but now he carefully undid the pack straps and slid them off the guy’s arms—mindful of that knob of shoulder joint so wickedly out of place, the outline of it visible beneath the front of the yellow jacket—so he could look inside the pack. See if there might be some help there.

      Pretty standard. A water bladder and hose, a few snack bars—they’d want those—sunscreen, an aluminum box with just an empty sandwich bag inside, black Patagonia rain pants that the kid must have thought were too much bother to put on.

      Too late now. No way Walter was disturbing that broken leg.

      But he laid the pants on top of the kid’s lower half, to at least do something against the sleet.

      Maybe it was Walter’s imagination, but there seemed to be less of it now.

      Less sleet, but also less light.

      He planned on being out of here by now.

      Driving his Jeep back in plenty of light. But even though the sun was still technically up, and wouldn’t set for maybe another hour, the clouds were making the whole sky dark with early dusk.

      Walter didn’t have a flashlight with him. The kid didn’t either.

      That was stupid of both of them.

      What did he have? A small pack with just the essentials, since carrying the metal detector was already a chore.

      He could tuck the base of it into the belly of his pack, with the handle sticking up out of the top, banging against the back of his skull more than he liked.

      But carrying it in his hands on these tricky slopes and thin, rocky trails was no better. So he kept just his rain gear and some water in the pack, and always planned on being out just a few hours, then getting home before he was hungry.

      Where he went was always the same. He could get there and back in his sleep.

      Even in the dark, if it came to that. But that was if he was alone.

      He wasn’t. There was no question that he would stay with the boy. No question at all. Leaving him here, alone, wet and cold and unconscious, was not even a momentary thought.

      But Walter had no intention of spending the night on this slope, freezing to death from the sleet right along with him.

      There had to be some way.

      The sleet was definitely easing up now. It was more like a thin rain. Still colder than a summer storm should be, but what should be didn’t matter.

      Walter opened his pack again. Was he really so stupid that there was nothing to help them at all? Just a bag of his finds for the day, jostling against each other, making their thin and pebbly sound.

      He hadn’t been up here for a few weeks. It was a good haul. Probably about fourteen hundred dollars’ worth.

      Not that it would matter if they found him dead from stupidity on the side of this hill, or if this kid died and Walter made it out.

      He didn’t want to have to tell that story. Not to anyone else, not to himself.

      It was time to do something. Anything but just sit here and wonder.

      He might have at least some gray tone of light for another forty-five minutes, maybe an hour. After that, pitch black. So the time to get moving was now.

      He jostled the kid’s good arm. “Hey. Can you hear me now? HEY.”

      Walter ground his knuckles into the young man’s chest again. He’d seen that in a movie, a way of testing whether someone unconscious was really faking it.

      The kid moaned. Just a soft murmur coming from his throat, but it was sound. The first sound the guy had made.

      “Hey!” Walter answered, encouraged. He rubbed his knuckles hard in a circle again. The kid moaned. They were getting somewhere. Although he still hadn’t opened his eyes.

      Walter’s mind raced ahead of him. If they could somehow walk out. Get to the cars. Get warm. Maybe even drive out of here.

      There was the broken leg to deal with. Walter might have set the bones back in the right line, but they wouldn’t support any weight. The minute he got the kid to his feet, the bones would likely split apart again.

      But if Walter could set the leg somehow. Do it the old-fashioned way, like the cowboys in movies. Use sticks and strips of clothing.
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