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Jenny checked her backpack for the third time. Normally she was prepared for all eventualities; you never know what can happen when you go on an excursion, even if it was planned well in advance. Bandages and a complete first aid kit, a pair of spare socks, rain gear, a fleece against the cold, a topographical map of the region, sunscreen, a hat and emergency rations took up a considerable amount of space. These things, together with her sleeping bag, would carry some weight on her slender shoulders, but their presence would reassure her somewhat. For she had to admit to herself that she was not reassured. 

When Brad, the HR manager at "Sliponatora", the publishing house where she worked, mentioned the idea of an outing to "strengthen team cohesion" at a meeting, she had secretly hoped that it would just be forgotten. 

As far back as she could remember, she had always preferred the safety and predictable monotony of cities to the wilderness. Once, when she was little, she had let her twin sister Lucy talk her into camping in the family garden. The experience had been short-lived. When she heard the rustle of the wind in the branches of a willow, the peep of a barn owl and, above all, the inconspicuous croak of a toad near her tent, she decided that nothing would ever replace the shelter of her bed again. Since then, she had kept her word. She had kept a safe distance between herself and nature. She was doing very well with it. To her chagrin, the idea of going out had not been forgotten. Quite the contrary. 

She had not counted on Polly-Ann, with whom she shared the delicate task of carefully sifting through the hundred manuscripts the publisher received every day to find the rare pearl. Her friend, she didn't know why, adored Brad. Of course, his athletic body, which he accentuated in his tailored suits, was a big plus for him. Unfortunately, he also knew that he was very popular with women and had a bad reputation as a heartbreaker. Polly-Ann, with whom she had been in a brief relationship for a week - a record, he thought - had not yet recovered. However, that didn't stop her from supporting everything Brad said loud and clear. Therefore, she made the idea of the outing an almost divine duty that everyone had to submit to. One by one, the ten employees of Wonderful Reading allowed themselves to be convinced. 

The principle was simple. The team would go on a hike through the Shoshone Forest, which was famous throughout the state of Montana where they were lucky enough to live. After six hours of hiking - leisurely according to Brad - they would pitch their tents and bivouac around a campfire. Hamburgers, marshmallows, songs and ghost stories would be on the agenda. To make matters worse, he had ordered that mobile phones and other networked devices would be strictly forbidden. 

Jenny had found an excuse not to attend. She wanted to look after her nephews on the day of departure to help out her sister, who had not found any other childcare option. But when she told Ryan about her plan, he blew her escape plan. 
Ryan was her favourite of all her colleagues. He was quite tall and had a harmonious figure. His hair was constantly moving, Venetian blond and fading slightly into red. This colour accentuated the soft green of his eyes. When he smiled - which did not happen often enough for his taste - they shone like emeralds. He also had a delicate dimple on his cheek that she always looked at. 
He had a very soft and soothing voice. Although he didn't boast about it, he regularly sang in a choir in his neighbourhood. Jenny had secretly visited and listened to him at each of his performances. He had an angelic voice that was strong and powerful and put her at ease. She had never dared to tell him about it. At the publishing house, he was in charge of writing the rejection letters to unhappy writers. He personalised each of his letters and paid them respect and a rare sensitivity. He had a wonderful pen. She had never dared tell him that either. 

The first day she entered the publisher's office as a newcomer, she was greeted by him. She had immediately felt at ease in his presence. She quickly realised that this familiarity was mutual. Her colleagues soon called her "the twins". 

After two years at their side, Jenny realised to her chagrin that her feelings had changed. Her heart was no longer satisfied with a simple friendship. In order not to destroy their wonderful relationship, she decided to keep her sweet inclination a secret. 

When she told him that she would not be joining the outing, she saw a shadow in Ryan's eyes. Although he had smiled at her and given her a friendly "I understand", she had sensed that he was disappointed. Then the words had slipped out of his mouth without her being able to control them: 

"Maybe I can work something out."

Ryan had graced her with a huge smile. This was the reason why she had to involuntarily join an outing. She had no idea that this outing would turn her life upside down. 

She looked at herself for a few minutes in her mirror, which stood in a corner of her room. Her long, straight, autumn hair fell loosely over her shoulders. Tomorrow she would tie it up for the outing. She had no desire for an insect or other creepy animal to use her as a landing pad. Her large dark eyes became thoughtful for a few seconds. 

She had to be very careful not to make a fool of herself in front of the others. No way would she start screaming if she encountered even one creature, no matter how disgusting it might be. Even if she didn't care about the looks of the others, she didn't want to be the laughing stock of Ryan. She wouldn't stand for that. 

She looked at herself for a few more seconds. She was lucky to be neither too tall nor too short, neither too round nor too thin. If she had had the choice, she might have asked for a little more bust to compete with her colleague Sonia. Sonia, who was responsible for proofreading the manuscripts, was blessed with voluptuous forms. She was also the most popular person in the publishing house with her friendly and extroverted nature. Strangely, and fortunately for her, Ryan seemed unaffected by her charms. 

Jenny sighed and turned away from the mirror. Now that she was ready, she had to figure out how to sleep or she would be completely exhausted the next morning. She had a very long day ahead of her. 

The next morning, after an almost sleepless night going over all the horrible situations she faced, she met her team in one of the car parks that bordered the large forest. 
Besides Ryan, Sonia, Polly-Ann and Brad, her colleagues Jeremy, the press officer, Sean, who is in charge of accounting and legal matters, and Billie, the "big boss", were also present. They wore loose clothing and thick shoes and were the exact opposite of the colleagues in elegant suits and three-piece suits with whom she usually had to deal on a daily basis. She herself felt dressed up and decontextualised like an Eskimo on a tropical beach in her long T-shirt and Red Sox cap, loose trousers and hiking boots borrowed from her sister. 

To be honest, only Sonia had made the most of her sportswear. Her shorts were just the right length to reveal her endlessly long legs, and she had tied the bottom of her top to reveal her belly. Brad had opted for a tight top that showed off his muscles, which he had worked out every day at the gym. 

Jenny, feeling totally insecure, would have made an excuse and walked away if Ryan hadn't approached her with a big smile on his lips. He too had not opted for clothes that accentuated him, but the naturalness with which he wore them lent him a certain charm. 

"It's really great that you came."

The words were all simple, but the huge smile that accompanied them spoke for itself. He was really happy that she was joining the expedition. She felt her heart leap in her chest. Unfortunately, Brad broke the spell when he addressed her: 

"Say, you who always thinks of everything. Do you happen to have a map of the area? I forgot mine."

Jenny struggled to ignore the underlying mockery. In the company, she had quickly gained a reputation as the colleague who was constantly afraid of life. Fortunately, this trait was balanced by her sharp analysis and above-average intelligence. She heard Jeremy and Sean let out a low chuckle. 

The two acolytes were physically dissimilar in every way. One was tall and slender and had found the cure for his early baldness by shaving off all his hair. The other was short and stocky and wore a shock of blond hair held in place by a braid. What they had in common, however, was that they adored Brad. To them, all his jokes were hilarious, his anecdotes like a suspenseful movie and his heartbreak like a tragedy. 
Billie frowned. Although she didn't like Brad's behaviour towards Jenny, she knew full well that there was no point in calling him on it. Whatever went through the pretty boy's brain came out a few seconds later without damaging a single neuron. The only reason she still kept him in her publishing house was because his handsome face was popular with photographers and journalists. She did not hesitate to send him to the front row when they had to issue a press release. In return, she let him talk his nonsense. 

"And you, do you ever think?"

Jenny was taken aback and turned to Ryan who had just defended her. Brad's sardonic grin had cracked a little and given way to a befuddled grimace. Billie suppressed a satisfied sigh. The bodybuilder was no longer the best. Ryan patted her shoulder helpfully. 
"Don't worry about it, man. I'm just kidding."

Brad grinned, but he wasn't all there. Jenny rummaged in her pocket and handed him her card. He pocketed it with a quick thank you and went to his backpack. Billie, visibly impatient, clapped her hands and called out: 

"Come on, let's go, bad squad!"
The time for the start of the excursion had arrived. They entered the Shoshone forest. Brad and Billie led the way, with Jeremy and Sean following. Sonia and Polly-Ann struggled to keep up with them. 
Jenny took a deep breath and looked out at the aspens, firs and pines that stretched around her as far as the eye could see. Almost immediately she felt a great fear come over her. If she got lost in this forest, she would not be able to get out. 

She felt a firm but gentle hand settle on her shoulders. Ryan whispered in her ear: 

"Is everything all right?"

He seemed genuinely worried about her. His care felt like a reassuring touch. It made her calm down again enough to smile at him and say. 

"Top!
- Then it's perfect."

Ryan's hand slid over her arm and paused on her palm for a few seconds. She felt a tender shiver run down her spine and struggled not to close her hand. If she had listened to herself, she would have prolonged the touch and even intertwined her fingers with his. Unfortunately, doing so would have betrayed the feelings of her heart, and she couldn't afford to do that.

Ryan was unaware of her confusion and started moving again. She hurried to follow him. They walked in silence for half an hour along a marked path. Under the trees, the air was cool and dry. Ahead of them, the others walked without looking back. Ryan took the floor again: 

"Do you know the legend of the golden stag?"
Jenny turned to him with a small smile. Although she felt anything but safe, his presence reassured her a little. It gave her a chance to joke:

"Wait, if you're going to tell me about a zombie werewolf troll that drops from trees to eat walkers, you can forget the story real quick."

He grinned a huge grin that revealed his crisp dimple before shaking his head and explaining. 

"You have a good imagination. 
- Thank you," she replied forbiddingly, blushing.
- 'You know, that's a real compliment. You should write your own novels instead of editing someone else's."

She stopped and stared at him for a few seconds. He was serious. For a moment she almost confessed to him that she had been working on a science fiction book every night for six months. So far she had only talked about it with her twin sister and was not entirely satisfied with her prose. However, she had a sweet dream of seeing her name on the back of a book. It was a balm to her soul that she had met Ryan without knowing anything about his plans. For the moment, she preferred to avoid the subject and deflected the conversation. 

"What about the golden stag? 
- That's a legend of the Pikuni Indians who live around here. They say he has a habit of roaming their forests. You can easily recognise him because his fur and antlers are as shiny as gold. Legend has it that people lucky enough to see him experience a love story that lasts a lifetime."

Jenny heard something like hope in Ryan's voice. Or was that perhaps just a figment of her imagination? She couldn't tell. She thought that at the end of the day, as sweet as he was, she knew nothing about him. 

Even if he had always kept quiet about his married life, perhaps he had a partner and children. She preferred not to dwell on that thought, which made her heart slip. 

Up front, Brad and Billie were engaged in a heated debate about which film with people lost in the woods was the scariest. Billie argued that "Blair Witch Project" topped all other films, while Brad - supported by his gang - argued that "The Forest" was the pinnacle of horror. Engrossed in their debate, they forgot what was happening behind them. 

Ryan stopped in the middle of the path and stared ahead, his eyes wide. Jenny, who was close on his heels, winced and asked him a little anxiously: 

"What's wrong?
- Do you see him?" 

Ryan pointed to a spot in front of him. Although she focused her gaze so hard her eyes hurt, she noticed nothing. She shook her head ruefully. 

"That's all right. It's inconspicuous. Wait, I'll show you."

A few seconds later Ryan was standing behind her. With respectful tenderness, he placed his hands on her shoulders. She felt his upper body graze her back. Almost immediately she felt her heart race and a gentle warmth flood her entire body. She prayed that nothing betrayed her excitement. 
Her friend gently guided her to what he wanted to show her before telling her, "There's a tree up there in the tree. 

"There, in that tree a little further on. That's a peregrine falcon."

Sure enough, she noticed a bright moving spot coming off a tree trunk. Ryan rummaged in his pocket and handed her a pair of binoculars. With its help, she was able to observe the bird of prey with its beautiful grey plumage. 

"I love this bird. It makes me happy to see it," he said.
- 'You really have a good eye,' she noted admiringly.
- 'My mother had it much more than I did. We both loved watching birds.
- And you don't do that any more?
- She died last year."

Completely dumbfounded, she turned to Ryan. Her friend was still smiling, though a sad shadow had moved across his eyes. She could only stammer: 

"I didn't know. I'm sorry."

He shook his head and helpfully put a hand on her shoulder. 

"It's because I preferred to keep it to myself. I didn't feel like carrying my grief around with me. So don't worry about it. On the other hand, we'd better catch up with the others. With my foolishness, they've lost us."

Jenny was about to retort that it wasn't nonsense when she realised they were on their way alone. She froze. Noticing her panic, Ryan gently took her hand and pulled her along. 
"I'm sure they're ready. They must have realised we weren't following them anymore."

They set off again, thinking they would soon find the rest of the group. Unfortunately, no one had thought to wait for them. Worse, after a few metres the path split in half and there was no indication of which turn the others had taken. Ryan groaned in exasperation: 

"Shit. I bet you that's Brad. Every time he's run straight to show he's the strongest, and the others have followed him, no questions asked."

He was about to add something else when Jenny signalled for him to be quiet. 

"I think I can hear them," she said softly. 
Sure enough, voices sounded from further back. Without letting go of her friend's hand, she ran in their direction. In her haste to find the others, she did not notice that the path they were following became a narrow strip of earth, quickly swallowed up by vegetation. Suddenly her right foot hit nothing and she would have fallen if Ryan had not pulled her back. 

They were on the edge of a granite cliff. Ten feet below them was the forest, which had been shaken by the sudden drop in terrain. Between the trees, sounds and distances were deceptive. Jenny and Ryan had been fooled by an echo and had followed a false trail. They really had lost their way. 

Jenny, realising that she was only one step away from the worst and that what she feared most had just happened, slid down a tree trunk and sat on the ground, her head between her arms.
They had lost their way and would not find it again in this vegetation. Without a map, they had no way of finding their way, and they could wander endlessly in the vast forests. Until the supplies of water and food ran out.... 

 She felt a panic attack rising inside her as Ryan held her close. He rocked her gently and kissed her forehead. She couldn't help but tell him through her tears: 

"We're going to die. 
- Probably, but not until we are very old and have lived well."

She raised her head in surprise. 

'You're not worried, are you?" she wanted to know.
- Not with you," he replied with a calm smile, "I'm sure you know exactly how to act in such cases.
- We can climb a tree to get an overview."

The words had passed her lips without her control and she knew as she spoke them that this was the best course of action. She had second thoughts, however, when she saw Ryan's face contort: 

"Is something wrong? 
- I'm afraid of heights," he confessed, a little embarrassed.

She smiled and shook her head: 

"No problem. 
- Have you ever climbed a tree?
- Not really ... But I've watched my twin many times. I think it should work."

She looked around, keeping an eye out for a plant with strong branches and close spacing that would allow her to make her way up. A nearby aspen pretty much matched that description, except that the first branches were out of her reach. 

"I need your help to get started," she announced, taking off her backpack. 
At the base of the tree she had chosen, she paused briefly. If she fell, the drop would be long and probably fatal. But she preferred that to walking through the forest. Ryan held out his binoculars to her. She accepted it with a smile. 

He put his hands on her waist. His grip was gentle, firm and reassuring at the same time. She tried hard not to forget the situation they were in, but she couldn't help feeling a shiver of pleasure. She heard him hold his breath. 

Are you ready?" he asked her.
- 'Not really. I'll settle for this..."

He lifted her without difficulty and she clung to the first branch she could reach. Soon she was standing astride it. The first step had been taken. Now she still had to climb. With deliberate movements, she stood up and climbed into the treetops. As she had seen from below, there were many branches and it was not difficult for her to reach the top. 

Up there, a strong wind was blowing and she had to hold on to avoid falling. At her feet, Shoshone seemed to spread its trees to the horizon. To the west, however, it looked as if the vegetation was thinning. Jenny concentrated and held the binoculars to her eyes. Two details immediately caught her eye. 

Not far from where they were, the red tiled roof of a hut seemed to beckon. The second, less inviting sign was the huge black cloud front moving towards them at high speed. If they did not shelter, they
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