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      FRANKIE

      Shannon ran a tight training day, which meant we'd been on the crags since seven and Jake had already been told to shut up twice.

      "I'm just saying, if you offset the anchor by eighteen inches you get a cleaner pull on the redirect."

      "And I'm just saying, set it the way I showed you or don't set it at all." Shannon didn't raise her voice. She never needed to. "Colton. Check his anchor."

      Colton walked over, inspected Jake's work, and moved one of the cams without comment. Jake watched him do it and opened his mouth and then closed it again, because even Jake wouldn't question Colton. Nobody questioned Colton. The hierarchy of anchor positioning expertise was undisputed.

      "Better," Colton said. That was generous.

      August in the high country. Blue sky, the kind that went on until it forgot to stop and left the rock warm under my hands. We were at the Elk Ridge crags, south-facing walls, sixty to ninety feet of clean sandstone, popular with sport climbers on weekends and mostly empty on a Wednesday morning. For the first time in an age we were all together on a school day.

      Shannon had us running rope drills — anchor builds and changeovers, litter-lowering practice. SAR bread and butter. The stuff that had to be automatic, so when a hiker went over an edge or a climber took a fall, you didn't have to think about the system, only the person.

      I'd taken the morning's first rappel and jugged back up, fed rope for Colton's descent, and now I was on belay for Kowalski, who was over the edge practicing a mid-face changeover and swearing about it.

      "Martinez, how much slack?"

      "Plenty. You've got room. Just commit to the transfer."

      "I am committing."

      "You're hovering. Hovering is where people get hurt."

      "Hovering is where I live," Kowalski muttered, but he made the transfer. Clean enough.

      Shannon was at the command point with Kep at her feet, clipboard in hand, watching the edge. The Hernandez brothers were on the adjacent wall, arguing about rappel speed. Three years of disagreements and they'd never once agreed on technique, only that the other one was wrong.

      Kowalski came back over the lip, breathing hard. I unclipped him, checked the anchor, stretched. Eight a.m., and I'd been on the rope since we started.

      Shannon glanced at me. "Take a break, Martinez."

      "I'm fine."

      "Wasn't a question."

      I walked away from the edge. Found a flat rock on the summit and sat. Drank water. The top of the crags was broad, scattered with our gear: rope bags, harnesses, litter frame, the portable radio kit Shannon insisted on for drills. Below us the valley floor spread out in dark green and dust. Up here, just hawks and the sound of Jake chewing a protein bar.

      Sitting still was the hard part. Not the drills, not the heat, not managing Jake. The sitting still. Because sitting still meant thinking, and thinking meant the gap where a person used to be, and the gap meant Dee, and Dee meant three months of silence in a cabin where the coat hook was empty and the bed was too wide and I'd stopped buying two of anything at the grocery store because the second one sat there going off, reminding me.

      Three months. Everyone had moved on. "Frankie told us about Dee, made a joke, moved on. What a trooper. How well she's coping." And I was coping. Eating, sleeping, working, showing up. All systems operational. If the systems felt hollow from the inside, that was between me and the quiet.

      The dog appeared from the south trail.

      He came up alone, trotting with purpose. Small, tan and black, wiry coat, terrier build. No collar. No leash. No owner behind him on the trail. He'd been feeding himself for a while and doing a mediocre job of it. Ribs just visible. But he moved with his head up, scanning, and when he reached the summit and saw seven people in helmets surrounded by rope, he sat down at the edge of the group and considered his options.

      "Stray?" Colton asked, phone halfway to his pocket.

      "Or dumped," I said. "No collar. He's not feral, though. Feral dogs don't sit and assess you. They bolt or they charge."

      Everyone had paused. Ropes slack, drills on hold. Shannon raised an eyebrow at me. Go check him out.

      I went. Not fast. Not direct. Wide arc, body angled away, giving him distance. I'd done this in classrooms with shy kids, in the field with nervous animals, on creek banks waiting for a dipper to surface. The principle was the same: don't be the biggest thing in the room. Don't be a threat. Be weather. Be air. Be so boring that curiosity wins.

      Fifteen feet from him, I sat down. Cross-legged, hands in my lap, eyes soft, averted.

      He watched me. His tail still, ears forward. One paw lifted, then lowered. He was weighing me up: she's big, she's close, she's not moving, what does she want?

      I waited. I'd said the same thing to a class of eight-year-olds last week, belly-down on a creek bank. Patience was the whole curriculum. Everything I taught came down to one thing — slow down, let the animal decide you're safe.

      He moved first. Stood, shook himself, walked toward me. Considered, three steps at a time, pausing to check I hadn't changed the terms, or was about to surprise him. When he reached my knee, he stopped. Sniffed my boot. Sniffed my hand. And sat down beside me, not quite touching, close enough that I could feel his warmth through my cargo shorts.

      "There you go," I said. "Nothing terrible happened."

      His tail moved. Once. A single wag.

      I sat. He sat. Two strangers sharing a patch of summit in the August heat, and then he leaned. His ribs against my thigh, his whole body letting go, and he sighed. Weeks of carrying his own weight, and here, a solid place to rest it.

      Before I realized, I was wearing a lopsided grin, and my chest relaxed in a way it hadn't in months.

      "He came to you?" Shannon said, with a nod, her voice low.

      "Yeah. No collar, no chip I can feel. He's thin but getting by, or at least that's how it seems. Two, three weeks on his own, I'd guess." I scratched behind his ear. He closed his eyes. "He's not going anywhere."

      Jake materialized at my shoulder. He wanted to help, but he knew he'd make it worse. At least he was self-aware enough to keep his movements slow.

      "Should've brought Dee up here," he said, then let out a quiet chuckle. "I'd have pushed her off for what she did to you."

      The air changed. Colton became interested in his phone. The Hernandez brothers found a sudden need to inspect their ropes. Shannon's jaw tightened a fraction, but she didn't intervene. She knew the difference between protecting and interfering.

      "Subtle, Jake." I kept my voice light. "I'll save the cliff-based revenge for someone worth the paperwork."

      Jake's face went through its stages. Regret, panic, deeper regret. "That came out wrong."

      "It came out exactly the way it was going to, because it came out of your mouth." I handed him my water bottle. "Here. Drink. The heat's making you worse than usual, and usual is already a lot."

      He took the bottle. Didn't drink. Stood there radiating guilt. He'd bring me a six-pack by Friday and apologize with all the grace of a man returning a borrowed lawnmower at the end of summer.

      The stray had settled against my leg. Eyes closed, breathing steady, like he'd come home.

      Then a hand appeared over the edge with a grunt.

      Chalk-dusted. Long-fingered. It found the lip of the rock and gripped, and then a second hand, and then a forearm, tanned and scratched, and a woman pulled herself over the edge of the cliff and stood up among our gear like she'd arrived playing by an altogether different set of rules.

      No harness. No rope. No helmet. Climbing shoes on sandstone and a chalk bag at her waist and nothing else between her and the eighty feet of air she'd just climbed through. She straightened, rolled her shoulders, and looked out at the valley like she'd earned the view and wasn't going to be rushed.

      We all turned. Nobody moved.

      She was sharp-jawed, dirty blonde hair pulled back, forearms scratched and chalked. She had the build of someone who carried nothing unnecessary, but god, the muscle. Her breathing was controlled, the climb barely registering. She stood in the middle of seven people's safety equipment and none of it was hers.

      "Jesus Christ," Jake said.

      I couldn't speak. My whole professional life was built on the principle that you don't go up without protection, that the mountain doesn't care how skilled you are, that the rock will kill you the same whether you're a novice or a veteran. And this woman had just climbed eighty feet of sandstone with her hands and her wits then stepped over the lip like she was getting off a bus.

      It took a while but then she noticed us. Took in the ropes, the helmets, the litter frame. Her eyes moved across the group and landed on me, sitting on the ground with a stray dog against my leg, and the corner of her mouth lifted.

      "Busy up here," she said.

      "We're SAR," I said. "Running drills." My voice worked. Good. "You just free soloed that face."

      "I did."

      "Without ropes."

      "That's what free soloing means." There was no edge or defensiveness in her voice, just matter of fact.

      "That route's a 5.10a."

      "On a good day. Today it felt easy. Rock's warm, holds are dry." She tilted her head. Half-smile. "You seem concerned."

      Shannon opened her mouth to speak but I got there before her. "We run rescues on these cliffs. I've hauled people off who thought they didn't need protection."

      "With ropes?"

      "With ropes."

      "Then their equipment failed. Not their climbing." She held my gaze a beat longer than casual. "I don't fall."

      The way she said it wasn't arrogance, although it should have been — eighty feet. No, the way she said it was like telling me her height or her hair color. A fact confirmed so many times it had stopped being remarkable. I wanted to argue. I wanted to say the rock didn't care, that confidence changed like weather, that I'd seen enough stretchers to know certainty was the gap before the error. But she wasn't a tourist, and she wasn't posturing, and the way she stood among our ropes and anchors having done what we couldn't, without needing any of them, wasn't how people stood when they were lying to themselves.

      The stray lifted his head from my leg, tail twitching.

      "Nice dog," she said. And crouched, right there at my feet, and held out her hand. He sniffed her fingers and she ran her thumb along his jaw and his eyes half-closed.

      Then she paused. Turned her hand over. Looked again.

      "She's thin," she said.

      I blinked. "He."

      "She." She glanced up at me, half-smile holding. "Your boy's a girl."

      I glanced down. The dog glanced up. And heat rushed to my cheeks, a wildlife educator who'd just been corrected on basic anatomy by a random woman covered in chalk.

      "In my defense," I said, "I was focused on his — her — emotional state."

      "Sure." She scratched under the dog's chin. "She forgives you."

      She'd just climbed eighty feet without a rope and her first instinct on the summit was to crouch down, be gentle with a stray, and notice what I'd missed. Not awkward.

      "Found her today. I think she's maybe been a couple of weeks on her own," I said, adjusting. "She wandered in and decided I was the answer."

      "Smart dog." She stood. Her eyes stayed on mine. "You must be an animal person."

      "Wildlife educator," I blurted out. "I run the program out of the conservation center. School visits, field trips." I held her gaze.

      "I meant if she trusts you… she knows you like animals. But I don't think she'll mind you're a wildlife educator either." The woman winked. An actual wink that set my cheeks burning.

      "And SAR volunteer," I stuttered, digging my hole deeper. "We are."

      "The fluorescent vests were the giveaway." She touched her own vest. "Which means I spend a lot of time on the end of a rope on these walls. The ones you just climbed without one."

      "5.10a." She shrugged. "Warm-up grade."

      "From the bottom it's still eighty feet."

      "From the bottom everything looks dangerous. Doesn't mean it is."

      Behind me, Jake had frozen mid-gear-coil. Shannon was watching from the command point, arms folded, leaning against the table.

      "I'm Frankie," I said. "Martinez."

      "Bridge." She offered her hand. Dry, warm, chalky and rough. Calluses across the palm and the first two fingers. She held on for exactly long enough. "I'm around for the season. Training."

      "Training for what?"

      "Moonlight Buttress. Zion. Twelve hundred feet, nine pitches, 5.12d." She said it the way someone else might say I'm running a half-marathon. "No rope."

      Twelve hundred feet. No rope. 5.12d. My brain ran the numbers and hit a wall of its own.

      "That's a death route."

      "Only if you fall." She held my gaze one beat longer. "Nice dog, Frankie Martinez. Give her a good name."

      She walked to the trailhead, rubbing chalked hands against the side of her shorts, and didn't look back. At the bend she dropped below the ridge line and was gone. No goodbye. No number. No see you around. Just: nice dog and the dust from the trail.

      I sat on the summit holding a stray terrier who turned out to be female and a kick behind my sternum that I hadn't felt in months. Longer. A part of me I'd written off after Dee. I'd filed it under decommissioned. Not broken. Shut down, the way you shut down a program when funding runs out and pretend you chose to end it.

      It wasn't shut down. It was right here, inconvenient and alive, because a woman had climbed eighty feet of sandstone without a rope and then crouched among our gear to scratch a stray dog under the chin and tell me I'd got her gender wrong.

      "Martinez." Shannon, from the trail. "You coming down?"

      "Yeah. I'm coming."

      The dog sneezed. I picked her up and started down.

      "You and me both, girl," I said. "You and me both."
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      FRANKIE

      Rosie's on a Saturday night smelled of deep-fried food, spilled beer and the scent of overheated bodies that came with a Colorado summer. The jukebox was playing country, because when was the jukebox not playing country at Rosie's, and Jake was already on his third drink by the time I got there.

      "You're late," he said.

      "I had to feed the dog."

      "You kept her?"

      "She's staying with me until I can get her to the vet for a proper check." I slid into the booth. "She ate half a can of sardines and fell asleep on my boot. I didn't have the heart to move her."

      Shannon watched me from across the table. Colton was beside her, nursing a whiskey and minding his own business. Colton's default setting.

      "Don't," I said to Shannon.

      "Didn't say anything."

      "You were about to."

      "I was going to say you look tired."

      "I look amazing."

      "You look tired. And you're filling every free hour with work, SAR drills and now a stray dog. Anything that'll stop you sitting still." She held my gaze. "I know what you're doing and so do you."

      She would. She did. She'd done it for years after losing Angie.

      "I'm fine, Shannon."

      She held my gaze for a beat, then let it go. You could count on Shannon to know when to push and when to back off. It came from years of managing volunteers who were allergic to being managed, but also from Tess, who didn't let anyone get away with anything but did it without noise, so you forgot to be annoyed.

      Speaking of Tess, the door opened and she came in, in a sweater that August didn't warrant but Tess ran cold. Shannon straightened in her seat by half an inch. Shannon's version of lighting up.

      "Sorry," Tess said, sliding in next to Shannon. "Call ran long. Portland." She kissed Shannon's cheek, brief and easy. "Hi, everyone."

      "Tess." Jake raised his glass. "You know, every time you walk in, Shannon gets about fifteen percent more human."

      "Twenty," Colton said, without looking up.

      Shannon ignored them both. Her hand had found Tess's under the table. I saw it happen. I saw everything. That was the problem with the seeing — you couldn't choose what to notice. You notice who reaches for who, whose laugh changes register when someone walks in, whose body angles toward the door. You build a map of every room you're in and you know where the warmth is and where the gaps are, and the trouble is you can't turn it off, so you also know exactly where your own gap is, and how cold.

      "First round," I said, and stood up. "Same as usual?"

      Shannon wanted a beer. Tess wanted white wine, which Rosie's served from a box. Tess knew this and ordered it anyway, which told you everything about how settled she was in Elk Ridge. Jake wanted another of whatever he was having. Colton covered his glass to indicate he was fine.

      I went to the bar.

      Three stools down.

      It took me a second. The climbing shoes and chalk bag were gone. Jeans and a green shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, hair down, dirty blonde past her shoulders. But the forearms gave her away. Scratched, tanned, and the lean muscle that came from holding your own body weight by your fingertips. Phone in one hand, bourbon neat in the other, alone.

      I ordered the drinks. While I waited, I became aware, the way you become aware of being watched, that she had put her phone down.

      "Frankie Martinez," she said.

      I turned. "Bridge."

      "The wildlife educator who thinks 5.10a is dangerous."

      "The free soloist who thinks eighty feet without a rope is a warm-up."

      She smiled. Not the half-smile from the cliff. Fuller. "How's the dog?"

      "Asleep on my kitchen floor. Ate half a can of sardines and passed out."

      "She settling in?"

      "She's been there two days. I'm not sure 'settling in' is the right term for a creature who sleeps twenty hours a day and judges me with what looks suspiciously like an eye roll for the other four."

      "Sounds like she's settling in just right." Bridge picked up her bourbon and moved one stool closer. She did it the same way she'd approached the dog on the summit, except Bridge knew what she was doing and wasn't pretending otherwise. "You here with your team?"

      "Back booth. Saturday tradition." I gestured vaguely behind me. "You?"

      "Just me."

      "In Elk Ridge on a Saturday night? Must be the nightlife."

      "Must be." Her eyes were on me the same way they'd been on the cliff face — reading the surface, finding the holds, deciding on a route before committing. "I've been at the crags all week. Sandstone here is good. Different grain from Red Rock, less polished, grittier. It's helping."

      "Helping with Moonlight Buttress."

      "You remembered."

      "Twelve hundred feet, 5.12d, no rope. That's not the kind of thing you forget."

      "Most people just say 'that's insane' and change the subject."

      "Is it insane?"

      She considered this. Took a sip of bourbon. Her eyes didn't leave mine, and I became aware that I'd stopped paying attention to the drinks the bartender had set down.

      "It's the most logical thing I do," she said. "Everything else has noise. Climbing is quiet. You're either on the wall or you're not. Your body either knows the move, or it doesn't. There's nothing to interpret."

      "So, you climb to stop thinking."

      The words came out before I'd vetted them. Occupational hazard, I suppose. I read people and then I said what I'd read, and sometimes that's useful and sometimes it's the conversational equivalent of walking into a glass door.

      But Bridge didn't flinch. She tilted her head. Held my gaze. "You do that with everyone? See through them in thirty seconds?"

      "Professional habit." I gave her a shrug. "I'm a wildlife educator. If I can't read body language, I get bitten."

      "And what's my body language telling you?"

      I opened my mouth to answer and then stopped, because I suddenly understood what it was telling me. The stool she'd moved closer. Her body angled toward me, not toward the bar. Her glass held low, open, no barrier between us. The steadiness of her attention: not casual, not aggressive, not anything I could file under friendly.

      She was flirting with me.

      And I was standing at the bar with ice melting in my team's drinks, my pulse doing its own thing, and the realization spreading through my chest that I was not only being hit on by the woman who'd climbed eighty feet of sandstone without a rope, but that I was enjoying it. That I wanted to stay right here on this barstool and see what happened next. That the gap where Dee had been, the cold one, the three-month one, now had a current running through it that I hadn't felt coming.

      "My body language is telling you that your friends' drinks are getting warm," she said. Half-smile back.

      "Right." I gathered the glasses. "Right. Yeah."

      I carried the drinks back to the table like I was floating. Placed them down. Sat.

      "Took your time," Jake said.

      "Queue," I said.

      Shannon's gaze went to me. Then to the bar. Then back. She didn't say a word, and her silence had paragraphs in it.

      Tess sipped her boxed wine and said, "Wasn't someone going to order food? I thought Jake wanted nachos."

      "Wings," Jake said. "I wanted wings."

      "You definitely said nachos," Colton said.

      "I said wings. I always say wings."

      "Then why did I hear nachos?"

      "Because you're sixty-three and your hearing is going."

      "My hearing is fine. You said nachos."

      I should have been following this. I should have been in it, refereeing, adding commentary, doing what I always did. Instead, I was aware of the back of my neck, warm, and the bar behind me, and the woman at the bar, who I was not looking at. That took more effort than looking at her would have.

      "I'll go order," I said. "Wings for Jake. Anyone else?"

      "The jalapeño poppers are good here," Tess said. Shannon made a face. Tess ignored it. "Poppers, please."

      I went back to the bar. Bridge hadn't moved. Her bourbon was lower.

      "You just can't keep away," she said.

      "I've got the food order."

      "Oh, yeah?"

      "Wings and jalapeño poppers. It's life or death."

      "Must be."

      I ordered and the server said she'd bring them across when they were ready. And then I should have gone back to the table, but I didn't, because she was looking at me again and my feet had apparently unionized and were refusing to move.

      "Your team keeps looking over here," she said.

      "They're nosy."

      "The woman with the short hair. She your boss?"

      "Shannon. She's our SAR coordinator. The woman next to her is Tess, her partner."

      "She keeps watching you like she's a protective lioness, and you're her cub."

      "That's just her face." I leaned against the bar. "She worries."

      "About you?"

      "About everyone. But yes, about me. I went through a breakup a few months back and she's been, well, concerned ever since."

      I hadn't meant to say that, about the breakup. But the way I said it surprised me: flat, factual, stripped of the weight it carried before now. Three months of silence and a coat hook and I'd just handed it to a stranger in a bar like a food order.

      Bridge didn't offer sympathy. Didn't tilt her head with concern. She just held my gaze and said, "And are you okay?"

      "I'm great. I'm at Rosie's on a Saturday night drinking beer and talking to a woman who climbs buildings without a rope. Living the dream."

      "Cliffs."

      "What?"

      "I climb cliffs. Not buildings." Half-smile. "Buildings would be weird."

      I laughed. A genuine almost girly giggle, unlike anything I'd managed for the last three months. It started in my stomach and caught me off guard, and Bridge watched it happen with complete attention.

      "I'm going to the restroom," I said. "Don't go anywhere."

      I wasn't sure what I expected — or why I'd phrased it like I was giving her an order.

      I walked past the table, caught Shannon tracking me like a radar installation. No eye contact. Not a chance.

      The restroom at Rosie's was two stalls, a cracked mirror, and soap that smelled like industrial cleaner. I washed my hands as though the action might calm me down and checked the mirror. My reflection stared back with the panicked expression of a woman who had walked into a bar expecting beer and nachos and was now experiencing feelings.

      The door opened behind me.

      I knew before I turned around who was there. The jukebox dropped to a muffle as the door swung shut. My spine registered her presence before my eyes confirmed it.

      Bridge stood with her back against the door. She'd brought her bourbon. She took a sip, watching me over the rim, and set the glass on the edge of the sink.

      "You told me not to go anywhere," she said.

      "I meant at the bar."

      "You meant what you meant."

      My heart was rebuilding. I could feel it in my ribs, in my throat, in the backs of my hands. Three months of shut down and my whole nervous system had decided, in the restroom of a bar in Elk Ridge on a Saturday night, to come back online.

      "Bridge," I said. Nothing after it. No follow-up. Just her name in a small room.

      "Frankie," she said. And took a step toward me.

      One step. That was all. One step cut the distance between us in half, and she stood there, close enough that I could smell the bourbon and anticipation. Her eyes were on mine, and her mouth had that half-smile, but she didn't take another step, because she was waiting. Giving me the choice. Here if I wanted her. Gone if I didn't.

      I wanted her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      BRIDGE

      The lock on the bathroom door was a deadbolt. Old, brass, slid into place with a thunk. I reached behind me and turned it without looking away from her.

      Frankie Martinez had brown eyes. I'd noticed that on the cliff, in daylight, when she'd been standing above me like I was the most alarming thing she'd seen up there. In the fluorescent light of Rosie's restroom they were darker, wider. Fixed on me with an expression I recognized because I'd felt it on my own face every time I was at the base of a route I hadn't committed to yet.

      She wanted to. She just hadn't decided to.

      I took another step. Close enough now to see the tremor in her lip. She pulled it between her teeth and bit down.

      "You locked the door," she said.

      "Uh-huh."

      "That's presumptuous."

      "Is it."

      Her back was against the sink. Her hands gripped the porcelain on either side of her hips. Holding on. To the sink, to her composure, to the last inch of space between us. I could see the fight in her, her body leaning toward me while her arms braced her in place.

      As for me? I don't do this — don't follow people into restrooms, don't pursue. I climb, and climbing is simple: you read the rock, you find the route, you commit or you walk away. People are not rock — they shift, have textures you can't read from a distance and holds that give way without warning.

      But she'd laughed. At the bar, when I'd said buildings would be weird. She'd laughed and it had started in her stomach and come up through her chest and broken across her face, and for a half-second I saw her.

      I put my hand on the sink beside hers. Not touching. Close enough.

      "Tell me to go," I said. "And I'll go."

      "I don't want you to go."

      "Then tell me to stay."

      Her eyes dropped to my mouth. Came back up. The pulse in her throat was hammering now. "Stay."

      I kissed her.

      Not gently. Gentle would have been wrong for this, for her, for the charged space between us that seemed like it had been building since I'd pulled over a cliff edge three days ago and found her staring at me like I'd materialized from the rock itself.

      I kissed her like I climb: committed. My hand came up to her jaw, fingers sliding into her hair, and I felt her gasp against my mouth and then her hands were off the sink and on me, pulling me closer, fisting the front of my shirt, and the restraint she'd been holding shattered.

      Her mouth was warm and tasted of beer, and she kissed me back with an urgency that sent heat down my spine. Her hands were everywhere. My shoulders, my waist, the back of my neck. Frankie touched like she talked: fast, instinctive, covering every bit of ground. I slowed her down. Caught her wrists. Pinned them against the edge of the sink behind her.

      She made a sound. Low, involuntary. Her hips pressed forward against mine.

      "Slow down," I said, against her mouth.

      "I don't want to slow down."

      "You will."

      I held her there. Her wrists in my hands, her body arched against the sink, her breath coming shallow. I kissed the corner of her mouth. Her jaw. The skin below her ear where her pulse was going wild. She turned her head to give me access, and a sound came out of her that she hadn't planned, half sigh, half swear.

      I let go of one wrist. Ran my hand down her side, over the curve of her hip, and found the strip of skin between her shirt and her waistband. Her whole body moved into it. Her stomach muscles contracted under my palm and her free hand came up to my hair and gripped.

      "Bridge." My name in her mouth sounded good. Like it had always lived there. "If you're going to do this, do it."

      I pulled back far enough to see her face, eyes almost black now. She had no idea what she looked like right now, which was the point.

      "I'm going to do this," I said. "And you're going to let me take my time."

      Her breath hitched.

      I unbuttoned her jeans with one hand. Watched her face while I did it, because her face was telling me everything. Every micro-reaction, every place where control gave way to need.

      My hand slid inside. She was hot and wet and when I slid my fingers down either side of her clit, she dropped her head back against the mirror with a sound that would have carried through the door if the jukebox hadn't been playing.

      Thank god for country music.

      I pressed my forehead against her temple. Her breath broke in my ear. I found a rhythm, reading her responses, adjusting. Her fingers dug into my shoulder. Her hips moved against my hand.

      "You're—" she started.

      "Shh."

      "Don't shh me, I⁠—"

      I changed the angle, slid in farther, used my thumb. She stopped talking.

      Her whole body was trembling now, pressed between me and the sink, her hand gripping my shoulder hard enough to bruise. I could feel the tension building in her, stomach muscles tightening, breath shortening to small, caught sounds that she was trying to control and failing. I kept the rhythm steady, like I was threatening to keep it going for hours, because that's how long I wanted it to be.

      On the wall, your body tells you when a hold is about to go. There's a vibration, a shift in weight distribution, a fraction of a second where everything is balanced and then isn't. Frankie's body did the same thing. I felt the moment before it happened. The stillness. The suspension. And then she broke.

      She came with her mouth against my neck, teeth sinking into my shoulder. Her body convulsed, hips jerking, hand fisted in my shirt so tight I heard the fabric strain. I held her, easing her down, until she sagged against me and her forehead dropped to my collarbone.

      Her breath came in shudders. Her heart slammed against my chest.

      I withdrew my hand slowly. She made a small sound of protest, then a breathless laugh.

      "Jesus Christ," she said, into my shoulder.

      We stood there. Her weight against me, and I turned us. My back against the sink now, my arms around her. The jukebox was playing something slow. Garth Brooks, maybe. Someone was laughing in the bar.

      Frankie lifted her head. Her hair was wrecked. Her eyes were glazed and bright and she was looking at me the way people look at the mountains at dawn, like she was seeing far more than she'd expected to find.

      "If you want more," I said, "you're going to have to invite me home."

      She stared at me. Then she laughed again, this time louder, and the sound filled the small space.

      "You just did that in under ten minutes?"

      "Under five. If we're being accurate."

      "You're—" She shook her head. Buttoned her jeans. Looked at me with an almost amused expression, but the desire was still there. "My cabin's twenty minutes from here."

      "Twenty minutes I can do," I said as the door pushed against the lock.

      "If you're fucking in there, have the decency to use a stall so the rest of us can pee!" a voice shouted.

      We looked at each other and laughed. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to salvage it. Gave up. "I have to go back out there. Shannon's going to take one look at me and know exactly what happened."

      "Probably."

      "You don't care."

      "I don't know Shannon." I picked up my bourbon from the edge of the sink. Still half full. The ice had melted. "Go. Tell them you're leaving. I'll be in the parking lot."

      She started toward the door, then stopped. Turned back. Crossed the two steps between us and kissed me. Different from before. Slower. Her hand on my face. Brief, but deliberate, and when she pulled back she held my gaze.

      "Open the goddamned door!" The desperation in the voice was getting louder.

      She unlocked the door and walked out. I listened to her boots on the floor, the swell of jukebox and voices as the door swung open, then smiled at the forty-year-old woman with incontinence issues. A quick scowl and she went straight to a stall leaving me alone with my reflection.

      My shirt was creased where Frankie had fisted it. My hair was down, tangled. Chalk still under two of my fingernails from the afternoon's session at the crags. The woman staring back at me was someone I almost recognized. A woman who followed people into bathrooms.

      I washed my hands. Straightened my shirt. Drank the rest of the bourbon in one swallow and set the glass beside the soap dispenser.

      In the parking lot, I sat in my truck with the engine running and the windows down. The night was warm. August in the mountains. Stars you couldn't see in Boulder. I could hear the muffled bass of the jukebox through Rosie's walls, and beyond that, nothing but crickets and wind.

      I pressed my fingers together. Still felt her.

      The door of the bar opened. Frankie came out fast, keys in her hand, hair still wrecked. She scanned the lot, found my truck, and walked to the passenger side.

      She climbed in. Pulled the door shut, smelling of beer and a hint of what I'd noticed in the bathroom.

      "Drive," she said. "Take a left out of the lot. I'll tell you where to go."

      I drove. She directed me through the dark, her voice low, her hand resting on her own thigh like she was keeping it from reaching across the console. Left at the junction. Past the fire station. Up a gravel road that narrowed through pines.

      Her cabin was at the end of the road. Porch light on. No neighbors.

      I cut the engine. The silence settled around us, thick with altitude and pine resin and the fact that we both knew what was about to happen and neither of us was pretending otherwise.

      Frankie looked at me. "You coming in?"

      I was already opening my door.
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      FRANKIE

      I couldn't get my key in the lock.

      They were in my hand. They'd been in my hand since I'd walked out of Rosie's, and now I was standing at my front door with Bridge behind me and my fingers had forgotten how keys worked. She didn't rush me. Just stood close enough that I could feel her heat, and waited, and that patience was almost worse than if she'd pinned me against the door.

      Finally, I got the key in the lock. Turned it. Pushed the door open.

      The cabin smelled of dog and sardines. A bowl of water on the kitchen floor. The stray's blanket on the couch. I had half a second to think about how this wasn't the seduction setting of the century before Bridge stepped in behind me, kicked the door shut and her mouth was on my neck. Then none of it mattered.

      Her hands on my hips as she pulled me back against her. I felt her whole body pressed along my spine, her breath hot below my ear, and every rational thought I'd been assembling on the drive dissolved. I turned in her arms and kissed her, and it was nothing like the bathroom. The bathroom had been deliberate, Bridge testing every boundary before she crossed it. This was just want. Pure want.

      We hit the back of the sofa. My hip caught the arm of it and I didn't care. Her hands were under my shirt, sliding up my ribs, and I was pulling at her belt loops, dragging her closer, wanting more of her than the space between us allowed. We were breathing hard, and neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say that our bodies weren't already handling.

      She turned me around.

      One hand on my hip, the other flat between my shoulder blades — firm, unambiguous. I bent forward over the end of the sofa, and the position alone sent a pulse through me so strong my thighs clenched. Three months. Three months since anyone had touched me and my body had been so shut down I'd barely bothered with my own attempts, and now every nerve ending I owned was lit and screaming for her and she hadn't even started yet.

      Bridge kicked my feet apart, wider. I braced my hands on the sofa cushion. She pulled off one boot, then the other, tossed them behind her. Reached around and undid my jeans from behind, pulled them down. I stepped out of one leg and the other got stuck at my ankle but neither of us cared enough to fix it. My underwear went with the jeans. Socks still on. Dignity somewhere on the floor with my boots.

      The air hit my skin, and I felt exposed and alive and I wanted her hands back on me so badly my hips tilted of their own accord, pushing back toward her, searching for contact. I could feel how wet I was, how obvious my need was, and I didn't care. Let her see. Let her know what she was doing to me.

      Her hand slid up my back, gathered my shirt and bra together, pushed them both up to my shoulders. My breasts hung free and my nipples tightened in the air and a shudder ran through me that had nothing to do with temperature.

      "God, I love tits," she said, and both hands came around to cup me from behind, palms full, fingers working, and I dropped my head and let out a primal sound that came from the very pit of me. I didn't even know I could make noises like that, and right then I didn't care as she squeezed and rolled and found my nipples. Each pinch sent a line of heat between my legs and I pushed back against her, my ass grinding against her hips, because the friction wasn't enough but it was contact, and I needed contact or I was going to lose my mind.

      "Bridge." It came out strangled. "Please."

      I don't beg. I have never in my life begged for sex. But my body was so far ahead of my pride that the word was out before I could catch it and I didn't want it back.

      One hand stayed on my breast. The other traced down my stomach. Slow. Over my hip. Around. Her fingers grazed the crease of my thigh and I jerked and then her hand was between my legs and I stopped breathing.

      Two fingers slid inside me and my arms nearly buckled. Full. Finally full. Well, almost. She started to move, slow at first, and the drag of her fingers hit every nerve I had. I pressed back into her hand, wanting deeper, needing more, and she gave it to me. A third finger. The stretch burned for half a second and then it was just fullness, just pressure in the right place, and I heard myself moan and the sound was raw and unfamiliar and belonged to a woman I hadn't been in such a long time.
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