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      The sky looked like a nuclear bomb had exploded, showering the terrain below in a haze of crimson. Adam Walker trekked along a narrow ridge heading east. The earth beneath his boots wasn’t any soil he recognized. It crunched slightly, like dry scales, and shimmered with a metallic sheen. Strange plants lined the slope—thick-stemmed, and trembling in the warm breeze.

      The wind whispered across the unfamiliar terrain, carrying the scent of ozone and pulverized stone. Far below, something chirred—a rhythm like clockwork—perhaps a strange insect hidden in the underbrush.

      Adam crested the ridge and halted. Before him, the land fell away into a broad valley, cut through with a wide river that curled like a ribbon of blood. He heard a voice whisper.

      He turned to his left and beheld a towering mountain range. The peaks were unknown to him, rising like jagged teeth against the horizon. The sky was illuminated by a massive, ruby sun. A planet easily three times the size of the moon hung 15 degrees above the mountains in the northern sky.

      Adam gazed at the mountains. And then he woke.

      He sat up in bed, sweat drenching his back, the sheets twisted at his knees. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and rubbed his eyes. Light trickled in through the slits in the blinds. He yawned, stretched, and then stood, weaving between piles of clothes, and passing dirty paper plates on his way to the bathroom.

      Adam had left the TV on with the volume down low. Sinatra was singing “Fly Me to the Moon.” His mother sang big band music in a trio after graduating from high school before marrying Adam’s father. He grew up listening to her favorite vocalists.

      He splashed warm water on his face and quickly shaved. The images from the dream haunted him. He dried his face with a ratty hand-me-down towel he’d gotten from his mother.

      Strangest mountains I’ve ever seen, he thought. And what’s with the red sky?

      And then, there was the river, which made him feel vulnerable. He headed for the kitchen. “Coffee first, alien mountain ranges later.”

      He walked into a tiny kitchen, poured water into the coffee maker, and ground a handful of fresh Sumatra beans, which he had chosen for their full-bodied, earthy flavor, with notes of chocolate, cedar, and vanilla. I may live in a dump, he told his girlfriend, but I don’t have to drink crappy coffee. He emptied the grounds into the filter and pressed the “brew” button—and then it happened.

      There was no sound. No warning of any kind. The room around him dissolved. Suddenly, he was in an unfamiliar house, standing over the blood-covered body of a dead woman.

      Then, his vision shifted. A door was open before him, and he entered.

      He stood in a dim hallway. The floor was covered with peeling linoleum. The walls were lined with warped wood paneling. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked.

      Adam’s vision shifted again, pulled toward a doorway at the end of the hall. He entered. The room beyond was silent. Mildew hung in the air. A man stood before him. He was thin and pale, in his late forties. His hands trembled slightly as he paced. A snake tattoo was visible on the left side of his neck. He muttered something unintelligible to himself.

      The vision narrowed and pulled toward the window.

      Now, Adam was outside, looking up at a red tin roof. It was old, rusted, and pocked with hailstone scars. The house was isolated, surrounded by tall, dry grass and the distant line of a quarry wall.

      The vision slowly faded.

      Adam was back in his kitchen. He rubbed his eyes once, then reached for the notebook on the counter and wrote:

      
        
        Dead woman. Snake tattoo on the left side of the neck. Red tin roof. Dog barking. Out past the quarry.

      

      

      He quickly sketched the tattoo and the house, then set the pencil down.

      The coffee maker beeped, ripping him from his thoughts. He sighed. “Another unsolved murder?” He slid the notepad aside and poured his coffee.
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      The ferry had docked in Anacortes hours ago, but the rhythm of the sea still lingered in Adam’s mind. He drove south toward Olympia with the windows down, letting the scent of saltwater and Douglas fir roll through the cab of the truck.

      The trip to the San Juan Islands had been too short. He would have stayed another week, but his clients were in a rush. A quick paddle to Orcas Island and then on to Lopez Island and Friday Harbor, paddling the short distance each day between islands and camping each night. He preferred kayaking alone. He preferred doing just about everything alone. However, his job as a backcountry guide with Ridgeline paid the bills. It was a necessary compromise.

      Now, as he pulled off the highway and into the gravel lot of the Thurston County sheriff’s office, his thoughts darkened.

      He parked the truck, the engine still ticking in the quiet.

      The vision had been so vivid.

      The dead body.

      The tattoo.

      The red tin roof.

      A dog barking.

      He hadn’t told anyone. Not even Lisa.

      For eight years, Adam had been giving law enforcement agencies information about crimes he’d received in dreams and visions. Six days ago, he had met Detective Jordan Mitchell and explained what he had seen in the vision. Mitchell mentioned that they had a new unsolved murder—the killing of a woman named Rebecca Carlton. Detective Mitchell had just called and asked him to stop by the station.

      Adam shut off the engine.

      With a sigh, he stepped out of the truck. He ran a hand through his wavy brown hair as he checked his face in the rearview mirror. He’d fallen on moss-covered rocks the previous day, getting out of his kayak, and split his lip open. His hazel eyes scanned his reflection. The cut was already showing signs of healing.

      He walked toward the building and pulled open the door to the sheriff's office. The buzz of conversation filled the room, punctuated by the occasional ring of a phone. Adam caught the eyes of a few officers and exchanged silent nods. Despite the acknowledgment, he felt the tension of being the outsider.

      Adam approached Detective Mitchell, who sat at a cluttered desk surrounded by a fortress of case files and half-empty coffee cups. Mitchell looked up as Adam neared, his expression a mix of fatigue and relief. Mitchell’s uniform was slightly rumpled, the shirt sleeves rolled up. He offered Adam a nod.

      “Walker,” Mitchell said, leaning back in his chair. “Thanks for coming. Have a seat.”

      Adam settled into the wooden chair opposite Mitchell, feeling the unease of being in a role he hadn't sought. He studied Mitchell’s face, seeing the skepticism still lurking beneath the surface, tempered now by a grudging respect.

      Mitchell shuffled some papers aside, clearing a space in the clutter. He tapped a manila folder in front of him. “We made an arrest.”

      Adam’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “In the Carlton case?”

      “Yep.” Mitchell opened the folder, pulled out a photo, and slid it across the desk. “Name’s Frank Eddinger. Ex-con, bounced around construction gigs. We picked him up last night.”

      Adam studied the photo. It was the man he’d seen in the vision. His confirmation couldn’t be used as evidence, so he kept it to himself. Adam looked up from the photo. “You think he did it?”

      Mitchell’s mouth twisted. “We’re pretty sure. Found a bloody jacket in the back of his truck, and a knife with a partial print that matches him. He’s not talking, but the evidence is convincing.”

      “So, what I told you was helpful?”

      Mitchell nodded slowly. “Yeah. That’s the thing.” He scratched the back of his neck. “You said to look for someone with a snake tattoo on the left side of their neck. Said he’d be hiding in a place with a red tin roof. Damned if we didn’t find Eddinger holed up in an old house out past the quarry. Red roof, just like you said. He even has the tattoo.”

      Adam sat in the chair quietly.

      Mitchell sighed and took a long drink from his lukewarm coffee. “When you first came in here, I thought you were full of it. Psychic powers? Come on. I kept your notes, but I wrote you off as a crackpot. But now…” Mitchell shook his head. “Now I don’t know what to think. You gave us the tattoo. The roof. Even the dog barking near the scene—that was in your notes, too. And it all led us to him.” He leaned forward. “So how does it work, exactly? Do you see it like a movie in your head?”

      Adam smiled uncomfortably. “It varies. Sometimes, it’s a dream. Other times, it’s a single image or several of them. Sometimes it’s clear. Most times it isn’t.” Adam looked at the detective. “You still think I’m crazy?”

      “I think,” Mitchell said, staring at the photo on his desk, “that crazy people don’t solve murder cases.”

      Adam nodded and slowly got up from his chair. “Was there anything else? I need to go.”

      The deputy rose from his chair. “No, just giving you the update. Thanks for your help. If you get any more of those visions, you have my number.”
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      Six days later.

      Looking downward from the summit of Mount Rainier, the rocky spine of Disappointment Cleaver sat between the Emmons and Ingraham glaciers like a thin wedge of chocolate cake resting on a layer of buttercream frosting. Above the rocks of the cleaver, closer to the summit, glaciers turned into seracs—massive vertical slabs of ice weighing hundreds of tons each. Lower on the mountain, a snowfield stretched wide and glistening beneath the morning sun.

      Adam guided a couple of roped hikers eastward across the snowfield toward a section of terrain known as the Ice Box—a glacial basin littered with broken slabs of ice, some the size of houses, others cracked and poised for collapse.  “No stopping,” Adam yelled from the rear. “Watch for falling ice. Move quick and keep the rope loose.”

      Jennifer moved with care, keeping a lookout uphill for signs of danger. Mark followed, holding his axe a little tighter than needed. A muffled groan echoed from somewhere above.

      They emerged from the Ice Box and moved toward the Bowling Alley—a sloping traverse strewn with rocks and debris that had fallen from the cliffs of the Disappointment Cleaver above them.

      “Now it’s falling rocks you need to worry about,” Adam said. As they hurried across the dirty slope, a rock the size of a basketball careened down the mountain twenty yards behind them. “That’s your warning shot,” Adam said, “let’s hustle.”

      They reached the base of Disappointment Cleaver, where snow gave way to steep, broken rock.

      As they ascended Cathedral Gap, Adam instructed his clients to make adjustments. “Shorten the rope. There’s no danger of falling into a crevasse here. The boulders we just dodged are caused by lazy people dragging their ropes and knocking them loose. Once we hit snow again, we’ll increase our distance.”

      Mark nodded, adjusting his knot and securing the slack in the rope.

      They ascended the ribbon of stone slowly, using their axes less for traction and more for balance on the loose volcanic ridge. The wind picked up. To the north, the Emmons Glacier shimmered like a cracked pane of glass. To the south, the Ingraham Glacier fell away in a broken, dirty sheet of blue.

      At the top of the cleaver, they reached a flat saddle where other teams were resting. The trio removed their packs and found a place to sit. Adam ate a granola bar between gulps of water. Mark and Jennifer took photographs as they ate. When they were rested, Adam explained their options.

      “We’re at the decision point,” he said. “From here, it's crevasses, snow bridges, and ladders, and the route is steep. We can turn back. There’s no shame in that. Or we can push for the summit.”

      Jennifer sat beside her pack, sipping water, but said nothing.

      Mark looked at her, then at Adam. “You think we’ve got the weather window?”

      Adam stared up the mountain. The summit was rimmed with clouds that hadn’t been there ten minutes ago.

      “If we move now. But the bigger question is whether you’re tired. Because it only gets harder.”

      Jennifer looked at Mark and smiled. “I’m in.”

      “Me, too,” Mark said.

      “Then let’s rope up,” Adam said. They stood, shouldered their packs, and adjusted the safety rope. “From here to the summit, stay at least 25 feet behind the person in front of you.” Jennifer and Mark adjusted their tie-in point on the safety rope.

      The upper mountain was a blanket of white without a patch of ground in sight. The trail climbed steeply on ridges of snow and ice. Crevasses along the route were bridged by shelves of snow that sagged ominously. They crossed over wider chasms on aluminum ladders laid flat and lashed together with ropes.

      Jennifer led the party. At the next bridge—a compacted block of wind-hardened snow—Adam paused.

      “Go slow here, Jen,” he said. “Test it before you commit.”

      Jennifer took a cautious step. The shelf beneath her collapsed. She screamed and disappeared into the crevasse below.

      The safety rope went taught, jerking Mark off balance and flinging him on his back.

      “Arrest! Arrest! Arrest!” Adam yelled. He looked to see Mark flailing on his back. “Damn it, Mark! Get on your face and anchor yourself!”

      The weight of Jennifer’s body dragged Mark toward the precipice. He flipped onto his stomach and dug his axe and crampons into the snow. His movement finally halted. Shaken, Mark yelled to his fiancée, “Jennifer!”

      “I’m here!” Her voice echoed from below. “I’m okay—I think!” Jennifer dangled in the crevasse fifteen feet below him. Mark pulled a stake from his pack and hammered it into the snow—the first step in setting an anchor to avoid being dragged into the chasm.

      “You’re doing fine,” Adam said to Mark calmly. “I’ve got you. Once you have the anchor set up, transfer Jennifer’s weight to it.” Mark worked quickly, pounding the stake into the snow and testing to make sure it would hold.

      Jennifer yelled again. “Hurry—I can’t move!”

      “I’ve got you!” Mark called to her.

      Adam heard a deep rumble. The shelf beneath Mark fractured and collapsed, sending him into the crevasse. The rope jerked Adam violently under the weight of Mark and Jennifer’s falling bodies. He dug his axe and crampons deeper into the snow, but it was useless. He was being dragged toward a meeting with death.

      No anchor.

      No time.

      If he continued holding their weight, he would be dragged into the crevasse and die. The other option was cutting the safety line and letting them die. With his free hand, he pulled a knife from its sheath on his hip and opened the blade. The weight of Jennifer and Mark drew him closer to the edge.

      He bit his lip and cut the safety line.

      The end of the rope slithered into the abyss.

      Jennifer screamed from the depths of the crevasse.
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      Three days later.

      The world was slowly reemerging for Adam, but it came back in fragments. A pulse oximetry monitor was clipped to his finger. A soft beeping interrupted the tomb-like silence. Electrodes were stuck to his chest with the attached leads connected to a transmitter in the pocket of his gown. An IV was taped in place on his arm. Adam closed his eyes, trying to evade the fluorescent fog that floated just above him.

      A red-haired nurse in her mid-forties noticed his eyes flutter and stepped quietly to the bedside. “Good morning, Mr. Walker,” she said. “Welcome to ICU. My name is Veronica.”

      Adam glanced at her but didn’t respond.

      Veronica checked the IV line and noted his vitals. “Are you feeling any pain?”

      Adam turned his head and looked at the wall.

      “You’re scheduled to meet with one of our crisis counselors this afternoon. I think you’ll like her.”

      Adam closed his eyes, disappointed. He was supposed to be dead. That was the plan. But things seldom went as he had planned.

      “You’re not being discharged today,” Veronica continued gently. “But you’ll be okay.”

      Veronica reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Your friend came by. She had to leave for work but asked me to give you this.”

      Adam lay there motionless, unwilling to acknowledge Veronica’s kindness. Doing so would suggest there was a reason to cheer up, and he had decided he would continue sulking. He had, after all, just killed two people, though not out of malice.

      Veronica sensed her presence was not welcome. She set the note on the tray beside the bed and stepped out of the room.

      Later that afternoon, the attending physician entered, wearing a white coat and holding a clipboard. He didn’t bother making eye contact. He was all business.

      “Mr. Walker, you seem to be out of the woods. Your labs look good. No organ damage from the dosage you took. Luckily.” He flipped a page. “I see you have no history of previous attempts to harm yourself, but we’ll need to keep you here for seventy-two hours under psychiatric observation. Standard protocol.”

      The doctor waited for a reply. After several minutes without a response, he gave up. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.” He left the room quickly.

      Adam turned his head toward the tray beside the bed. The note sat unfolded. A handwritten message was visible through the thin, backlit paper.

      
        
        If you need anything, I’m here.

        -Lisa

      

      

      He lay still, the IV ticking with its slow drip. Emptiness began to fill the room. And when the room had received all the emptiness it could hold, it filled Adam as well.
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      Adam’s loss of confidence didn’t happen all at once. Rather, there was a gradual erosion of certainty. Before the tragedy on the Ingraham Glacier, the signs were there. Whispers of doubt followed him like snowmelt slipping beneath a glacier—unseen, but steadily dissolving the foundations upon which he had built his life.

      There was the incident at Devil’s Lake. It was a routine day. Adam led a rock-climbing trip at a popular spot. He had set up a rappel anchor on Wiessner Wall with a length of nylon webbing, something he could’ve done blindfolded. Tie an overhand knot in one end of the webbing and pass the other end back through in the opposite direction to make a water knot. But that day, distracted or overconfident—he wasn’t sure which—he’d tied a simple overhand knot, creating an open loop. If he had gone over the edge, he would have died, but he double-checked the knot and saw the mistake. Though he didn’t show it outwardly, the realization terrified him. He’d laughed it off later with the others, but he didn’t sleep that night.

      Then there was the hike in the Cascades. He was guiding a four-day trek with a mixed-experience group. Fog and overcast skies had made shadow orientation useless. Still, Adam had chosen the wrong trail, leading them six hours off course. It wasn’t catastrophic—no one was hurt, and the detour only added a few miles to aching feet. But Adam knew the truth: he had not been paying attention. His mind had been somewhere else, and when the trail forked, he didn’t realize it. He could still hear the way the youngest client—a teenage girl with blisters on both heels—had tried not to cry. He apologized profusely. But the shame didn’t pass.

      Another time, during an exercise with Ridgeline coworkers, Adam swore he’d locked his carabiner gate. But the gate came under tension mid-climb, and his movement forced it open. The harness held him. The belay system caught. But it could’ve been different. Afterward, no one blamed him. Mistakes happen. Minds drift. But Adam couldn’t stop thinking about how sure he’d been. And how wrong he was.

      He began to wonder—occasionally at first, then constantly—if he’d lost his edge. An instinctive sharpness seemed to have ebbed away. Navigating the backcountry and performing high-risk maneuvers required more than strength. It required clarity of mind, the ability to assess risks and conditions, to decide the best course, and to act without hesitation.

      But hesitation had crept in like fog. Quiet and pervasive. And then came the Ingraham Glacier. After that, there were no more justifications.
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        * * *

      

      The office was quiet when Adam arrived. Muted mountain light filtered through the wide windows, casting pale golden rays across the hardwood floors and worn leather chairs. On the walls hung framed photos of past expeditions—summits conquered, smiles caught mid-victory, arms raised against the sky. Adam didn’t look at them. He stood just inside the door, his hands tucked into his jacket pockets.

      Across the room, Derrick Holden, owner of Ridgeline Wilderness Guides, looked up from behind his desk. His face was weathered from years of sun and wind, but today, it looked heavier than usual. “Adam,” Derrick said, rising from his chair. “Come in. Sit.” Adam crossed the room and took a seat opposite him. “You’ve already submitted your report,” Derrick said, sitting again. “This isn’t about paperwork.”

      Adam nodded, but did not speak.

      “I asked you to come in because...” Derrick paused, searching for the right words. “Because I didn’t want this to end in silence. And because I wanted you to hear this directly from me.” He folded his hands on the desk. “No one blames you. Not me. Not the board. You followed every protocol. It was a freak collapse. No guide could have foreseen it.”

      Adam closed his eyes and let out a sigh.

      “You did everything right,” Derrick added. “I mean that.”

      A long silence followed. Outside the office, the muted whistle of wind moved through the pines. In another room, a creaking floorboard settled with a soft groan. Then Adam spoke. “I still see them,” he said quietly. “Every night. I run the route again. I replay every decision. Every pause. Every rope check. I hear them shouting as the ice came down. I was the last one. I should’ve...” He trailed off.

      Derrick shook his head. “That kind of thinking will break you, Adam.” Derrick, ever the professional, knew Adam had already been broken, but out of respect, softened his prognosis.

      Adam, having no need for subterfuge, got to the point of the matter. “I’m leaving,” he said. “I’m stepping away. From guiding. From Ridgeline. From all of it.”

      Derrick blinked, stunned. “Adam⁠—”

      “I know it’s sudden. But I can’t keep pretending everything is okay. Just the thought of putting on a harness scares the hell out of me.”

      “Take time off,” Derrick said. “A season. A year, even. But don’t walk away for good. You have a gift. You belong out there.”

      “I used to think so, too.” Adam said, staring at the thumbnail of his left hand. It had been bruised holding his position with his left hand while cutting the safety line with his right hand.

      “I won’t talk you out of it if your mind’s made up. But I want you to know—you have a place here. If you ever decide to come back.”

      Adam stood, suddenly needing to leave. “I appreciate that,” he said. “More than you know.” He turned toward the door. He walked to his truck in the shadow of the mountains—cold, immense, and indifferent—mountains he had determined he would never climb again.
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      Adam turned into the narrow driveway of Mountain View Self Storage. The sun had already dipped behind the ridge, and the sky had dimmed to a soft blue-gray as the moon began its ascent. The rows of identical metal doors reflected the remaining light, their surfaces dull and impersonal. He pulled up to unit 42-B, shut the engine off, and sat momentarily without moving.

      This was the last stop.

      His apartment lease had run out, and with it, the current chapter of his life had run its course. No more furniture to move. No keys to hand over. Everything he hadn't sold, donated, or thrown away was already in the storage unit or packed in dusty boxes and plastic bins in the back of his truck. He hadn’t told anyone he was leaving. What would he say?

      I’m sorry I failed.

      I need to disappear for a while.

      Hope you understand.

      He stepped out of the truck and unlocked the roll-up door. It screeched as it rose, revealing a small, dim space lit only by the last rays of twilight. A kayak rested against the back wall. He picked up the nearest box from the truck—a crate of old board games—and carried it inside. After a moment of consideration, he placed it on top of a box labeled Star Wars Collectibles. That one had been hard to seal—full of childhood memories, convention finds, and a few things he'd convinced himself would be worth something someday. He stood there a moment longer, surveying the growing pile of memories reduced to cardboard and tape.

      He returned to the truck. The amplifier came next. Heavy, unwieldy. He wrestled it out of the truck and into the unit, wedging it carefully between a stack of boxes and a milk crate full of vinyl records. He had pawned his last guitar to pay rent.

      Out of the truck came plastic bins, boxes of photos, DVDs, and winter clothes. Last came the sealed cardboard tube containing a poster from the film Tombstone, autographed by the entire cast. Kilmer. Russell. Paxton. Elliot. It was a gift from his brother. He had always meant to frame it.

      He laid it gently beside the amplifier, adjusting it so it wouldn't roll. The unit was small, but it held the essence of a life suspended. His phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket, expecting a calendar reminder or a spam call. Instead, he found a message from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Adam. I was referred to you by a mutual friend who thought your expertise would make you a good candidate for a position I need to fill. The position is a wilderness explorer for a scientific research project that will document the behavior of a previously unknown species. The ideal candidate must be comfortable working alone. The research will be conducted in an exotic location. All expenses, including training, food, lodging, and air travel, will be paid for by the program, which is federally funded. The position requires a one-year commitment. If you’re willing to join our team, please reply “yes.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Adam stared at the screen.

      A year.

      An exotic location.

      A reason to disappear.

      He wasn’t interested in being responsible for the safety of others. But if I’m on my own, he thought, that’s a different story.

      He stepped out of the storage unit and looked up at the rising moon—full and shining, like a new penny. The light painted the gravel lot in soft gold. The whole scene felt surreal.

      Well, he thought. If I accept the job, I won’t have to find another apartment. And maybe I’ll get to visit the tropics on the government’s dime.

      He typed a single word.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      A few minutes later, the reply came.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll be in touch with you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Adam looked around the unit one last time. He pulled the door closed and slid the bolt shut. The padlock clicked into place with finality. He climbed into the truck, started the engine, and rolled slowly toward the exit. Behind him, the unit stood silent. The past, boxed and filed away.
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      Adam sat in a chair near the patio door. He glanced out the window at Mount Rainer, then looked away. Lisa’s apartment was filled with rich mahogany and seafoam greens. Sophisticated. Stable. He looked at his girlfriend from across the table. “I got my stuff moved into the storage unit this evening.”

      Lisa was perceptive. Cheerful but not a cheerleader. Her green eyes looked at Adam lovingly. She had noticed changes. He was less talkative. He no longer dreamed about the future. The spark was gone. Mr. Walker had officially notified the world he was withdrawing from the game of life. But the game of life went on anyway.

      Lisa looked down, then glanced at Adam through a veil of shoulder-length black hair. “Have you found another apartment yet?”

      “No.”

      “Where are you staying tomorrow night?”

      “At a cabin.”

      “Adam, you just quit your job, and I understand why you did that, but you have no income. And now your lease is up, and you have nowhere to live. I know you’re going through hell, but this isn’t how responsible adults act. Why don’t you move in with me until you find a new place?”

      Adam shook his head. “The last thing I want is to feel like a burden to somebody. And who said I want to be a responsible adult?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being carefree and avoiding responsibility when you’re young. But life is supposed to change you. You’re supposed to grow up. Settle down. Get a job, buy a house… maybe have some kids.”

      Adam stared at the tabletop. “Did it ever occur to you that I don’t want to be a suit-and-tie wearing, obedient member of society who attends school board meetings, follows the HOA rules, and colors inside the lines? What if I don’t want to change?”

      Lisa sighed. “It’s not like you have a choice. Life forces everyone to change. It’s called growing. Some people change for the better. Some for the worse.” She paused, reaching for his hand. “You’re a great guy. You have so much potential. I know you’ve been through a lot of crap. But I have to ask… what are you afraid of?”

      “When I go out in the back country,” Adam explained, “I have choices. If it’s snowing, I can snowboard. If it’s cloudy and cool, I can hike. If it’s sunny and warm, I can go for a paddle. If it’s raining, I might spend some time in the hot tub. There’s plan a, plan b, and plan c. But when you get married, there’s only plan a. There is no plan b.” He shifted in his chair, his eyes meeting hers before continuing.

      “What happens if we get married, have kids, and years later, I hate my job, our kids are growing up to be criminals, and trying to keep them out of jail is driving me crazy? In my mind, marriage is a lifelong commitment with no escape route. So, I end up stuck in a miserable life that I can’t get out of.”

      Lisa returned his gaze with unbroken resolve. “That’s a bit harsh. Marriage is what you make of it. If you choose to be good to the other person, they’ll treat you with kindness. It doesn’t have to be a chore. And if you raise your kids with the right values, they’re not going to become criminals.”

      Her voice softened, “I would never expect you to color inside the lines, and I love the way you think outside the box. I never want you to lose that.”

      “That’s what you say now. But you said life changes you. If that’s true, how do I know in ten years you won’t change into a woman I despise? I’m not ready to bet everything on an unknown future⁠—”

      Lisa winced at the remark. “Well, I highly doubt that I will become someone you despise, Adam. But the future is always unknown. Well… except for those dreams of yours. But you know what I mean. No one knows what will happen ten years from now. That’s what makes life exciting. That’s why you go out on your adventures, isn’t it? The thrill of the unknown?” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Speaking of unknown futures, what’s your plan for the next month? Since you rejected my offer, tomorrow, you’re homeless. Aren’t you concerned about stepping into an unknown future?”

      “I’m moving.”

      “Moving? To where?”

      “I’m not sure. I was contacted by someone who recruited me conduct field research on a fully funded, one-year project. They didn’t say where the job is located. So, there’s no point in signing another lease. Until the job starts, I’ll be staying in a rented cabin.”
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