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      Sawyer

      The cold bites through the wool blanket before my eyes open. Four-thirty, maybe five. Scout's warm weight shifts against my leg, but the German Shepherd doesn't lift his head. The smart dog knows better than to leave the bed's warmth before the fire's going.

      My bare feet hit the plank floor. Ice shoots through my soles. The cabin holds yesterday's chill like a grudge, and frost patterns spider across the inside of the windows. I pull on yesterday's flannel—still smells like chainsaw oil and sweat—and pad to the wood stove.

      The kindling catches on the third match. I feed it pine needles, then twigs, then split cedar. The flames grow from orange to yellow, crackling as sap pockets explode. Scout finally stretches and jumps down to claim his spot on the hearthrug.

      "Getting soft on me?"

      His tail thumps once. We've had this conversation before.

      The kettle goes on the stovetop. While it heats, I check the Remington 700 propped by the door—action smooth, scope clear. The Mossberg 500 hangs on its pegs above the coat hooks. Both loaded, safeties on. Old habits.

      Outside, the pre-dawn world waits in shades of gray and shadow. Pine trees stand like sentinels against the sky. No wind yet, but the air tastes like snow coming. I grab the splitting maul from beside the door.

      The woodpile needs attention. Always does. I set a round of Douglas fir on the stump and swing. The maul bites deep, splits the wood clean. Another piece. Another swing. The rhythm settles into my muscles—lift, swing, split. Lift, swing, split.

      Crack.

      Not the wood. Gunfire. AK-47, three hundred meters out. Davies is down, blood pooling under his⁠—

      I blink hard. Just the wood splitting. Just the morning quiet. My hands grip the maul handle until my knuckles go white.

      "Get your shit together, King."

      Scout watches from the doorway, head tilted. I set another log, swing harder this time. The impact reverberates up my arms. Better. Pain anchors you to the present.

      Twenty minutes later, I've got a week's worth stacked under the lean-to. My breath clouds in the air, and sweat dampens my back despite the cold. The kettle's screaming inside. I whistle for Scout and head back in.

      Coffee. Black. Strong enough to float a horseshoe, as Davies used to⁠—

      Stop.

      I pour kibble into Scout's bowl while my coffee cools enough to drink. He attacks it as if he's been starved for weeks instead of fed twelve hours ago. The propane refrigerator hums in the corner. I pull out last night's leftover venison, eat it cold while standing at the counter.

      The traps need checking before I head to the outpost. I strap on the Glock 19 in its chest holster, throw on my Carhartt jacket. Scout's already at the door, tail wagging.

      "Alright, let's go."

      The trail behind the cabin winds through Douglas fir and hemlock. Our boots—my boots, Scout's paws—crunch through the frost-brittle undergrowth. The first snare sits empty, the trigger stick undisturbed. Same with the second. The third holds a snowshoe hare, neck broken clean. I reset the snare after field-dressing the rabbit, hands working on autopilot.

      The fourth trap stops me cold.

      It's been triggered, but whatever hit it tore through the wire like paper. Blood spots the snow—too much for a rabbit, wrong color for deer. Scout's hackles rise. He growls low, scanning the treeline.

      "Easy, boy."

      I crouch, examining the tracks. Coyote, maybe. Big one. The blood trail leads north, toward the ridgeline. Not my problem today. I reset the snare with fresh wire from my pack.

      By the time we circle back to the cabin, full daylight filters through the canopy. Seven-fifteen by the wind-up clock on the mantel. Time to head down the mountain.

      The truck starts on the second try—1988 Chevy K5 Blazer, more rust than paint, but the engine's solid. Scout jumps into the passenger seat. The drive to Mountain Outpost takes forty minutes on a good day, following switchbacks down through the forest. Ice glazes the shadowed corners. I take them slow.

      The radio stays off. I can't stand the morning talk shows, the voices pretending everything matters. The news. The weather. The traffic reports for cities I'll never see again. Scout rests his head on my thigh, and I scratch behind his ears with one hand while navigating the turns.

      Mountain Outpost sits where the forest meets the valley—a collection of log buildings that serves as general store, guide service, and last stop before the wilderness swallows you whole. Beau's truck sits out front, diesel still ticking as it cools. Elias's Subaru too, held together with duct tape and pure stubbornness.

      I park beside them, tell Scout to stay. He settles into the seat with a huff.

      Inside, the warmth hits like a wall. Wood smoke and coffee and bacon grease. Beau stands at the counter, all six-foot-four of him crammed into a space too small for his frame. His Seahawks cap sits backward on his head, and he's arguing with Cheryl about the coffee maker again.

      "—telling you, it's making weird noises. Like a death rattle."

      "It's made those noises for ten years," Cheryl says, not looking up from her inventory clipboard. "Still makes coffee, doesn't it?"

      "Barely. This tastes like motor oil."

      "Then buy your own maker."

      Elias sits at the map table, topographical spreads covering every surface. Reading glasses perched on his nose make him look like a librarian who got lost and decided to stay. He glances up when the door chimes.

      "Look what the mountain coughed up."

      "Elias." I nod, grab a mug from the shelf. The coffee does taste like motor oil, but it's hot.

      "Did you hear about the storm system?" Beau abandons his coffee maker argument. "Weather service says two, maybe three feet by tomorrow night."

      "Saw the clouds building." I lean against the counter. "Pressure's been dropping since yesterday."

      "Going to be a proper bastard," Elias says, tracing elevation lines with his finger. "This high-pressure ridge is going to slam right into that low coming off the Pacific. Going to dump everything right on us."

      "Trail conditions?" I ask.

      "Getting sketchy. Had a couple of hikers yesterday saying the bridge over Granite Creek is icing up bad." Beau pulls off his cap, runs a hand through his hair. "We should probably close the back trail."

      "I'll check it." The words come out before I think about them. "Need to patrol that section anyway."

      Elias looks up from his maps. "Storm's moving fast. You've got maybe six hours before it really hits."

      "Plenty of time."

      "Famous last words," Beau mutters into his coffee.

      They're good men. They don't push, don't ask why I live like I do, don't mention the dog tags hanging from my rearview mirror. We work the same mountains, speak the same language of weather patterns and trail conditions and tourist stupidity. It's enough.

      "Radio check at noon?" Elias suggests.

      "Yeah."

      I refill my thermos with the motor oil coffee, grab a can of Copenhagen from behind the counter. Cheryl marks it on my tab without looking up.

      "Sawyer." Beau's voice stops me at the door. "That back trail gets hairy fast when the weather turns. Don't be a hero."

      The words hit wrong. Heroes save people. Heroes bring their teams home.

      "Just checking trail conditions."

      Outside, Scout's nose presses against the window, fogging the glass. I climb in, crank the engine. The back trail access sits eight miles up the valley, where the maintained road ends and the real wilderness begins.

      The clouds stack higher as I drive, dark-bellied and pregnant with snow. Wind picks up, swaying the treetops. Scout watches the forest flow past, occasionally whining at something only he sees.

      The trailhead parking lot sits empty. Good. Won't have to deal with unprepared hikers trying to squeeze in one last trek before winter proper. I strap on my pack—first aid kit, rope, emergency shelter, MREs. The weight feels right across my shoulders.

      Scout ranges ahead as we start up the trail, nose down, cataloguing scents. The path winds through an old-growth forest, following the contour of the mountain. Granite Creek whispers below, still running despite the ice forming at its edges.

      Two miles in, I stop. Something feels off. Scout stopped too, ears pricked forward.

      The forest holds its breath.

      Then I see them—fresh boot prints in the snow, heading up the trail. Recent, maybe two hours old. Someone's already up here, heading into the storm.
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       Brooke

      The podcast woman's voice fills my Subaru like smoke from incense I'd never actually burn. "Remember, you are not defined by who left you. You are defined by who you choose to become."

      I jab the skip button. Next episode. Same breathy wisdom, different backdrop of wind chimes.

      "The mountain doesn't care about your past⁠—"

      Skip.

      "When we release what no longer serves us⁠—"

      My finger hovers over the power button. Outside, Douglas firs crowd the narrow road like disapproving relatives at Thanksgiving. Their branches scrape the car's roof when the wind gusts. Each switchback takes me higher, further from cell towers and coffee shops and the comfortable illusion that I know what I'm doing.

      Marcus would laugh if he could see me now. Actually, no—he'd use that sigh, the one that conveyed both disappointment and vindication. Too soft, Brooke. Too much work. You can't just run away to the mountains like some Eat, Pray, Love cliché.

      Except that's exactly what I'm doing. Driving into the Cascade Mountains in November with a trunk full of camera equipment I barely know how to use and enough granola bars to survive approximately three days if I ration them. The rental listing promised "rustic charm" and "disconnect from the digital world." The photos showed a cute A-frame cabin with fairy lights and a hot tub.

      The reviews were... mixed.

      My phone slides across the passenger seat as I take another curve too fast. The GPS cheerfully announces, "In 800 feet, turn right onto Forest Service Road 2455."

      Forest Service Road sounds official. Maintained. Safe.

      The reality is a gravel track barely wide enough for my car, climbing at an angle that makes my engine whine. Snow dusts the edges, getting thicker with each elevation gain. The trees press closer. The sky, what little I can see through the canopy, has turned the color of old pewter.

      "Continue for 12 miles."

      Twelve miles of this?

      I grew up in Manhattan. The wildest nature I encountered was Central Park, and even that had food vendors and clearly marked paths. This is different. This is the quiet that makes you hear your own heartbeat, your own thoughts, all the things you've been drowning out with work and wine and terrible reality TV.

      Too soft.

      My hands tighten on the wheel. The engagement ring groove on my finger still hasn't completely faded. Eight months since I found him with my boss, Cynthia. Cynthia with her rock-hard abs and her perfectly shaped boobs. Cynthia, who probably never cried during arguments or needed reassurance or asked him just to hold her sometimes without it leading anywhere.

      The car lurches over a pothole. Something rattles in the back—probably the tripod I threw in without securing properly. Story of my life: all the equipment, none of the expertise, hoping enthusiasm will make up the difference.

      Snow starts to fall. Not the pretty, delicate flakes from Christmas movies, but thick, wet clumps that splatter against the windshield like bugs on a highway. The wipers struggle, leaving streaks across my vision.

      "In 6 miles, your destination is on the right."

      Six miles. I can do six miles.

      The podcast has cycled to someone new, a man with a voice like gravel talking about resilience. "The only way out is through. When we face our fears⁠—"

      The back end of the car slides. Just a little, just enough to make my stomach drop. I ease off the gas, turn into the slide like my dad taught me years ago in a snowy parking lot. The car straightens out.

      "Okay. Okay, we're fine."

      The snow falls harder. The windshield wipers thunk-thunk-thunk in a rhythm that doesn't quite match my racing pulse.

      Another mile crawls by. The trees thin out, revealing a meadow to my left and a drop-off to my right that I absolutely will not think about. The road curves ahead, disappearing into a wall of white.

      Maybe this was a mistake.

      The thought arrives uninvited but won't leave. Like Marcus at parties, hovering at my shoulder, ready to correct my stories or explain why my opinions were "interesting but ultimately naïve."

      No, I'm doing this. I'm going to spend a week in the mountains, take stunning photos, write profound blog posts about finding myself, and return to New York transformed. Renewed. One of those women who do yoga at sunrise and means it when she says she's grateful.

      The car slides again. Longer this time, the back end floating like it's forgotten its relationship with the road. I pump the brakes—wrong move. The SUV spins lazy as a record player; the world blurring white and green and gray.

      Time stretches. I have enough of it to think with perfect clarity: I'm going to die in Lululemon yoga pants.

      The passenger side crunches into something solid. The airbag doesn't deploy, which seems like either very good or very bad news. The engine sputters and dies.

      Silence.

      Then my breathing, too fast, too shallow. My hands shake as I turn the key. The engine cranks but doesn't catch. Again. Nothing.

      "Okay. Okay, think."

      Phone first. I grab it from the floor where it landed. No service. Of course. Haven't had a bar for the last three miles, but I check anyway, holding it up, waving it around like that's ever worked for anyone in the history of cellular technology.

      The snow builds on the windshield, erasing the world in white increments. The car's nestled against a snowbank, the passenger side buried. The driver's side door opens about six inches before hitting packed snow.

      Don't panic.

      Too late. It rises from my stomach, hot and electric. This isn't a subway delay or a bad Tinder date. This is actual danger, the kind that doesn't care about my good intentions or my need for personal growth.

      I inventory supplies: half a bottle of water, those granola bars, a phone charger (useless), my camera bag (extremely useless), and an expensive designer parka that  now seems like a knock-off I bought at a Kmart blue-light sale.

      The temperature drops without the engine running. My breath fogs. Outside, the snow has become a wall, erasing the road, the forest, everything beyond a few feet.

      "In 4 miles, your destination is on the right," the GPS announces cheerfully, running on its own battery, oblivious to changed circumstances.

      I laugh. It comes out cracked and too high. This is insane. I'm going to freeze to death less than two hours from Seattle because I thought I could handle "rustic charm."

      Try the engine again. It turns over once, twice, then nothing. The battery's not dead—the dashboard lights still work—but something's wrong. Something I have absolutely no knowledge to fix.

      The parka's warm, at least for now. I zip it to my chin, pull up the fur-lined hood that cost extra. Through the small clear patch on the windshield, I watch the storm erase the world.

      Too soft. Too much work.

      Maybe Marcus was right. Maybe I am the kind of woman who needs saving, who can't handle the real world without someone else to lean on. The thought sits like spoiled milk in my stomach.

      But no. No, I'm not dying here. Not ending as a cautionary tale about city girls who don't respect nature. I dig through my bag, finding my phone again. Still no signal, but I can at least document this. If someone finds my frozen body, they'll know I tried.

      The camera powers on. Through the viewfinder, the storm looks almost beautiful. Abstract. Like one of those expensive paintings in Chelsea galleries that you pretend to understand.

      I zip the camera back into its bag. Sitting here means freezing. The math is simple, even for someone who let Marcus handle the finances.

      Four miles. People walk four miles all the time. I did the Brooklyn Bridge last month in heels after Jessica's bachelorette party. This is just...walking. With snow. And wind. And zero visibility.

      The driver's door takes three kicks before it opens wide enough to squeeze through. The cold hits like a physical thing, sharp enough to steal thought. Snow drives sideways, needling exposed skin. My designer parka suddenly feels tissue-thin.

      Back to the trunk. The suitcase is useless—I'm not dragging rollers through snowdrifts—but I grab the camera bag and stuff the granola bars in my pockets. Water bottle in the other pocket. Phone too, though it's basically an expensive flashlight now.

      The road has vanished. Where asphalt should be, there's only white bleeding into white. I think I remember which direction I was heading. Think. The drop-off was on the right, so if I keep the slope on my left...

      Walking is harder than expected. The snow's already knee-deep in places, and my boots—waterproof according to the tag—sink with each step. Within fifty yards, my thighs burn. Within a hundred, my lungs.

      The trees offer some protection from the wind. I stay close to them, using trunks as guideposts. Pine, fir, something else with bark like alligator skin. The forest crowds in, branches dumping snow down my collar when I brush against them.

      This is fine. This is an adventure.

      I actually say it out loud, needing to hear a human voice even if it's my own. The wind swallows the words.

      A yellow diamond sign appears through the snow. Curve ahead. Good—that means I'm still on the road. Or near it. The distinction blurs as everything turns the same shade of white.
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