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“There are no facts, only interpretations.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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The Edge of the Rope
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The world right now is a sheer, unrelenting vertical line of granite and blue ice. I’m hanging in the gut of the Sentinel Wilderness, three hundred feet below the ridge line, suspended by a half-inch of nylon and my own calculated risk. The wind isn’t a breeze up here; it’s a physical, living thing—a biting, furious beast that claws at my triple-layered gear and tries to rip me clean off the mountain. The sound of it is a continuous, deafening WOOSH-SHRIIIIEK that makes the communication ear piece next to useless.

I check my anchor one last time. It’s a beautifully placed stopper wedged into a hairline crack, backed up by a bomber cam in a flared pocket, all tested with my full weight. It’s solid. It has to be. Up here, there are no second chances, and right now, I don't need luck; I need my geometry to be flawless.

I’m moving with an agonizing, almost meditative slowness. My gloved hands, thick with insulation but still nimble, control the line running through my rappel device—a smooth, heavy piece of milled aluminum that is currently ice-cold against my palm. Every micro-adjustment of the rope sends a small, controlled shudder through the line, vibrating up to my harness and through my spine. I can feel the rope’s rough nylon fibers pressing into my skin through the leather and layers of gear, a constant, tangible connection to life.

My focus is a needle point: fifteen feet down, where the last known GPS ping was recorded before the battery died. The pin trace is right on the lip of a massive, shadowed overhang, a place where the snow would pile impossibly deep and the wind would carve the ice into sharp, glassy blades. Four people. Four days in this. I won’t think about their chances. I only think about the physics: angle, tension, friction, weight.

I’m wearing my high-altitude gear—the dark blue thermal lining feeling inadequate against this brutal cold. The air temperature is zero, but the wind chill, whipping off the vast, empty snowfields above, must be thirty below. The cold isn’t a generalized discomfort; it’s a specific, relentless ache that lives in the joints of my fingers and the tips of my toes, a constant reminder that my body is fighting a losing battle against the raw hostility of the environment. I can feel my lungs protesting with every shallow, sharp inhale of the frozen air. The sweat I worked up on the hike up the approach ridge is now a thin, clammy layer freezing against my back.

I rappel another few feet. The rock face here is mostly slick black ice, polished by the wind. My crampons—the heavy steel points strapped to my boots—find a small, perfect crystalline ledge. KREESHK. A controlled sound, satisfyingly solid. I lean back out over the void, letting the tension in the rope support me. My mind is utterly calm, detached. This is my comfort zone. It's violent, terrifying, and unforgiving, but it obeys rules. Unlike people, unlike business, unlike the unpredictable chaos of falling in love like my idiot brother.

I spot something. Tucked beneath the overhang, partially concealed by a frozen snowdrift, is a splash of fluorescent yellow. It’s too bright to be natural. My heart rate, which I’ve been keeping to a steady, operational rhythm, ticks up a notch.

“Team, this is Wild One. I’ve got visual confirmation. Approximately forty feet below me, under an overhang. Looks like a pack or maybe a shelter entrance. Proceeding with caution.”

The radio crackles back, distorted by the static and the wind: “...copy that, Wild One. Be advised, strong gusts coming in three minutes. Hold position if necessary.”

Three minutes is too long. The gust could blow me sideways, swinging me into the sheer rock face, risking a disastrous pin or—worse—a hairline crack in the primary rope. I have to get to the shelter, assess the situation, and secure a line before that wind hits.

I increase the pace of my descent, letting out the rope a little faster. The rope burns slightly through the palm leather, the only welcome heat in this miserable place. I push off the rock, allowing myself a controlled drop, landing with my feet stabilizing against the icy vertical face. My whole body is now a finely tuned machine, a system of calculated forces, focused on the yellow spot beneath the overhang. The smell of cold, mineral-rich rock and stale, frozen air fills my nostrils.

I reach the overhang and swing in beneath the lip. It's a small, miracle pocket of stillness. The wind noise drops by half, and the shelter I found is immediate and palpable. It’s a tiny, collapsed tent, partially buried. The yellow I saw is the fabric of a heavy-duty pack.

I stop my rappel, securing myself firmly to a nearby ice axe anchor. I don't look inside immediately. I take a deep, slow breath, steadying the adrenaline now pumping in my veins. My professional detachment is back, but the raw reality is setting in. This isn't just gear. This is the last, fragile hope for the four missing researchers, and I'm the only one here to find the truth. The true work—the difficult, heartbreaking work—is about to begin.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Controlled Fall
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I don’t hesitate once I’m anchored beneath the overhang. Hesitation is a luxury that kills you on the mountain. I use a small, lightweight probe to clear the compacted snow from the collapsed tent entrance. The snow is hard, frozen like concrete mixed with crystal shards, offering fierce resistance.

The first sight is grim. One researcher. He’s zipped into a heavy, high-altitude sleeping bag, but he’s utterly motionless, curled tight. His exposed face is pale, already touched by the waxy, bruised pallor of extreme hypothermia. I feel for a pulse at his neck, my insulated glove hindering the search. I pull the glove off—the sudden, brutal shock of the cold air on my bare skin is like a brand—and press my fingers against the frozen skin of his throat. Nothing. No heat, no rhythm, no flicker of life.

Time of death: indeterminate. I record the coordinates, the condition, and the man’s identity—Dr. R. Alcorn, from the ID tag clipped to his jacket. It’s a sad, cold business, but I treat him with the same clinical, necessary detachment I treat my climbing gear. He’s an asset that needs securing and documenting. The emotion comes later, in the warm quiet. Up here, I’m the function, not the feeling.

I quickly check the tent. The radio battery is dead, exactly as the ping suggested. The other three are not here. This means they either descended further for help or were caught outside. Given the state of this one, I’m betting on the latter.

“Wild One to Team. I’ve located one subject, deceased. Hypothermia. The shelter is compromised. I’m securing the body now for extraction. No sign of the other three in this immediate area. Be ready for the pull.”

I secure the body to a trauma harness, a process of practiced, precise movement. My fingers are already numb, the cold having stolen the dexterity I need. I work faster, the sense of urgency increasing now that I know the wind gust is coming. The only way to get him down fast is to do a rapid, controlled descent—it’s going to be brutal on the rope and harness, but it’s the fastest path to the medical team waiting at the base.

The rope burns again as I lock the line, preparing for the drop. Just as I hear the low, ominous roar of the wind gust building high on the ridge, I push myself off the ice and initiate the descent.

It’s not a graceful rappel; it’s a controlled fall. I manage the speed, letting gravity do the heavy work, my feet barely touching the vertical ice face. The dead weight of the body swinging below me makes the descent tricky, pulling the line and threatening to twist the whole apparatus. I use my core, my powerful legs, and the lifetime of experience encoded in my muscle memory to compensate. I become a pendulum, moving in a rapid, vertical arc, the world blurring into streaks of white snow and grey granite.

The wind hits like a physical fist, slamming into my side, momentarily stealing my breath. The rope whips taut, and my whole harness groans in protest. I grit my teeth, feeling the hard plastic edge of my helmet cutting into my forehead. Hold it, Mike. Just hold the line. My arms are screaming, the thick, bulging muscle in my forearms burning with the effort of controlling the friction.

The descent feels like an eternity of pain and concentration, but it’s over in less than two minutes. I hit the gentler slope below the cliff face, stumbling into the deep, fresh powder. I collapse onto my knees, sucking in great, painful gulps of air. The dead researcher swings gently beside me, a grim piece of cargo finally at rest.

The extraction team—two men from the park service—immediately swarm the body, unhooking the harness and prepping him for the snowmobile transport down to the staging area. I pull myself to my feet. My body is shaking violently now, the deep, residual chill of the exposed height finally catching up to me. The relief is palpable, a rush of warm blood back into my limbs, but I push it down. The mission isn't over. We still have three to find.

I check my gear, my hands still shaking slightly, and start the long, exhausting snowshoe trek back to the base camp. I need hot coffee, dry clothes, and to coordinate the search for the others. As I trudge through the impossibly deep snow, the bitter smell of diesel smoke from the snowmobiles and the low, distant hum of the base camp become a promise of temporary sanctuary. I just finished the impossible rescue of the dead, and now I have to face the inevitable. I have to face the press.
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Sierra - My Eye on the Story
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The base camp is chaos, organized by the unforgiving laws of cold and crisis. We’re set up in the clearing of an old, defunct lumber mill—a patch of churned, muddy snow and frozen earth, surrounded by towering, dark pines whose branches are impossibly burdened with white. The smell is a potent mix of exhaust fumes, damp wool, and stale coffee. It’s miserable, and it’s perfect.

I stand near the triage tent, the heavy, olive-green canvas flapping like a wounded wing in the gusting wind. My body is a study in controlled discomfort. I’m wearing every thermal layer I own, but the cold still manages to find its way through, clinging to my bones. I keep my gloves off, holding my recorder close to my mouth, occasionally blowing warm air onto my fingertips to keep them flexible. My camera, a professional-grade body with a heavy telephoto lens, is slung across my chest, its metal shell ice-cold and unforgiving.

I’m Sierra Beck. I’m a journalist, and I’m here for the truth. Not the canned press conference version, but the raw, visceral story of what happens when a mountain decides to swallow four people whole. I need the grit, the exhaustion, the quiet, terrifying competence of the people who put their own lives on the line. I need the hero.

And I know exactly who that is. The SAR coordinator, Frank O’Connell, pointed him out in the initial briefing—the only man willing to go high-angle on the Sentinel face after that whiteout. Mike Wild. The name itself is perfect—Wild. I’ve heard the whispers: former Army Ranger, owner of a massive construction company, runs the only private rescue team that dares to go into the unmapped peaks. He’s a legend in the valley, and he hates attention. That hatred is my golden ticket.

I’ve been waiting, freezing, for three hours. The first snowmobile just arrived, carrying the grim cargo. I turn my camera, clicking off a series of respectful, necessary shots of the retrieval team. It’s a tragedy, but the story is bigger than the body; it’s about the risk, the human cost, and the man who went up there.

Then, he appears. Mike Wild.

He emerges from the tree line, trudging slowly on snowshoes, supported by a crew member. He’s huge. Not just tall, but thick—a wall of dense, raw power wrapped in heavy, dark blue gear. He looks utterly exhausted, his movements heavy and deliberate, but there’s a distinct, unyielding strength to the way he carries himself.

His face, when he finally approaches the light of the triage tent, is a study in mountain damage. His sun-weathered skin is bright red and chapped from the cold, his prominent cheekbones sharp and stark against the white background. His blue eyes, the color of glacier ice, are rimmed with red, exhausted, but they hold a sharp, unblinking focus—a gaze that looks right through the chaos. He smells faintly of clean cold, sweat, and pine sap. He’s rough, primal, and radiating a competence that makes every other man here look like an amateur.

He sees me immediately. His tired, granite-blue eyes sweep over the base camp, register the cameras, and then lock onto me—the only person standing away from the operation, clearly marked as The Press. A shadow crosses his face, a quick, almost imperceptible hardening of his jaw. The exhaustion doesn’t soften him; it sharpens him.

He stops about twenty feet away, pulling off his heavy, snow-crusted gloves. His hands are enormous, calloused, and currently shaking from the cold and the adrenaline dump. He stuffs them deep into his pockets, trying to hide the tremor.

I raise my recorder, my voice professional, crisp, and slightly louder than necessary to cut through the noise of the idling snowmobiles.

“Mr. Wild? Sierra Beck, The Chronicle. Can you confirm the status of the first recovery? And what are the immediate challenges for locating the remaining three subjects?”

He doesn’t move. He doesn’t offer a smile, a nod, or even a flicker of recognition. He just stands there, a massive, immovable figure against the backdrop of the white mountain, his eyes holding mine in a cold, steady assessment. I can feel the story vibrating between us—the intense, quiet strength of the hero, and the necessary, relentless ambition of the journalist who needs to break his silence. He is going to be difficult. That’s fine. Difficult always makes for the best story. I stand my ground, my camera ready, waiting for him to break. He’s the mountain, and I’m the steady erosion of the truth.
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The Interview Gatecrash
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I don’t answer her immediately. I can’t. The fatigue is a lead weight, and the cold has leached all the articulation from my tongue. I’m standing here, shaking from the residual adrenaline and the brutal, raw chill of the wind, and this woman—Sierra Beck—is looking at me like I’m a specimen under a microscope. Her eyes, a sharp, intelligent hazel, are utterly relentless, drinking in the exhaustion and the grime on my gear.

The Chronicle. Of course, it’s a big paper, which means she’s not here for the local hero piece. She’s here for the narrative, the angle that sells papers in the city. She’s a complication, a chaos agent, and the last damn thing I need right now.

I pull my hands deeper into my pockets, trying to stop the visible tremor. The sound of the snowmobiles—a grating, constant whine of machinery fighting the mountain—is the only thing saving me from the silence. I hate the media. They twist every word, simplify every difficult decision, and turn a technical operation into an emotional spectacle. My whole career, both in the Rangers and running Wild Construction, has been about maintaining control. The press is the enemy of control.

"The status is confirmed," I finally say, my voice coming out as a gravelly, low register that feels alien in my own chest. It takes a conscious effort to loosen my jaw and project over the wind. "One deceased subject, Dr. Alcorn. Cause of death appears to be hypothermia. No other subjects located at the initial shelter."

"Hypothermia," she repeats, her voice low and crisp, a sound that cuts through the wind noise without being loud. She holds the recorder steady, not flinching from my stare. "That's four days out there. It sounds like an impossible recovery, Mr. Wild. Can you describe the conditions on the face, specifically regarding the technical difficulties of the rappel?"

She’s good. She’s asking technical questions to get a human response. She wants me to talk about the fear, the exhaustion, the raw power of the elements, so she can put it in a neat little box labeled 'heroism.' I will not give her that.

"The conditions were extreme," I state, choosing my words with clinical precision. "Wind speeds exceeded fifty knots, and the rock face was severely glazed. We used a triple anchor system, static line, and high-altitude gear. The recovery was conducted using a controlled fall technique to minimize exposure time." I glance past her to the triage tent, a signal that my attention is elsewhere. "The immediate challenge remains locating the other three before nightfall. We're coordinating with SAR to re-establish a search grid."

I try to move past her toward the tent, where the coordinator, Frank, is gesturing at a map, but she takes a quick, lateral step, blocking my path just enough to force me to stop or collide with her. She’s much smaller than I am, but her stance is rock-solid, determined. She has the same unflinching focus I have on the mountain, and that recognition is instantly irritating.

"You mentioned the exposure time," she presses, her hazel eyes flicking to the dark shape now being loaded onto the back of a snowmobile. "Given the $500,000 budget deficit SAR is facing, does the difficulty of a high-angle recovery like this change the calculus on resource allocation? Or is the cost irrelevant when human life is at stake?"

There it is. The pivot. The gatecrash. She didn't come all this way to praise my knots. She's here to talk about the money and the policy. The mention of the SAR budget deficit hits too close to home—it feels like she's already dug into the politics of the operation, something I actively avoid. I run Wild Search and Rescue as a non-profit extension of my construction company, pouring my own money and time into it because I know the value of the work. I don't need a journalist questioning the expense.

"My calculus is simple, Ms. Beck," I say, my voice dropping back to that low, dangerous register. The cold detachment I cultivate on the mountain is now serving as a professional shield against her relentless gaze. "When a distress call comes in, the only calculation that matters is the quickest, safest route to extraction. Cost is secondary to saving a life."

She nods slowly, as if digesting the answer but finding it insufficient. "Of course. But let's talk about preventative measures. Your company, Wild Construction, operates primarily in this region. You know the Sentinel better than anyone. Why does SAR consistently dedicate resources to rescuing unprepared tourists and scientists who ignore clearly marked warnings? Is it time to shift the focus from 'rescue' to 'policy enforcement'—or even 'risk management' where permits and insurance are mandated for high-altitude zones?"

My chest tightens. This isn't just an attack on SAR; it feels like an attack on the whole Wild ethos. We built our name on solving problems, not running away from them. I don't build fences; I build bridges. I don't deny access; I facilitate it safely. I grit my teeth, feeling the raw, painful throb in my arms.

"My team's job is to save lives," I tell her, my words clipped and final. "We don't get paid to debate policy on the side of a mountain, and we sure as hell don't get paid to judge the decisions of the people who call for help. The mountain doesn't care if you have a permit or not. When you're in trouble, we go. That is the only policy that matters at Riverwood Crossing SAR."

I push past her this time. She’s quick, but I’m bigger and I have a clear destination. I can feel the heat radiating off her body as I brush by—a clean, warm scent of expensive wool and something faintly citrusy that is entirely out of place in this environment. It's an unwelcome sensory detail that punches a hole in my carefully constructed professional wall. I leave her standing in the swirling snow, her recorder still up, recording the sound of my heavy snowshoes crunching away toward the command tent. The press is a headache. A necessary, infuriating headache.
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Sierra - The Questions That Matter
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He’s gone. Mike Wild didn’t so much walk away as he dismissed me. He moved like a glacier—slow, powerful, and utterly unstoppable—leaving me in his wake with a few carefully chosen, sterile quotes about anchor systems and resource allocation. But the moment he said, "The only calculation that matters is the quickest, safest route to extraction," I got what I needed. The Vow. The commitment to rescue, regardless of cost or stupidity. That’s the emotional hook of the story, not his biceps.

I rewind the recorder, listening back to the exchange. His voice is deep and rough, like sandpaper scraping over granite, and every word is controlled. He hates this. He hates the camera, he hates the microphone, and he hates the way I forced him to confront the actual, non-heroic reality of his work—the financial sinkhole that irresponsible tourists create. Perfect.

I look down at my notepad, where I’ve scribbled key observations: “Huge, blue eyes like glacier ice, but red-rimmed.” “Hands shaking—hiding them in pockets.” “Smells faintly of sweat, pine, and clean cold.” The man is a walking contradiction: a primal, untamed force who speaks in the language of logistics and risk mitigation. He’s the physical embodiment of the mountain itself—beautiful, dangerous, and resistant to being simplified.

I glance back at the triage tent. He’s huddled over a map with Frank O’Connell, his head lowered in intense consultation. The snow is starting to fall harder now, tiny sharp needles of ice that sting my exposed face. The cold is seeping back into my bones, a deep, paralyzing numbness that threatens to slow my mind. I can’t afford that. My window for the exclusive, non-canned story is closing.

The hero narrative is easy: Man risks life, saves people, gets medal. That's a Tuesday story. The policy story—Why do we keep spending half a million dollars cleaning up messes caused by $30,000 in gear and utter arrogance?—that's a Sunday front-page feature. And to write that feature, I need to know why Mike Wild, a man who owns a massive construction empire, bothers running a SAR team that hemorrhages money. It’s personal to him. I just have to find the source of the injury.

I zip my jacket up higher, adjusting the thermal collar until it chafes slightly against my chin. I need better gear, but I travel light. That’s always been my mantra: be light, be fast, and blend in. I’ve covered riots in Minneapolis and elections in Argentina, and the key is always the same: read the room, find the local pulse, and never trust the official statement.

I put the recorder away. The interview is over, and I won't get anything more from him here. He's activated his shield. The next step isn't confronting him; it's understanding the landscape he protects. The SAR operations here, the politics, and the Wild family history are all interwoven. I need to find the soft spots, the contradictions, the unspoken debt that drives the 'Wild' brand.

I turn my back on the chaos of the base camp. The air here is thick with adrenaline and sorrow, and the constant roar of the wind and engines is grating. I need silence and warmth to think. I need to find the local hangout, the place where the real stories are told over lukewarm coffee and stale pastries. I’ll start with the locals who know Mike Wild not as 'Wild One,' the cold, competent climber, but as the man who used to be a Ranger, the man whose brother just got engaged, the man who lives in the shadow of Wild Acres.

I pull my snow goggles down over my eyes. The snow is falling so thickly now that the world is reduced to shifting sheets of white, the dark pines fading into smudges of grey. I start my trek back toward the main road, the heavy crunch of my boots muffled by the deepening powder. The mountain has his attention now, but soon, I will. He views me as a necessary evil, a professional annoyance. He doesn't realize yet that my questions aren't just about the mission; they're about the man beneath the gear, and I don't quit until I have the whole story. I'm Sierra Beck, and I always get my eye on the story.
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Unprepared Tourists
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I’m huddled in the command tent now, the heavy canvas walls doing little to dampen the sound of the wind or the perpetual static of the radios. The tent smells like wet dog, damp wool, and stale energy drinks. Frank O’Connell, the Park Service coordinator, is chewing on an unlit cigar, his face a web of deep, weary lines, as he points to a section of the map.

But I’m not focused on the map. I’m focused on the icy chill that woman left in my gut. Policy enforcement. Unprepared tourists. Risk management.

She hit the nerve, the one I keep buried under a thousand pounds of rock and logic. I run SAR because I hate chaos. I hate the way the mountain makes a mockery of human planning. And those four researchers—they weren't just tourists. They were supposed to be professionals, doing a geological survey. Yet, they ignored the weather warnings, pushed the limits, and now one is dead, and three more are somewhere out there, likely paying the ultimate price for their arrogance.

Is it time to shift the focus from 'rescue' to 'policy enforcement'?

The question keeps circling, a vulture on the edge of my consciousness. She wasn’t wrong. Every year, people die because they strap on $500 boots and think YouTube videos taught them how to survive an alpine whiteout. And every time, I'm the one who has to go in, risking my own life and the lives of my team, to clean up a mess that never should have happened. My brother, Jake, has been telling me for years to shut the SAR operation down, or at least charge a mandatory premium. He sees the ledger, the red ink it pours into Wild Construction's books.

But I can’t. It’s a matter of principle. It’s what keeps me grounded. In the Army, the mission was clearly defined, the enemy identified, and the risk assessed. Up here, the enemy is the indifference of nature, and the mission is a moral obligation to anyone stupid enough to venture out there. If I start judging people based on their gear or their bank account, I’m no better than the mountain itself—selective and unforgiving.

I stab my finger onto the map, right near the proposed new search zone. “The wind is pushing debris south, Frank. If they tried to descend, they’d be funneled toward the Krummholz grove. That slope is a series of ice sheets and concealed crevasses. They wouldn't last five hours exposed.”

Frank sighs, running a hand over his tired face. "We know, Mike. But the aerial sweep is useless in this snow. We need eyes on the ground, and frankly, you're the only one who can navigate that Krummholz safely in this weather."

He’s right. My skill set isn’t just technical; it’s intuitive. Years of being alone on this mountain, in this weather, have given me a sixth sense for how the snow shifts, how the ice fractures, and where a person might instinctively try to hide. The mountain has become a part of me, a dangerous but predictable extension of my own competence.

But the thought of Sierra Beck standing down there, ready to twist the whole thing into a debate about 'enabling unprepared tourism', makes my blood boil. She reduces the complexity of my job—the sheer, visceral difficulty of placing a life-saving anchor on a sheet of black ice—to a sterile policy debate. She doesn't understand the weight of that dead man swinging beneath me on the rope, the grim reality of that human cost.

I want to grab her, haul her back up the face, and hang her over the void for five minutes while the wind whips around her. I want her to feel the desperate, bone-deep cold that is inescapable at that altitude, to feel the terror of relying entirely on a piece of nylon that could shear at any moment. Then, maybe, she’d appreciate that my focus isn't on a policy column; it’s on the very narrow line between life and a frozen death.

“We’re mobilizing another ground team in an hour,” I tell Frank, ignoring the searing pain in my forearms. “I’ll lead the sweep through the grove. Set up a warming station at the base of the ridge. I want every man cycling in and out. No heroes, just efficiency.”

No heroes. That’s the code. But that journalist wants a hero, and if she can’t get one, she’ll tear down the infrastructure that allows them to exist. I pull off my layers, the smell of damp synthetic fabric and human exertion filling the air. I change into a fresh thermal layer. I need to get back out there before she can write her article and turn my life-and-death operation into a political football. I need to prove that the expense, the risk, and the total dedication of Riverwood Crossing SAR are justified every single time. It's the only way to silence the chaos—both hers and the mountain’s.
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The Spark of Annoyance
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I’m standing by the fire pit, trying to force some circulation back into my hands. The heat is a pleasant, searing pain against my raw, chapped skin. The fire smells like wet pine and burning diesel—the perfect scent of a messy emergency operation. I watch as the rest of the ground teams gear up, the rhythmic click of carabiners and the thump-thump of heavy packs being shouldered providing a rhythmic background.

I can't shake her. Sierra Beck. She’s gone now, having apparently gathered enough ammunition for her first salvo, but her presence lingers like the bitter aftertaste of old coffee. She asked those questions not to understand, but to critique. That's the difference between her profession and mine. I observe, analyze, and act to preserve. She observes, analyzes, and acts to expose.

Jake, my idiot brother, is now completely exposed. He let Rowan—a woman he knew for maybe three months—into the sacrosanct, bulletproof armor he wore for thirty years, and now he’s engaged and starting a $4.2 million equine center. It’s chaos. Beautiful, successful, revenue-generating chaos, but chaos nonetheless. And I swore I wouldn't be him. I swore I’d keep my life in the rigid, predictable order of knots, numbers, and construction timelines.

And here she comes. She’s chaos with a camera.

She saw the tremor in my hands. I know she did. I saw her sharp eyes dip down and register the fatigue, the brief moment where the mountain took its toll and the professional mask slipped. That’s her weakness, too—she looks for the chink in the armor, the vulnerability that makes the story human. And my vulnerability is simple: I'm human, but I cannot afford to be up there. I need to be a machine.

She wants to know why I risk my life for unprepared people.

The real answer, the one I wouldn’t give her, is that it’s the only place that makes sense anymore. When I’m a few hundred feet over a sheer drop, the only reality is the rope, the friction, and the next move. It’s pure, clean, and honest. Down here, there's the ledger, there’s Jake’s sudden, sickening happiness, there's the memory of the dead, and now there's this journalist trying to pick apart the entire ethical framework of my life.

I grab a steel thermos from the supply box. The metal is warm in my hand, a small, welcome weight. I unscrew the lid and inhale the rich, dark steam of the black coffee. It’s too hot, but I need the searing heat on my tongue and throat.

I look up the mountain, toward the jagged, snow-shrouded peak of the Sentinel. It’s going to be a long night. We have three more lives to recover, whether they are alive or dead. That is the only story that matters. Her headline, her policy debate, her need to find the 'hero' and then destroy him—it’s all irrelevant.

But I know she’ll be back. She didn’t get what she came for, and a journalist from The Chronicle doesn't pack up and go home after one unsatisfactory interview. She’s going to dig. She’s going to try to find the secret history of Mike Wild, the source of the detachment, the reason the cold mountain feels more comfortable than a warm room.

The thought doesn't scare me. It sparks something sharper, something almost electric—a primal, professional annoyance. She thinks she can expose the complexity of my life and my work in a few column inches. I’ll make sure her story is nothing but technical specifications and official statements. I’m the wall, and she’s the water. She can rush at me all she wants, but she will never break my control. I finish the coffee in two long, scalding gulps, slam the thermos shut, and turn toward the mountain. The next search grid is waiting.
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Sierra - The Mountain Mug Office
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The Mountain Mug Cafe is a sanctuary—a small, warm bubble of steam and comfort against the raging Alberta winter. The windows are thick with condensation, blurring the outside world into abstract washes of white and grey. Inside, the air is thick with the sweet, comforting smell of cinnamon, dark roast coffee, and slightly burnt sugar. It’s the perfect place to set up my temporary field office.

I’m sitting at a tiny, rickety table tucked into the back corner, strategically positioned to watch the counter and the front door. My laptop is open, my recorder is charging, and my heavy camera bag is wedged securely beneath my feet. I ordered the largest latte they had, and the warmth of the thick ceramic mug is a small miracle, chasing the deep, insidious cold from my fingers. My hands are still slightly raw from being exposed at the base camp, but the coffee is soothing the ache.

I’m in my civvies now: a simple cashmere sweater, dark jeans, and my good leather boots. I look less like a journalist covering a disaster and more like a tourist trying to escape the snow. This is intentional. I need to be invisible, a fixture, not a threat.

I pull out my notepad, reviewing my scribbles from the base camp. Mike Wild: Detached, massive, exhausted, and fiercely protective of his operation. His refusal to play the hero narrative is the single most interesting thing about him. Most people, when faced with the media spotlight, either preen or crumble. He did neither; he deflected with logic and then tried to power-walk through me. The arrogance is layered, not superficial.

I start typing my initial notes for the feature. The working title is The $500,000 Rescue: When Does Recklessness Outweigh Responsibility? It’s punchy, policy-driven, and sure to get attention. But the human element—the Mike Wild element—is what will carry the piece.

I need to know why the Wilds are so invested in this valley. I know the basic facts: Wild Acres is an old, respected ranch; Mike and Jake inherited Wild Construction, a massive, lucrative firm; and Mike’s SAR operation runs like a military unit. But the gossip, the history, the emotional calculus that drives them—that’s the story.

I catch the eye of the barista, a tired-looking woman with kind eyes and a nametag that reads 'Clara.' She’s probably seen half the chaos in this valley. She brings my refill over without me asking. I thank her, letting the silence hang a moment before I strike.

“Rough night for SAR, huh?” I murmur, my tone empathetic, not probing.

Clara leans in, resting her arms on the chipped counter, lowering her voice. “Don’t even. Poor Mike. He goes out when no one else will. It’s always Mike. And now the press is here.” She looks pointedly at my table. I offer her a small, self-deprecating smile.

“I know, I’m the problem,” I admit, sipping my latte. “But it’s important work, too. I’m actually writing a piece on the long-term history of rescue in the valley. It must be expensive for him, keeping that team going.”

Clara shakes her head, the motion making her dark braid swing over her shoulder. “It’s his heart, sweetie. It’s always been his. Jake, now, Jake is the businessman. He’s the one who cares about the bottom line. But Mike... Mike runs toward the fire. That's why people love him. That's why he built that construction company—to fund the rescue team.”

To fund the rescue team. Bingo. That’s the emotional core of the financial deficit. He built a fortune to pay for his passion, his obsession, his moral obligation. That kind of dedication is the story, not the dollar amount. I jot down the quote, making a note to check the financial filings for Wild Construction. The scent of espresso beans and Clara’s whispered confession hangs heavy in the air.

I spend the next hour reading the local newspapers I bought—the Sentinel Times. They’re all running the same bland piece: Local Hero Saves Day. But there are subtle, useful details. Jake Wild’s recent engagement to the "celebrity vet" Rowan Ashford, the massive land deal, the talk of turning Wild Acres into a high-end equine center. The Wilds are consolidating their power, becoming even more deeply rooted in the valley's economy.

I realize I have two separate Wilds to analyze. Jake, the one who handles the money and the legacy (and is now blissfully engaged), and Mike, the one who handles the danger and the debt (and is utterly alone and detached). They’re two sides of a coin, both utterly driven, but in completely opposite directions. And I just caught Mike at his breaking point—exhausted, cold, and facing the grim reality of three more missing people. He's vulnerable, and I'm the one poised to ask the most uncomfortable questions he’s ever faced.
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Jake - The Media Headache
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The office at Wild Acres smells like fresh sawdust and expensive, clean leather—the scent of money and production. I’m standing over the massive blueprint table with Rowan, but I can’t focus on the layout of the new trauma center wing. All I can hear is my phone, which has been blowing up with calls from local TV affiliates and national reporters trying to get a statement about the Sentinel recovery.

"It's a complete zoo, Ro," I mutter, rubbing the back of my neck. My spine is stiff with tension, and the thought of dealing with the media is like staring down a charging bull. "Mike hates this. He hates the spotlight more than he hates a crooked fence line. And now they're down there like vultures, pecking at his exhaustion."

Rowan—my brilliant, level-headed, impossibly beautiful Rowan—leans her hip against the table, her hand resting casually on the blueprint for the hydrotherapy suite. Her presence alone is a grounding force. She smells like laundry and mint, and she looks at me with those steady, analytical eyes I fell in love with.

"He's fine, Jake," she says, her voice calm and absolute. "Mike is a machine. He compartmentalizes. He knew the risk of being high-profile. What bothers you isn't the press; it's the distraction from the plan."

She’s right. She’s always right. The distraction is the enemy. We have the permits, we have the initial $2 million in capital, and we have the most ambitious equine rehabilitation project in the state on the table. Every minute I spend fielding calls about Mike’s "heroism" is a minute lost to securing our future. We finally wiped out the ledger, finally got the financing right, and I am not going to let some city reporter destabilize the emotional core of our operation—my brother.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
» AMBER EVERLY

_&',

Wild Series .
2 Book 2 e X
«

-






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





