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            Chapter One

          

          SONJA

        

      

    

    
      The sign is the first red flag. Carved into a thick slab of what looks like native rimu wood, the words “Helms Deep Adventures” are etched in a font that tries too hard to be epic. It is objectively ridiculous, a blatant appeal to a specific brand of fantasy-loving tourist. If I had any other option, I would turn around right then. But I don’t. My grant application for the Tongariro traverse has been approved based on a single, non-negotiable condition: I have to use a local guide service with a flawless safety record for alpine crossings in extreme weather.

      There is only one.

      I push open the heavy wooden door, a small bell chiming overhead. The air inside is cool and smells of oiled leather, canvas, and damp soil after a rainstorm. It is the scent of a world completely alien to my climate-controlled labs and university archives. The space is a study in organized chaos. Coils of brightly colored rope hang from pegs on the wall, alongside ice axes, crampons, and harnesses that look more like instruments of torture than safety equipment. Maps of the central plateau, creased and marked with spidery ink, are pinned over every available surface. This isn’t a rental shop for weekend warriors. This is a professional outpost.

      A man sits behind a massive desk made from the same dark wood as the sign, his head bent over a whetstone and a large, serious-looking knife. He doesn’t look up. The rhythmic scrape of steel against stone is the only sound in the room. I clear my throat.

      Nothing.

      “Excuse me,” I try, my voice louder than I intend.

      The scraping stops. He lifts his head slowly, and my carefully prepared speech dissolves into a jumble of useless data points. The website has a photo, of course, but it is a low-resolution, sun-bleached image of a man in sunglasses and a hat. It hasn’t done him justice.

      Or perhaps it has done him a disservice.

      His eyes are the color of a storm gathering over a granite peak, a turbulent, slate gray that seems to assess, categorize, and dismiss me in a single, unblinking glance. He is probably in his mid thirties, with short, dark hair that looks like it is cut with the knife he is holding. A faint network of silver scars webs across his tanned forearms, disappearing under the sleeves of a henley that strains across a chest and shoulders built for hauling much heavier things than scientific equipment. He isn’t just in shape; he is honed, carved from something harder than the surrounding mountains. A coiled, quiet energy emanates from him, the kind of stillness that precedes a violent act.

      “We’re closed,” he says. His voice is a low rumble, like distant rockfall.

      “Your website says you take appointments,” I say, forcing my feet to carry me closer to the desk. I place my hands on its polished surface, grounding myself. I am Dr. Sonja Reed. I have three peer-reviewed publications and a doctoral thesis on plate boundary volcanism. I am not intimidated by a man who looks like he wrestles bears for sport.

      He sets the knife and stone down with meticulous care, the click of metal on wood echoing in the silence. His gaze drops to my hands, then travels up my arms, over my practical (and expensive) all-weather jacket, to my face. I feel like a specimen under a microscope.

      “I need to hire a guide.”

      “We’re fully booked for the season.”

      “I was told you were the only guide certified for off-trail expeditions into the Te Maari craters.”

      A flicker of something—annoyance, maybe—passes through his stormy eyes. “Who told you that?”

      “The Department of Conservation.” I slide a laminated map across the desk toward him. It is a topographical survey of the volcanic plateau, the area of my proposed research cross-hatched in red. “My project requires placing a series of wide-band seismic sensors along this specific transect. It’s a two-week expedition.”

      He doesn’t even glance at the map. His focus remains entirely on me. “You look like you’d be more comfortable at a café in Auckland.”

      My jaw tightens. “And you look like you should be modeling for a lumberjack calendar. Does that have any bearing on our respective professional competencies?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches, a barely perceptible motion. It might be a smile, or it might be a grimace. “Maybe. The mountain doesn’t care about your PhD. It cares about whether you can carry a thirty-kilo pack for ten hours and still have the sense to find shelter when a southerly hits.” He finally looks at my map, his finger tracing the red line of my proposed route. “This is a bad line. The north face of that ridge is unstable. Loose scoria. You’ll waste half a day for every hundred meters you gain.”

      “My sensor placement is dictated by the subsurface geology,” I counter, my frustration mounting. “I need to align them with the magma-caldera fault line. It’s not arbitrary.”

      “Everything up there is arbitrary,” he says, pushing the map back toward me. “The ground you think is solid could be a steam vent tomorrow. The path you plan on a map is just a suggestion. The mountain decides where you go.”

      “Which is why I need you,” I say, forcing the words through gritted teeth. “I am a scientist. I am not an alpine guide. But I’m also not an idiot. I’m fit, I have the best gear money can buy, and I follow instructions.”

      He leans back in his chair, the wood groaning in protest. He crosses his powerful arms over his chest and subjects me to another long, silent appraisal. I stand my ground, refusing to fidget, refusing to let him see the professional desperation churning in my gut. After my funding for the Kamchatka project fell through, this expedition is my only chance to salvage my career. A rival academic had published a paper that essentially torpedoed my primary thesis, and I need new, groundbreaking data to fight back. This trip isn’t just a research project; it is a lifeline.

      “What’s your field experience?” he asks.

      “I’ve done survey work in the Sierra Nevada and the Cascades,” I say. It sounds more impressive than it is. Those had been summer expeditions on well-marked trails with a full support team.

      “Not the same,” he states. “There’s nothing here to stop the wind between you and Antarctica. The weather can change from sun to a blizzard in twenty minutes. You get lost, you get hurt… no one is coming for you.”

      “I am aware of the risks.”

      “Awareness and experience are two different things.” He stands up, and I have to crane my neck to maintain eye contact. He’s taller than I’d thought, well over six feet, and radiates an intimidating aura of pure physical capability. He walks around the desk, stops in front of a rack of gear, and picks up a pack, a monstrous thing that looks like it could hold a small car. “You carry your own gear. All of it. Plus your share of the food and team safety equipment.” He gestures to my own expensive but comparatively modest pack, which I’ve left by the door. “That won’t cut it. You’ll use one of ours.”

      I open my mouth to argue about my carefully calibrated weight distribution, then shut it.

      “My word is law,” he continues, his voice leaving no room for negotiation. “I say we turn back, we turn back. I say we don’t cross a ridge, we don’t cross it. I don’t care about your sensors or your fault lines. My only job is to get you back down in one piece. Your science is a distant second. If you can’t accept that, find another guide.”

      The finality in his tone is absolute. This is my one shot.

      I have to make it work.

      “Fine,” I say, my voice tight. “Your terms are… acceptable.”

      He nods once, a sharp, decisive motion. “My fee is five thousand a week. Paid in full. Up front.”

      I blink. The figure is astronomical, nearly double the going rate and well over the budget I’d allocated. “That’s…”

      “Non-negotiable,” he finishes for me. He walks back behind his desk and pulls a form from a drawer. “Fill this out. Emergency contacts, medical history, next of kin.” He slides it across the desk along with a pen. “I’m Lukas Helms.”

      “Dr. Sonja Reed,” I clip out, taking the form.

      He gives me a look that is almost pitying. “Up there,” he says, gesturing vaguely toward the window and the distant, jagged peaks, “you’re just Sonja.”

      I spend the next ten minutes filling out the form, my hand moving with stiff, angry motions. Ugh. He’s sooooo arrogant, overbearing, and extortionately expensive. But as he’s pointed out the flaw in my proposed route, I’ve seen a flash of something else: an absolute, instinctual understanding of the terrain that no map could ever provide. He doesn’t just work in these mountains; he’s a part of them. And he’s right. I need him.

      I fill in my emergency contact—my department head at Stanford, a man I haven’t spoken to in six months—and list my only known allergy to penicillin. When I finish, I push the form and my credit card across the desk.

      He takes the card, his rough fingers brushing against mine. Whoa. I pull my hand back as if burned. His expression doesn’t change, but I could have sworn I saw his gray eyes darken for a fraction of a second. He processes the payment on a small, battered terminal, the beeps sounding unnaturally loud in the tense silence.

      “We leave at dawn tomorrow,” he says, handing my card back. “Be here at 0500. Not 0501. I’ll have your pack and supplies ready.”

      “I’ll be here,” I say, my jaw still tight.

      I stand and turn to leave, my pride smarting from the negotiation. I have won, technically. I have my guide. But it feels like a complete capitulation. I’m a respected scientist, used to being in charge of my own research, my own expeditions. For the next two weeks, I’ll be little more than a piece of cargo he’s responsible for.

      I am halfway to the door when his voice stops me.

      “Sonja.”

      I turn. He’s holding up the knife from before, its edge now gleaming with a lethal sharpness.

      “You said you had the best gear,” he says, his gaze dropping to the hiking boots I wear. “Those are fine for a day hike. But the soles are too flexible. They’ll be shredded on the volcanic rock in three days, and you’ll have blisters the size of eggs. Get a pair of proper alpine climbing boots. Stiff shank. Full tang.”

      My cheeks flush with heat. Of course. I debated about the boots, opting for a lighter, more comfortable pair against my better judgment. For him to spot the weakness in my preparation so quickly, so casually, is infuriating.

      “I’ll take that under advisement,” I manage to say.

      He gives a short, humorless laugh. “It’s not advice.”

      I don’t dignify that with a response. I walk out of the shop, the little bell chiming my exit. The bright Queenstown sun feels jarring after the dim, masculine cave of his office. I stand on the pavement, taking a deep breath of the clean air, my chin shaking with fury.

      Lukas Helms is a throwback. A relic from an era before GPS and satellite phones, a man who trusts muscle and instinct over data and planning. But as the image of his intense, stormy eyes and the sheer, quiet confidence of his presence replays in my mind, a different feeling mingles with the irritation.

      He isn’t just a guide. He’s a predator, and I have just paid him an obscene amount of money to lead me directly into his territory. I have a sudden, sinking feeling that I’ve just made the most illogical, unpredictable, and monumentally reckless decision of my life.

      Here we go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          LUKAS

        

      

    

    
      The little bell chimes, announcing her departure. The sound is too cheerful for the tension she leaves behind in the air, a residue of clean soap, expensive waterproof fabric, and pure, stubborn defiance. I stand motionless behind the desk until I hear her footsteps fade completely down the street.

      Silence returns.

      My silence. The peace I have cultivated for years in this quiet corner of the world. It feels different now. Thinner.

      I run a cloth over the polished surface of the desk, wiping away the spot where her hands rested, where her map lay. The action is methodical, a small act of reclaiming my space. But I can’t wipe away the disturbance she’s created inside me. It’s like a stone tossed into a still, deep lake. The surface ripples, and things long settled in the dark mud below begin to stir.

      The beast.

      It has been quiet for so long. Lulled by the relentless physical exertion, the solitude of the mountains, the sheer, crushing boredom of a mortal life. But her presence, her challenge, the flash of fire in her hazel eyes… it was enough to wake it. A low growl in the back of my mind. A surge of possessive instinct that had me wanting to lock the door and tell her she wasn’t going anywhere.

      Control.

      The word is a mantra. A prayer. My only sacrament.

      I turn my back on the front of the shop and walk to the gear room. This is my sanctuary. Not the empty peaks or silent valleys, but here, surrounded by the tools of survival. Each one has a purpose, a weight, a function. Order in the face of chaos.

      I start with the ropes. I uncoil a sixty-meter length of climbing rope, its vibrant orange a slash of color in the dim light. I run its entire length through my bare hands, feeling for any fraying, any weakness in the sheath. My calloused fingers are more sensitive than any machine. The repetitive motion is soothing.

      Coil, check. Uncoil, check. It’s a rosary for a god who has forgotten how to pray.

      Next, the hardware. I lay out a row of carabiners on a clean towel, their aluminum and steel gleaming. I check the gate on each one, listening for the crisp, clean snap of the spring. I inspect the frame for microfractures, the metal fatigue that precedes disaster. These are tools to arrest a fall. To hold a life suspended over an abyss. I know too much about falling.

      Fuck me.

      She is a complication I don’t need. A woman of science and data, of neat lines on a map that mean nothing. Dr. Sonja Reed. She thinks the world is a puzzle that can be solved with enough information. She has no concept of the raw, arbitrary power that truly governs this world. The mountain is a beast of rock and ice, and it doesn’t give a damn about her peer-reviewed publications.

      Her proposed route was suicidal. A novice’s mistake, putting faith in a topographical line without understanding the ground itself. The scoria on that northern face shifts with every frost and thaw. It’s like trying to walk up a slope of ball bearings. She would have exhausted herself in hours.

      Or worse. Slipped, fallen. Broken.

      The thought sends a jolt through me, sharp and unwelcome. A visceral image of her falling, of her body crumpled on the rocks below. With it comes the instinct. The primal, immediate urge to act.

      To intervene. To protect.

      I hate it.

      That instinct is the thread that unravels everything. It begins with protection, a noble enough cause. But it twists. It becomes possession.

      My territory. My charge. My woman.

      From there, it’s a short, bloody path to war. I have walked that path for millennia, and It always ends the same way: with ashes and silence.

      That is why I’m here. New Zealand. The ass-end of the world. A land born of violent tectonic collisions, a place where the earth is still tearing itself apart, building mountains only to grind them back down. It’s a landscape I understand. It is a constant, physical reminder of the forces I keep chained inside myself. Here, my internal chaos has an external mirror. It keeps me balanced.

      I pick up an ice axe, testing its weight, the feel of the grip in my hand. The curved adze, the sharp pick. A tool for climbing. A tool for self-arrest. A weapon. In my hands, everything is a weapon. I have to consciously, constantly, choose to make it a tool.

      The fee I quoted her was obscene. I meant it to be a final deterrent. The last wall to keep her out. When she didn’t even flinch, just handed over her credit card with a tight, angry set to her jaw, I knew I was trapped. Bound by my own foolish mortal construct of a business agreement.

      So be it.

      It’s a mission, and she is the client. The objective is to keep her alive for two weeks, let her plant her little metal boxes, and then send her back to whatever sterile, logical world she came from. Analyze her weaknesses. Mitigate the risks. Her pride is a weakness. Her ignorance of the terrain is a weakness. Her boots were a glaring, amateurish liability. The fact that I can’t seem to stop thinking about the way her eyes flashed when I called her on it… that is my weakness.

      The preparation takes the rest of the day and into the evening. I select one of the expedition packs from the rack, a heavy-duty canvas and leather monstrosity that has seen the summit of Aoraki more than once.

      My own gear goes in first, a process of ritualized placement. Sleeping bag, bivvy sack, stove, fuel. All in their designated spots. Minimalist. Efficient.

      Then, hers. I pack her a new sleeping bag, one rated for ten degrees colder than the one she likely owns. Extra thermal layers. Emergency rations for three extra days. A comprehensive first-aid kit. A personal locator beacon she would have probably deemed unnecessary.

      I am taking no chances. The weight of the pack grows, becoming a small mountain in its own right. A physical anchor. The weight of responsibility.

      When I’m done, I close the shop. The street is quiet, the tourist crowds thinned out and collected in the warm, bright pubs.

      I don’t go to the pubs. I don’t go anywhere. I head for the trails that spiderweb up the mountainside behind the town.

      I don’t walk. I run.

      The trail is a brutal, switch-backing ascent. I push myself, ignoring the burning in my lungs, the ache in my legs. Pain is a purifier. It scours the mind, leaving no room for thought, for memory, for feeling. There is only the pump of my heart, the gasp of my breath, the rhythmic pounding of my feet against the hard-packed earth. Up, always up. Towards the cold, thin air where the world falls away.

      This is the other part of the ritual. The physical purge. I run until the restless energy of the god inside me is spent, beaten into submission by mortal exhaustion. Until the only voice in my head is the one demanding oxygen.

      I finally stop at a rocky outcrop overlooking the valley. The lights of Queenstown are a glittering constellation cradled by the dark water of the lake. A fragile pocket of warmth and order carved out of a vast, indifferent wilderness. For centuries, I brought chaos to places like this. I was the storm that swept away the lights. Now, I am a keeper of a quiet place, a guardian of a peace I’m not sure I deserve.

      And the greatest threat to that peace is me.

      The wind is cold and sharp on my sweat-damp skin. It carries the scent of pine and distant snow. It’s clean. Real. The turmoil inside me has settled. The beast is leashed once more.

      Dr. Sonja Reed is just a job. Two weeks. I can handle two weeks.

      Everything will be fine.

      I make my way back down in the dark, my steps sure-footed and silent, and retreat to my cabin. It’s a small, spartan place set away from the town. A bed, a table, two chairs, a wood stove. Everything is functional. Nothing is sentimental. Ghosts can’t gain purchase where there is nothing to hold onto.

      I eat a can of cold stew and review her file one more time. Dr. Sonja Reed, 29. Emergency Contact: Dr. Alistair Finch, Department Head, Stanford University. No husband, no parents, no siblings listed. Just an academic superior. It means that if she gets into trouble, I am truly the only one there is. The responsibility is absolute.

      I set my alarm for 0400 and fall into a dreamless, heavy sleep, the sleep of the physically exhausted.

      It feels like only minutes later when the alarm shrieks.

      Darkness. Cold. I rise, dress, and move through my morning routine without thought. Coffee, black. A final check of the packs. I haul them out of the shop and lean them against the front wall, the monstrous weight of them a familiar comfort.

      The street is empty, bathed in the gray, pre-dawn light. The air is still and holds the promise of a clear day. 0459. The silence is profound. For a brief, insane moment, I hope she doesn’t show. I could just… leave. Vanish back into the mountains. Let her find another guide.

      At 0500 exactly, I hear the sound of footsteps on the pavement. Not hesitant. Not rushed. Deliberate. Precise.

      She rounds the corner.

      She stops a few feet away, her breath misting in the cold air. Her brown hair is pulled back in a tight, no-nonsense ponytail. Her face is pale in the dim light, but her chin is high.

      My gaze drops to her feet. She’s wearing a brand new pair of stiff-shanked, full-tang alpine boots. The kind I told her to get. They look painfully new, unbroken. They’ll give her hell for the first few days. But they’ll hold. They won’t fail her.

      She followed my instructions.

      For some reason, that irritates me more than if she had ignored them. It implies a trust she has no right to give me.

      “You’re on time,” I state. It’s not a compliment. It’s an observation.

      “You said 0500,” she replies, her voice crisp. “Let’s not start this venture by proving my incompetence at reading a clock.”

      The corner of my mouth twitches again. That sharp, analytical wit. Another weapon in her arsenal. I spend a long moment looking at her, this small, determined woman who is about to drag me out of my carefully constructed peace and back into a world of risk and responsibility. The string inside me pulls taut again, a low, resonant hum of warning. Of anticipation.

      This is a mistake. The thought is a clear, cold bell in my mind.

      I could still stop it. I could tell her the weather forecast has changed. The deal is off. Refund her money and send her packing. Walk away. Retreat back into my silence.

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I jerk my chin toward the larger of the two packs. “That one’s yours. Put it on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SONJA

        

      

    

    
      The pack is a personal attack. Lukas had called it mine, but it feels like an instrument of torture designed by a sadist with an advanced degree in gravitational physics. It must weigh a literal ton. My own pack, the one I’d spent weeks obsessively configuring for optimal weight distribution and accessibility, sits abandoned back in his shop, a monument to my hubris. My shoulders scream in protest with every step, and the stiff, unforgiving leather of my new boots is already rubbing my heels raw. This isn’t an expedition; it’s a forced march.

      And Lukas. He moves like a machine. His own pack looks even larger than mine, a veritable mountain of canvas and straps, yet he glides over the rough terrain with an easy, ground-eating stride that seems to mock my every pained step. He doesn’t sweat. He doesn’t breathe heavily. He’s a walking, talking, infuriating affront to the laws of human biology.

      “Do you ever get tired?” I ask, the words coming out as a gasp as I haul myself over a series of steplike volcanic rocks. My lungs are sandpaper, and my chest is tight with the exertion.

      He doesn’t turn around. “Sometimes.”

      His single word hangs in the crisp air. A lie, for certain. He’s probably powered by some kind of geothermal battery, his ligaments made of carbon fiber.

      It’s the only logical explanation.

      We’ve been walking for three hours, and the initial, charming pastoral landscape of rolling green hills has given way to something more primal. The tussock grass is the color of old gold, and it ripples in the wind like a living pelt. The ground beneath my feet is a mix of hard-packed earth and sharp, porous volcanic scree that shifts unpredictably. The trail itself is less a path and more a vague suggestion. We’re heading toward the jagged, snow-dusted peak of Tongariro, a slumbering giant against the impossibly blue sky. It’s beautiful, but it’s a harsh, unforgiving kind of beauty.

      I need to stop. My scientific mission is being completely subverted by this relentless pace. I have an array of six wide-band seismic sensors to deploy, each one costing more than a used car. Their placement is critical, determined by ground-penetrating radar surveys I’d analyzed for months.

      I spot the first designated location ahead: a relatively flat shelf of exposed bedrock, perfectly situated to capture the deep, low-frequency tremors from the magma chamber below.

      “I need to stop here,” I say, my voice firm. “This is a sensor site.”

      Lukas stops, and the sudden halt is so jarring I nearly stumble into him. He turns slowly, his expression unreadable. “No.”

      “No? What do you mean, no? This is the entire point of the expedition. I place sensors. You get paid an obscene amount of money. That was the deal.”

      “The deal was I get you back down in one piece,” he says, his voice a low, flat rumble. He points a finger toward a gathering of clouds massing on the western horizon. They look innocuous to me, like fluffy cotton balls. “That’s a front moving in. The wind will pick up in an hour. It will bring rain. Cold rain. We need to be over that next ridge and into the sheltered valley before it hits. Setting up a sensor takes time.”

      “It takes twenty minutes,” I argue, shrugging off the oppressive weight of the pack. It lands on the ground with a heavy thud. The relief to my shoulders is immediate and glorious. “I’ve timed it. I can have it calibrated and recording while you — I don’t know — chop some wood with your teeth or whatever it is you do.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. Infuriating. “Twenty minutes here is thirty minutes we lose on the ascent. That puts us at the campsite after dark. We don’t travel after dark.”

      “It’s barely noon! We have hours of daylight.” I gesture at the sky. “And those are just cumulus humilis clouds. Common fair-weather indicators.”

      He gives me a look that is so full of pity it makes my blood boil. “On the coast, maybe. Up here, where the cold air from the west hits the thermal updrafts from the volcanic field… they build. Fast. They become something else.” He looks past me, his gray eyes scanning the landscape with an analytical intensity that rivals my own. It’s not instinct, I remind myself. It’s high-level pattern recognition. He’s just been here longer. “That valley is our only viable shelter for the next ten kilometers. We’ll be exposed on the ridge when the front hits if we stop now. It’s not a risk I’m willing to take.”

      His logic is sound. Annoyingly sound. The responsible part of my brain, the part that writes risk assessments and adheres to safety protocols, knows he’s right. But the scientist in me, the part that has staked her entire career on this trip, screams in frustration.

      “Fine,” I snap, my voice tight with defeat. I bend to heave the pack back on, the movement sending a fresh stab of pain through my raw heels. “But tomorrow, I’m placing a sensor. Even if it means you have to miss your afternoon bear-wrestling session.”

      He doesn’t reply. He just turns and starts walking again, his silence a more effective rebuke than any argument. I grit my teeth and follow, my fury a hot, bright flame in my chest. I’m a client paying for a service, not a child on a school trip.

      But out here, the rules are different. The power dynamic has shifted completely. My credentials, my intelligence, my carefully laid plans? They mean nothing against the stark, physical reality of the mountain and the man who seems to be an extension of it.

      We walk for another hour in silence. The clouds on the horizon are no longer fluffy cotton balls. They’ve merged and darkened, their underbellies turning an ominous purple. The wind picks up, whistling a low, mournful tune through the tussocks.

      He was right.

      The knowledge settles in my stomach like a cold stone.

      Just as the first icy drops of rain begin to fall, we descend into the promised valley. It’s a shallow basin carved between two ridges, offering a small reprieve from the now-howling wind.

      Lukas finds a spot beneath a rocky overhang, and we set up a spartan camp with an efficiency that is entirely one-sided. He moves with a fluid, practiced economy, while I’m clumsy and slow, my fingers stiff with cold as I struggle with the unfamiliar buckles on my pack.

      The rest of the afternoon is a miserable, damp affair. The rain becomes a steady, driving downpour. I sit huddled in my waterproof gear, watching Lukas methodically check our equipment. There’s a stillness about him, a deep-seated calm in the face of the storm that I find both unsettling and, if I’m being honest, a little enviable. My mind is always racing, analyzing, hypothesizing.

      His seems to just… be.

      I settle into my sleeping bag, close my eyes, and drop off to sleep before he can tell me to do anything else.

      ---

      The next day dawns cold but clear. The rain has washed the air, and every color seems brighter, every edge sharper. The good news is, my heels are no longer just rubbed raw; they’ve graduated to full-fledged, liquid-filled blisters. Walking is exquisite agony.

      “You need to lance those,” Lukas says, his gaze fixed on my feet as I try to subtly limp my way through breakfast.

      “I’m fine,” I lie.

      He sighs, a sound of profound patience being tested. He rummages in his pack and produces a small, sterile medical kit. He pulls out a needle and holds it in the flame of his camp stove. “Take off your boot, Sonja.”

      It’s a command, not a request. The way he says my name, a low, gravelly sound, irritates the hell out of me. Defeated, I peel off my sock and wince as the fabric sticks to my heel. The blister is a nasty, swollen monstrosity.

      He kneels in front of me, and his proximity is overwhelming. He’s a monolith of contained force, heated, charged, ready to pounce. He takes my foot in his hand. His palm is rough and calloused, but his touch is surprisingly gentle. My breath catches in my throat. This is a level of physical contact I am completely unprepared for.

      With a quick, practiced motion, he lances the blister. I flinch, but the relief is immediate. He carefully dresses the wound with a piece of moleskin from his kit.

      “The boots are stiff,” he says, his head still bent over his work. “It’s the only way to get the support you need on this terrain. It’ll get better.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      He glances up, and his gray eyes meet mine. For a fraction of a second, the professional mask slips, and something else lurks in their depths — something dark and ancient.

      Then it’s gone.

      He gives a short, sharp nod, releases my foot, and stands up. The moment is over.

      “We need to make up for lost time,” he says, his voice back to its usual gruff tone. “Pack up.”

      My foot feels better, but my pride is a fresh wound. I need him. I hate that I need him.

      The clash I’d been expecting finally comes a few hours later. We reach the bank of a river that isn’t on my map. Or rather, my map shows a thin blue line, a creek, but the reality is a churning, thirty-foot-wide torrent of milky, gray-brown water. It roars as it funnels through a narrow gorge, carrying small branches and other debris in its angry current.

      “Glacial outburst flood,” I state, my inner geologist taking over. “Or a geothermal pocket breached. The high turbidity suggests significant sediment load. Velocity appears to be around two meters per second at the center channel.”

      Lukas gives me a look. “It’s a swollen river, Doc. And we need to get across it.”

      “We can’t cross that,” I say, a knot of fear tightening in my stomach. “The current is too strong. We should find a place to wait for it to recede.”

      “Could take days,” he says, already shrugging off his pack. “And upstream is a canyon. Downstream, it widens into a marsh. This is the only viable crossing point for kilometers. We cross here.”

      He pulls the vibrant orange rope from his pack. “I’ll go first and secure a line. I’ll get you across.”

      His confidence is absolute. It’s terrifying. “Are you insane? You’ll be swept away.”

      “No, I won’t,” he says, and the simple finality of it silences me. He ties one end of the rope around his waist and hands me the other. “Just brace yourself. Don’t let it pull you in.”

      Before I can protest further, he wades into the torrent. The water immediately surges past his knees, then his thighs. Any other person would be fighting for balance, struggling against the immense, crushing force. Lukas just plants his feet and walks. He moves slowly, deliberately, a boulder resisting a flood. What the hell? The sheer, raw power required to do what he’s doing is staggering. He reaches the other side, scrambles up the bank, and expertly secures the rope to a thick, gnarled tree trunk. Then he turns and gestures for me to come.

      My heart is pounding against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the roar of the water. No, no I do not want to go.

      Don’t go, Sonja. Turn around and go back to the States and forget this damnable mission.

      I don’t listen. I take a deep breath and try to channel my fear into analytical focus. This is a physics problem. Force, mass, and vector. I can do this.

      I grip the rope with both hands and step into the river.

      The cold is like a brick to the face. It sucks the air from my lungs and drives a thousand icy needles into my skin. The force of the current is a solid, battering wall, far stronger than I’d calculated. It tries to tear my feet from under me, to rip the rope from my hands. I move sideways, shuffling my feet along the slick, unseen rocks of the riverbed, my knuckles white where I cling to the rope.

      I’m halfway across. The water is deeper here, up to my waist, and its pull is relentless. I concentrate on my footing, on the next small step. I place my boot on what looks like a flat, stable rock.

      It’s a mistake.

      The stiff, unfeeling sole of my new boot can’t register the thin layer of slick, green algae coating the stone. My foot shoots out from under me. The world tilts. One moment I’m vertical, fighting; the next I’m horizontal, consumed.

      The roaring of the water fills my head as I go under. The cold is absolute. It’s a crushing, suffocating weight. Panic, pure and primal, explodes in my chest. My hand loses its grip on the rope. I’m-tossed and spun in the gray, churning chaos, my limbs flailing uselessly.

      This is it. This is how it ends. Drowned in a nameless river in the middle of nowhere. A stupid, avoidable accident.

      Something clamps around my bicep like a band of steel. It’s not a grab; it’s an arrest. My body, which was being swept downstream, stops so abruptly that the force of it knocks the last of the air from my lungs. I surface, sputtering and gasping, my head breaking into the roaring air.

      Lukas is there. He’s in the river with me, somehow. He wasn’t there a second ago. He was on the bank. But now he stands planted in the deepest, fastest part of the channel as if he were part of the bedrock itself, the churning water breaking around him. He hauls me against his side, his arm a solid bar across my chest. I’m plastered to his body, my cheek pressed against the hard muscle of his chest, and the incredible, solid heat of him warms me even through the freezing water.

      The sheer, impossible strength is baffling. He’s an anchor in the maelstrom. A force of nature holding back another. He doesn’t say a word. He just moves, half-carrying, half-dragging my dead weight towards the far bank. He deposits me on a patch of grass like I weigh nothing.

      I collapse onto my hands and knees, coughing up water, shivering so violently my teeth ache. Every muscle in my body is screaming, locked in a spasm of cold and adrenaline. He steps away, and my first coherent thought is an absurd pang of loss at the removal of his warmth.

      “Get the wet layers off. Now.” His voice is a harsh growl, cutting through the fog of shock.

      He’s already stripping off my soaked outer jacket and fleece with rough, impersonal efficiency. I’m too shaken, too cold to protest. Embarrassment? I have none. He pulls a dry thermal shirt from the depths of his own pack (how is anything in there dry?) and shoves it at me. “Put this on.”

      My fingers are numb and useless. I fumble with the wet clothes I’m still wearing. He lets out an impatient sound and helps me, his large, rough hands surprisingly deft as he peels my soaked shirt away and helps pull the dry one over my head.

      I finally manage to look at him properly. He’s soaked, his dark hair plastered to his forehead, his henley clinging to the powerful contours of his chest and arms. But he’s not shivering. He’s not even breathing hard. He’s just watching me, his jaw tight, his stormy eyes burning with a fierce light. Anger. He’s angry with me.

      My mind, my logical, scientific mind, scrambles to find an explanation. The speed. The strength. The way he stood in that current. It’s not possible. Adrenaline can account for a lot, but not that. It defies physics. It defies biology. It defies everything I know to be true.

      Maybe he’s part robot? A genetic anomaly? I don’t know.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, his voice still gruff, but the edge is gone. He’s asking if I’m hurt, if I’m in shock. But his eyes are… “intense” is the only word.

      I sit on the riverbank, wrapped in his dry shirt that smells of him — of leather and woodsmoke and the wild. I’m shaking, soaked, and utterly humiliated.

      I’m also alive. I’m alive because of him. Impossibly alive.

      I look at him, at the quiet ferocity in his gaze, and I realize with a certainty that chills me more than the river ever could, that the mountain isn’t the most dangerous thing out here.

      He is.
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