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Catching a Wood Fairy
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One moment he was floating, gliding in the air; the next he was slapped, making him reel, whirl, and when he opened his eyes, he was lying on his belly on a hard wooden surface, gripping tightly at its edges. He shivered. The wind blew at full speed around him, or it was he who was moving at full speed, he wasn’t sure. But suddenly his flight was cut short. He jerked as the thing halted, and tilted upright, forcing him to hold on or fall to the ground. He swayed slightly when the thing and him with it was shoved into a tight leather strap that held him fast against human skin. He couldn’t breathe and the skin radiating heat in his face didn’t make things easier for him.

* * * *
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It was morning, but here in the clearing the sun burned and stabbed at his back like the sharpest of blades. But it wouldn’t make Elias put on his shirt. He had difficulty breathing as it was and he was still out of luck in his hunting. The boomerang he’d just thrown had brought back nothing. He unslung his bow, pulled an arrow from his quiver, and started to sneak forward. He thought he saw a deer.

* * * *
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He still couldn’t move. His arms were pressed to his sides as he was still trapped. His nose was stuck against the sweaty sticky human skin and he really wanted to sneeze, only he couldn’t because he...still couldn’t move one inch.

* * * *
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Elias tiptoed behind the bushes his eyes locked on his quarry. The deer stood still, sometimes tilting its head as it listened to the world around it, then bent and ripped up another mouthful of grass. Elias slowly lifted his bow and arrow to his face and drew the string taut...

* * * *
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Zaaap!

The arrow pierced the deer’s heart and it went down hard.

Elias hopped over the bush and knelt beside his catch. This would be enough meat for a couple of days. Elias uncoiled the ropes he carried and bound the four legs of the deer. He hefted the dead beast upon his shoulders and started toward his hut.

* * * *
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He’d fallen asleep for a while, made drowsy by the sway and swing as the human moved, and suddenly the wood he’d been tied to was lifted. The belt came loose and he yelped as he fell with a thump onto a smooth surface. The breath was knocked out of him with a whoosh. It took some moments before he could bring himself to get on all fours, swaying a little as he stood, and—

“Aah!”

Those were the biggest eyes he’d ever seen, but they were brown, and he’d never seen brown eyes before. All his kind had blue eyes, though few as big and blue as his own.

* * * *
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He sprung back as he saw Elias.

“Don’t be scared. Who are you?” Elias watched the tiny guy, who couldn’t be more than five inches tall. The creature whimpered.

“Are you going to kill me like you killed the deer?”

Elias’s gaze followed the eyes that were trained on the deer’s carcass on the floor.

“No. I’m not a killer.”

“You killed him.” Hesitantly, the man clambered to his feet.

“Yeah, for food. I need to eat, okay? By the way, I’m Elias and I don’t kill people.” Especially when they were as striking as this little being, added Elias silently.

“I’m not people. I’m a wood fairy and my name is Finnian.”

Elias gulped. A wood fairy? What would it do when something wasn’t to its liking? Turn someone into a frog?

“Do you only hunt for food?”

“Uh, what?”

“I mean, you don’t trade animals’ hides or horns for gold or anything like that?”

“Nothing like that, I swear.”

The fairy frowned a little.

“You can believe anything you want, but...”

“I believe you.” Then Finnian smiled and Elias nearly swooned. “Wait, I have an idea. What if I provide food on the table and you quit killing animals?”

“Can you do that?” Wrong question. Magic must be Finnian’s middle name, for a banquet of breakfast, lunch, and dinner combined was laid out on his table before Elias could blink. His breath caught, but something else was on his mind. “I can’t accept this. A man has to work to earn his food. I’m not eating your feast for nothing, Finnian.”

Instead of answering, Finnian ran his eyes down Elias’s mouth, throat, chest, and kept going to the south. Elias’s mouth went dry. “What are you doing?”

“You’re a hunter. You’re used to working with your body or it loses its tight, hard muscles.”

Finnian sounded as if he were daydreaming. Elias didn’t mind being admired, really. Finnian himself was mouth-watering in his semi-naked state. All he wore were a few strategically placed leaves. If only he weren’t so small...

“I know what you can do,” Finnian cried out.

“What?” Elias asked, startled, but trying not to let it show.

“You can help my kind plant the trees we have as our main food source.”

“Do you eat leaves? Are you a vegetarian?”

Finnian smirked. “No, not the leaves. We eat the sap. Most fairies like cream, but we, the wood fairies, take what the forest provides. Sap.”

Elias nodded pensively. “Makes sense.”

“So? We have a deal?” Finnian reached out his small hand.

Might as well. Elias shrugged. He found himself wishing again that Finnian was not this tiny.

“Sure we do.” Elias gave his hand, too.

Something strange happened when Elias took Finnian’s hand. It was no longer a minuscule hand that he was holding. It was small but not much smaller than Elias’ hand. And when Elias looked up, he blinked with shock. Finnian was no longer a five-inch-tall fairy. He’d turned into a man. A beautiful man whose skin and face were glowing, his sparkling blue eyes piercing into Elias’.

“H-how?” Elias stammered.

Finnian laughed sweetly. It sounded like singing. “If I can make a table of food appear in a blink of an eye, why would you think I can’t do this?” He gestured to himself.

Elias ran his fingers over Finnian’s naked shoulder. It slipped under the pads of his fingers.

“Is it—okay?” Elias asked carefully.

Finnian closed his eyes, sighing. The sound went straight to Elias’s cock. “Yes, it’s okay.” He leaned closer and tilted his face up toward Elias’. Elias swallowed. Finnian’s lips were slightly apart now. Elias cupped his face and licked Finnian’s lower lip. A delicious shiver vibrated out of Finnian’s throat and Elias pressed his lips over Finnian’s, letting his tongue trace Finnian’s mouth, gently shoving in, tasting the warmth, seeking Finnian’s welcome.

“Oh, Finnian,” Elias murmured. “You’re so beautiful. Very beautiful.” His hand crept down, groping at the leaves and reaching beneath them. He cradled the thickness in his hand. Finnian’s hitched breath was enough of a reward. Elias smiled as he pulled back. He brushed their lips together briefly.

“That’s a deal, right, Finnian?”

Finnian linked his arms around Elias’s neck. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

* * * *
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A Boyfriend for Christmas
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Ten years ago

I’ve turned twenty-one but I’ve never kissed a man. (I did kiss Dee from the ninth grade but she was, err, not a man.) I’ve never had a boyfriend, either. Since it came to me that I only like guys, I’ve never dared stand too close to someone that caught my attention, or tell them that I liked them. I’m too scared.

I feel lonely, and in fact, I am alone. I’m new in this town; I don’t know many people. Actually, I don’t know anyone at all but the janitor who always comes to the office as early as I do. I’m too shy to talk to people around my cubicle, afraid they will see through my eyes, into my head, and find out that I’m different.

God, I need a boyfriend. I need someone to talk to, someone who will always be by my side. I want a man to tell all my secrets, my dreams, my desires. Someone who listens to my ramblings and not laughs at them. A person who understands my most confusing utterances that result from my jumbled thoughts. A man who can help interpret what I say to someone else, who completes my sentences even before I myself know what I’m going to say.

A man who simply looks into my eyes and understands perfectly what is in my mind.

God, I’m one person, but I know I won’t be complete without another. It feels as if I’m just half of a part seeking the other missing half. My eyes want to look into someone else’s. My nose is cold without another’s neck to snuggle into. My lips are frozen. My arms long to wrap around someone else’s shoulders. My body yearns to fit into another’s.

God, may I have a boyfriend? May I have a man to carry me up to our bedroom, throw me into the bed, pin me down the mattress? A man whose hands knowingly map the curves of my body and smooth my skin? And his lips—his lips would trace along the corners of mine, blowing kisses in my mouth, whispering love in my ears.

May I have a boyfriend, dear Lord?

* * * *
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Present

“Don’t move!”

He froze. The voice behind his back sounded clipped, but not without a tinge of fear. He slowly raised his hands.

“I said don’t move!”

“Look. I just want to turn around, okay? I don’t have a gun or anything with me.”

It took a beat before the voice spoke again. “Fine.”

He moved around slowly until he faced the voice’s owner, stared at the face not too far from his own, and offered a silent “Thank you” to the supervisor who sent him here, or rather, flew him, slid him through the chimney, and literally dumped him into this man’s fireplace. The man who stood before him was fucking gorgeous, and sweet like no rainbow-colored lollipops or bubbly melting chocolate he’d ever tasted.

He thanked his boss again, hushed, as his eyes roamed over the Adonis’ bare chest. He knew it was improper, but what the heck. His eyes took in the freckled skin, resting briefly at the dismaying sight of a sling across the broad shoulder, supporting a broken arm. That was when it registered on him that the man in front of him was a wreck: besides the arm sling, the poor guy’s other hand holding a gun pointed at him shook visibly, and his ankle was bandaged, too, but thankfully not in plaster. Once the brief once-over was over, the brazen intruder let his gaze trail back up to his involuntary host’s face and found a pair of lush lips pressed together into a thin line.

“Get out.” At the sound of the icy command, everything the intruder was about to ask flew out the window, which happened to be where his gaze shifted, too.

“Into a storm?” he asked incredulously. It was a fucking understatement, by the way. Outside was a roaring blizzard he’d gratefully managed to get out of. Earlier, he made sure Rudolph and his mates ran way over the clouds to avoid the storm and lightning, but he still couldn’t avoid getting all soaked before they reached the rooftop of this man’s cabin.

The man only shrugged. “Just get out, dude. You want to rob a cabin, rob someone else’s. Bet your truck must be parked somewhere near.”

“Look. Oliver...” Ah, right. Of course he knew this man’s name. His boss wouldn’t have sent him out on the mission without giving him the complete information. Why he forgot to use it earlier was beyond him. Though calling the man by his name might not have been a good idea judging from the way his eyes popped out.

“How do you know my name?” Oliver instinctively staggered backward. Surely with one of his legs’ current condition, it was not the smartest thing to do. Oliver hissed in pain as he stumbled back.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Stay back.” Oliver waved the gun in front of him. “And...damn it!”

He could see Oliver was in a total mess now, when sweat broke out on his temple as he struggled to stay on his feet.

“Oliver, please...”

“You. You...”

“The name’s Derek and you must trust me. I’ve no intention to rob you. I don’t want to hurt you. In fact, I...” But from the wheezing breaths Oliver was making, Derek realized he wasn’t listening to him at all. Oliver’s hand quavered dangerously, making Derek jittery about the gun. When Derek stepped closer and took it away from his clutch, Oliver offered no resistance. In fact, Derek surmised Oliver had been so thoroughly lost in pain that he didn’t even realize he’d relinquished his only weapon of protection.

“Shh, I’ve got you now.” Derek murmured as he took Oliver in his hold completely, carried him over, and lowered him down onto the couch.

* * * *
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Derek checked out the bedroom and bathroom and found a small towel, which he soaked in the lukewarm water. He also made a big mug of hot chocolate for Oliver and grinned satisfactorily after locating Oliver’s medicine bag. He brought them all to the sitting room where he’d rekindled the fire in the hearth. Inwardly Derek was relieved it wasn’t lit when he came down the chimney earlier, yet he loathed the idea of Oliver staying at this freezing place without anyone helping him light the fireplace’ a task Derek didn’t think Oliver was capable of at the moment given his physical woes. When everything was set, Derek knelt before the sofa where Oliver was laid down, and gently rubbed the warm towel over his temple. Minutes later Derek administered the same treatment on the supine man’s cheeks and neck, both front and back. When Oliver’s eyelids fluttered slowly showing that he was awake, Derek pulled back, watching him with a soft smile on his lips.

“Shall I give you your painkiller now?”

Derek really shouldn’t be surprised: Oliver shrank back at the sound of Derek’s voice, his eyes snapped open, wild, searching, until they finally located the gun Derek secured and left on the table earlier. Derek sighed dejectedly.

“You don’t need that. I told you I wouldn’t hurt you, and I won’t.”

Oliver might not trust him immediately, at Derek’s reassurance, but he did take his eyes off Derek to check his surroundings, noting the steamy drink on the table and the lit fireplace that filled the room with cozy warmth. When Oliver’s gaze was back at him again, Derek smiled. That gaze was still hard and cold, though, and that Derek swore he would remedy in no time.

“Who are you? Where do you come from?” Oliver asked.

“I’m Derek and I’m from the North Pole.”

“The North Pole.”

“That’s right.” Derek felt he sounded too cheery, so he bit his lips.

“You mean from Alaska? You came here for your job?”

“No. What job? I’m from the North Pole. I was sent here because you asked for a boyfriend.”

Oliver’s face blanched.

“It was...years ago. Before—before all this happened. Before I met...my ex.”

“Yes, quite a long time ago.” Derek looked down in shame.

“Lucky you, I forgot about that letter, or I would’ve thought the ex was the answer to it.” Oliver looked away. “I would’ve been disappointed.”

“I apologize for our terrible service. But my Boss didn’t want to send just anyone available. There are strict screening processes, and I passed all of them.” Derek beamed, feeling proud of himself, yet he saw Oliver had not fully caught on to what he was saying.

“Wait. So these processes” Oliver waved about, “are to find you as a suitable person to be my b-boyfriend?”

“Exactly.”

“And you were sent from the North Pole?”

Derek nodded.

“You, what, the reindeer flew you here?” Oliver smirked teasingly.

“Yeah, in a one-horse open sleigh,” Derek sang, grinning.

Oliver’s smirk faltered, his eyes hardened, and he sat straighter. “You should go. No way I’ll believe you. You could be a nutcase or a murderer for all I know.”

Derek sighed in resignation. He had nothing to prove himself that would not freak out Oliver more.

“Look. At least allow me to take care of you until you’re totally healed,” he pleaded.

“And kill me while I’m asleep?”

“I’m not going to say I could’ve killed you if I wanted to, because I definitely don’t want to and I won’t, ever. How do you think I got here, Oliver? Was what I said not true? The roads are all blocked by inches and inches of snow and a chopper is totally out of the question in this kind of weather. Why would I want to make up a capricious tale and make it hard for myself when I could have easily lied?”

To his dismay, Oliver only shrugged.

“Oliver, it’s your Christmas present for this year. I’m your gift, and I’ve been hoping that I can cheer you up a bit, or at least make your time passable after—after what happened to you.”

Oliver groaned, covering his face with his uninjured arm. “Wow. Great. Now you know what happened to me. Yeah, being dumped by a former boyfriend—literally—as he tried to kill me by shoving me down two stories.”

Derek winced. He swore it would never happen again to Oliver, in the hands of any other man that is, because he certainly would not hurt Oliver, ever.

“Who are you really?” Oliver asked weakly. “An angel?”

“No, I’m just a man, with a special assignment.”

“If you’re from the North Pole, then this boss of yours is Santa Claus?”

“No. He’s my supervisor. My Big Boss is God.”

“What?” Oliver gawked at him with eyes as big as saucers. He shifted his position and it seemed his foot caught something that made him grunt in pain.

Derek reached for the meds and a glass of water from the table.

“You have to take them, Oliver. Please.”

The man shook his head stubbornly. “They’re just gonna daze me. I hate feeling like that.”

“Okay,” Derek complied. “How about this drink? I promise you it’ll make you feel better.”

Derek was close to jumping in joy when Oliver finally agreed on something. He ignored Oliver’s hand and brought the mug of chocolate himself to Oliver’s lips while supporting the man up with his other arm.

“Is it good?” Derek asked, smiling a little as Oliver leaned back, eyes closed and a blissful moan escaping from his lips. “You trust me now?”

Oliver gazed at him with hooded eyes and Derek realized Oliver must be exhausted. He struggled with fatigue, and before succumbing to it, Oliver drawled out something like, “I have no choice, do I?”

Derek would have preferred to stay here with Oliver’s consent, but the man had fallen asleep before either of them had the chance to say anything else. So Derek decided Oliver had to accept him for the time being, and that included everything he had to offer. With the least bit of effort, Derek lifted Oliver up and carried him to his bedroom.

* * * *
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Derek felt immensely relieved that Oliver let him take care of him, even though the broken man barely said more than a few words in the past several days. He reasoned being a male nurse was so much better than being thrown out to the snowstorm, yes, the blizzard was still raging.

Derek wondered if his supervisor would gladly take him back if he failed to promote himself to Oliver’s boyfriend. He wondered too if he could ever make himself leave Oliver after everything he’d done for the man since he got here. Through no small miracle, Oliver had trusted Derek enough to let Derek help him with taking a bath after Derek secured a plastic bag around his cast to keep it dry. Derek also made sure all meals and medications were always prepared on time. Before long, Derek caught thankful glances from Oliver, although the looks were so fleeting, they were gone the next second.

Being Oliver’s nurse was truly not bad, but Oliver had made Derek promise not to go into his bedroom ever again. He freaked after finding out Derek had carried him inside the first night he came here. Derek understood, he really did. But the nights that followed, with their surroundings all quiet, without even the sounds of nocturnal creatures, Derek often found himself standing against the bedroom door, fist clenched around the knob, and struggling not to break into the room. He could hear Oliver whimpering in his sleep, and once he even screamed. But in the morning the man always pretended nothing happened the night before. This was the fourth night, and Derek was trying to keep his promise when Oliver started having another nightmare, and nothing could refrain Derek from breaking in when Oliver’s “No!” reverberated inside the cabin. Derek was beside him in no time, holding the shaking man, all the while ignoring Oliver’s plea to leave him alone over and over again.

“No, Oliver,” Derek persisted. “You don’t have to face him alone. You have me. I’ll protect you from him even when he comes to you in dreams.”

Oliver said nothing, denied nothing, and to Derek’s relief, eventually let Derek stay with him, simply lying there, curling up closer as Derek tightened his arm around him.

“You’ve been so brave, Oliver, for fighting back against your ex, though I’m so sorry you have to suffer like this,” Derek said in a hushed tone, afraid that Oliver would bolt or close up again. But the man looked as though he had no more energy to do either of those.

“I was stupid. I knew he had been arrested, yet I ran away from the hospital. But I was so scared. I was afraid he could get away somehow and come after me.”

Well, Derek had his own opinion on that, and honestly, it wasn’t in Oliver’s favor. He was awfully mad at Oliver for running away like that and hiding in a place where there was no one to help him. What if something bad had happened to him?

Surely Oliver could not read Derek’s mind, so he carried on talking, albeit so softly that Derek needed to strain a little to catch it.

“The cab driver that took me here from the hospital was a little concerned over me, but I told him some friends were coming later.”

“But that wasn’t true, was it, Oliver?”

“You did.”

Derek smiled at that, and sensing that Oliver had accepted him more, he lowered himself down until he was lying beside the man on the downy cover. He slipped an arm under Oliver’s shoulders, pulled him in while giving extra care to the arm in cast, and draped his other one across Oliver’s chest. Derek felt something stir inside as the soft quiver he noticed earlier about the man was slowly subsiding.

Oliver felt safe with him—that was the most important thing.

* * * *
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“Mistletoe!” That morning Derek cried out suddenly, his brow wriggling playfully at a point above Oliver’s head.

Oliver’s lips curled upward in a small smile, not fully comprehending what Derek meant, and yelped when Derek’s lips mashed against his own out of nowhere. He jerked backward and swayed. Luckily, Derek grabbed him before he took a nosedive toward the floor.

“Oliver, you all right?” Derek laughed, eyeing him.

“Y-yeah,” Oliver chuckled sheepishly. “What was that about?”

“It’s the tradition! The legend. When you stand under a mistletoe, you should be kissed.”

“But there’s no mis...” Oliver waved a hand up while throwing his gaze upward and halted after he caught the sight of...

Mistletoe. Mistletoe everywhere. Hanging from the ceiling. Dangling down the wooden beam. From the sleek small chandelier reaching down the middle of the room. Stretching along the drapery rods. Oliver’s jaw slacked open, and Derek’s cheery laugh filled the room.

“Merry Christmas, Oliver.” His arms spread wide before he wrapped them around Oliver. His gorgeous face filled Oliver’s space.

Warmth crept up Oliver’s spine as he gently pressed his lips against Derek’s. Withdrawing a little, Oliver whispered, “I love you.”

Derek cupped Oliver’s face. “I love you, too, cupcake.”

* * * *
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Deadman
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Dante perches his ass on a high bar stool and grins at the man sitting next to him.

“Hey!”

But the man only glances at him briefly, coldly, and takes a sip from the beer glass in his hand, and turns away.

“What do you want now?”

Dante is stunned for a moment before letting out a hearty laugh.

“Nothing! What do you think I want now?”

The other man stares daggers at him, again, and slams his glass to the mahogany bar, and hops down from his seat.

“Would you leave me alone already?” The man almost shouts, but he stops himself as he notices some stares are directed toward him. “What do you want from me?” He grits his teeth.

“Hey, relax.” Dante reaches out and takes hold of the man’s shoulder, urging him back on his seat. “I mean no harm, but I want to show you something.”

Contrary to his expectation, the man is becoming more suspicious now. If only he knew, he has a good reason for that...

Dante snatches a brown envelope from the pocket of his jacket and shoves it toward the man.

“What’s in there?”

“Open it, Noah,” Dante’s grin widens.

Noah doesn’t make any move at all, so Dante grabs the envelope and takes out its content. Noah’s breath turns heavy as he’s taking in what they are.

Pictures.

Pictures of him—naked.

It’s reflex. He doesn’t realize it when he grabs those pictures and mashes them together. Noah is trembling as he looks up again.

“What do you want?” he repeats, but much weaker than before. “Where did you get these? What’s this supposed to mean? Oh God, what do you want?”

Noah is hunched against the bar and seems ready to collapse. Dante has his upper arm in a tight grip.

“Listen to me,” Dante hisses. “This is all your fault. I wouldn’t have had to do this if you’d said yes. I know who you are—the Noah Harper, the famous mountain climber—and I know how you are.” Dante smirks. “What’s with the playing hard to get, eh?”

“Let go of me.”

Dante only sneers. “No. And you can cry out if you want, no one will pay attention. I own this hotel. People won’t dare question what I’m doing.”

Noah grits his teeth at the pain of the grip on his arm.

“So, you really are a jerk, huh, Moreau? I’m not playing hard to get. I’m not playing, period. You can own this hotel, this mountain. But you can’t own me.”

The smile vanishes from Dante’s face, and he releases Noah, sighing.

“I guess I’m being a jerk. But don’t you see? I want to be with you. You’re gorgeous, Noah.” He sweeps a lock of hair away from Noah’s brow, which makes the other man jerk back automatically. “I wanted you the second I laid eyes on you.”

“You’re disgusting, you know that?” Noah says, repulsed. “You think I’d fall at your feet because you say a few pretty words?”

Dante realizes what he’s been doing and he hates himself for it. But that’s how he is. It’s going to be a hell of a lot of work trying to change it. He pulls his hands back and keeps them at his sides, struggling to keep them there.

“No, I don’t. Look, I’m sorry, okay?”

A blast of thunder booms and cracks the sky and the two men look up, both feeling clearly anxious. More thunder and lightning brighten the night sky outside the window before it ceases and everything turns quiet again.

Dante studies Noah’s face.

“Looks like there’s going to be a snowstorm tomorrow. You still going?”

“None of your business.” Noah has turned to go.

“Hey!” It’s like déjà vu, Dante thinks, but he perseveres. “It is my business. You’re staying in my hotel, that makes you my responsibility. What if you go up and don’t come back? This place will be the first place people come looking.”

There is doubt and hesitation on Noah’s face but Dante can only heave a deep sigh when Noah walks on.

“I assure you I’m taking the responsibility for myself,” Noah snaps and disappears into the night.

* * * *
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All right, so perhaps Dante can’t really blame Noah for going. He’s only sticking to the plan drawn by his leader. Still, in Dante’s opinion, Noah could have said no or even stopped everybody from going. The snowstorm, although it stopped before dawn, has roared back again since right after the group left the camp in the helicopter.

“Okay, stubborn guy. Don’t you ever dare pull a stunt on me,” Dante murmurs.

* * * *
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Dante often wonders what makes anyone want to become a mountain climber. Challenge, maybe. Or is it to make a name for himself? It’s understandable that popularity can make people do the unthinkable, but to ignore your own safety to be famous is downright silly. Why can’t a man just become a playboy, like him? That makes him popular, right? Dante sneers to himself.

The sky turns dark early in winter. Again, Dante is asking himself how long those mountaineers usually need to go up and down a mountain. Shortly the sun will disappear entirely and he’s not heard any sign from the radio that the group will descend any time soon. Dante curses silently. The day has been unproductive with him merely sitting thinking of Noah. He definitely blames Noah for that. Dante wonders if he’ll be able to sleep that night.

* * * *
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The first thing that comes to Dante’s mind when he awakens is, “Wow, I actually fell asleep!” And the second is the constant, annoying rapping at the door.

“I’m coming!”

Dante hops off the bed, pulls up his sweatpants and clicks the door open. The man who stands there, panting, is only vaguely familiar to him.

“You wanted us to inform you if there’s new development, Mr. Moreau.”

Dante looks blankly at the man before he realizes what he’s talking about. Noah. Dante grabs the man and shakes him furiously.

“What’s wrong? Tell me. Are they back?”

The man looks so frightened that Dante releases him immediately.

“No, no, they aren’t. In fact, we don’t know what’s happened. No more news coming from them. The radio communication is off.”

“Off!” Dante turns and hurries back into his room, grabbing anything he can find to put on, and a jacket to make him at least look presentable. He slams the door closed and half runs to the elevator. “And you didn’t tell me earlier? How long have you known that you lost communication?”

Dante barely heeds the gasping man running behind him, and he waits impatiently for the man to get into the elevator.

“Well?”

“W-we don’t know for sure—”

“What!!”

“It was about an hour ago when someone checked into the tent and started contacting without any responses.”

“Damn it.” Dante pinches the bridge of his nose, thumping at the wall with his fist. It’s dark out there, and cold, very, very cold. Nobody knows for sure where those people are. Dante won’t allow his mind to wander but it’s hard. So hard. He glances down to check his watch. Five in the morning. Will the sun climb up soon?

“Send a helicopter,” he says flatly.

“But nobody knows where...”

“Send it anyway!” he growls, and the man knows better than to defy him.

* * * *

[image: ]


The helicopter starts from the last coordinates sent by the group before the contact was truncated and the pilot sends the good news to the base that apparently the climbers haven’t moved too far from it. From the eight people in the group, most are in a sound condition, although they’re all hungry. The tent that was erected for provisions had been knocked down and ruined by the wind. And the person who’d carried the radio had been swept by the storm down into a crack in the mountain.

Dante is leaning into a table, shaking. He is deeply saddened by the news of the death but he can’t help but feel grateful for the fact that Noah is alive. He’s alive and all right. Only cold—Dante will do anything to chase the cold away.

The next hours waiting for the chopper to return are the longest he can ever remember.

* * * *
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He can watch Noah from afar or he can take him straight into his arms. Dante chews his lower lip nervously as he watches Noah get off the helicopter—slowly. Oh, dear heaven, is he really all right? The guy does look quite pale and tired. Noah shakes the pilot’s hand and says a word or two, most probably a remark of thank you, and looks around, smiling at other people that have been swarming about him. And before Dante knows it, he’s been standing next to Noah, who turns his head to meet his eyes.

“Noah.”

The man looks hesitant before offering a weak smile.

“Dante, thank you for your help.”

That voice. So soft and timid, and Dante scratches his head. So not him.

“Uh, that’s okay. I’m worried, Noah. Really worried, that’s all.”

Noah shoulders his backpack and starts to walk. “Yeah, but that’s—we really appreciate it, you know.”

“What happened up there?”

Noah shrugs.

“Snowstorm. What else?”

And he pauses as if waiting for Dante’s I told you so. But it’s not Dante’s habit to gloat over something as serious as people’s lives. Realizing what he’s expecting isn’t coming, Noah sighs and resumes his walk, glancing briefly at Dante.

“I’m tired, Dante. May I go back to the hotel?”
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