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	For everyone who has had to rebuild themselves

	after someone left without explanation.

	 

	The rebuild counts. It matters. So does the door

	you finally get to open again.
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Chapter One

	The Booking Board

	— EMERY —

	The drive up the mountain took forty minutes, and Emery spent thirty-eight of them composing his feature in his head.

	Opening paragraph: Kai Linden is seventeen years old and already skates like he is apologising to no one. He was born two months premature in a Calgary hospital during the worst ice storm in a decade, and his mother says she knew then that the cold would be good to him. Standing at rink-side watching him execute a quad Lutz with the kind of casual brutality reserved for people who have earned it through ten thousand hours of not quitting, I am inclined to believe her.

	Good opening. The editor would probably flag 'casual brutality' as too strong for a profile feature on a seventeen-year-old, and Emery would probably tell her to leave it alone. It was true. That was the deal he had with his own writing: if it was true, it stayed.

	He pulled into the Ridgeline Sports Complex just after three on a Friday afternoon, the rental car grinding over packed snow that the facility's plough had only partially addressed. The main lodge was enormous — all mountain-grey stone and timber beams, three storeys of glass facing the valley below. The kind of place that photographed beautifully and charged accordingly. His magazine was covering two nights and expenses. He planned to be gone by Sunday noon.

	A quick in-and-out. Two days of interviews and rink-side observation, one dinner with the facility's head coach and his young prodigy, one morning of establishing shots, and then back down the mountain to his actual life, which had a filing deadline on Wednesday and a GP appointment on Thursday that he was not thinking about.

	He was not thinking about it.

	The facility reception desk was warm and smelled of pine and the kind of expensive cleaning product that tried hard to smell like nothing. A young woman in the facility's navy uniform looked up from her computer and smiled with the practised warmth of someone paid to project it.

	"Mr Cole! Welcome to Ridgeline. We have you in Room 14, it's a lovely corner room on the second floor with a view of the east rink — I think you'll love it. Could I take your card for incidentals?"

	Emery unzipped his jacket and reached for his wallet. Behind the desk, on the wall, was the facility's guest board — an old-fashioned thing, wooden pegs with laminated name tags arranged by floor and room number. Ridgeline's one conceit toward analogue charm in an otherwise entirely digital operation. His tag was already up: COLE, E. — Room 14.

	He was handing over his card when his eye caught the tag two rows up.

	VOSS, N. — Room 22.

	The card slipped from his fingers and clattered on the desk.

	"Oh — sorry, here—"

	"No trouble at all." She retrieved it without looking up.

	Emery's eyes stayed on the board.

	N. Voss. Room 22. Right wing. Left wing. He could never remember which. One of those details that had mattered once and been excised surgically from his memory along with the specific sound of Nikolai's laugh and the way he moved through a kitchen and the exact weight of his arm across Emery's shoulders at midnight when they were both pretending to watch something on television.

	Not Room 22. Not this weekend.

	"Is everything all right, Mr Cole?"

	"Fine." His voice came out professionally level. Occupational gift — he could sound calm while his entire internal architecture was doing something structurally unsound. "I noticed the Cascades are doing a retreat this week."

	"That's right, they've been here since Monday. Lovely group — very professional. They're using the west rink and the gym facilities, so they won't be underfoot at all, your access to the east rink for your feature is completely separate." She handed back his card with a smile that suggested she had absolutely no idea she had just detonated a small device.

	"Great. Thank you."

	He took his key card and his bag and he walked to the lift and pressed the button for the second floor and stood very still watching the numbers change.

	It was fine. The Cascades had been here since Monday. Nikolai had presumably been here since Monday, which meant he'd had four days of fresh mountain air and professional conditioning and not once had it seemed important to mention this to the universe. The facility was large enough. Emery was here for forty-eight hours and a story about a seventeen-year-old figure skater, not for whatever complicated, inconvenient, biologically treacherous thing his body was currently doing in response to reading a name tag on a wall.

	He pressed his hand flat against his abdomen, briefly, through the layers of his coat and his oversized knit jumper.

	Twelve weeks. Twelve weeks and three days, to be precise, because he had been counting with the obsessive accuracy of someone who could not decide what to do about a thing but could at least document it precisely.

	He pressed the button for the second floor again, uselessly.

	The lift arrived. He got in. He did not look at the board again.

	❄

	Room 14 was, as advertised, a lovely corner room. View of the east rink, a mountain range beyond it going blue-grey in the afternoon light, snow coming down in the slow, deliberate way that suggested it had nowhere in particular to be and all the time in the world to get there. He stood at the window for a moment, bag still over one shoulder, and let the cold come through the glass against his palm.

	His phone buzzed. Petra.

	He answered it.

	"You arrived?" She had a way of asking questions that sounded like statements, like she already knew and was simply granting you the courtesy of confirmation.

	"I arrived." He set his bag on the bed and unzipped it one-handed. "Petra. Nikolai Voss is here."

	A pause. Long enough to tell him she understood the full weight of that sentence.

	"Here where? Calgary? Because you said—"

	"Here here. Ridgeline. The Cascades are doing a conditioning retreat. His name is on the guest board."

	Another pause. "Emery."

	"I know."

	"Do you want to come home? I can call the magazine, tell them there was a family—"

	"I'm not leaving. I'm here for Kai Linden. I'm here for a story. I'm going to do the interviews and file the feature and come home Sunday morning." He heard himself say it with complete conviction and marvelled briefly at his own capacity for self-deception. "It'll be fine. The facility is huge. I probably won't even run into him."

	"Emery. Your suppressants."

	"Are fine. I took them this morning."

	"You're twelve weeks pregnant and you're using suppressants to mask your scent and you're about to spend forty-eight hours in an enclosed mountain facility with the Alpha whose child you're carrying." Petra did not raise her voice. She had never needed to. "That sentence has several problems in it."

	"I'm aware of the sentence."

	"Your doctor said—"

	"My doctor said to be careful. I'm being careful. I'm always careful." He sat down on the edge of the bed and pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose. Outside, the snow was coming down more steadily now. "I'll be home Sunday. I'll call you tonight."

	"Emery—"

	"I love you. I'll call tonight."

	He hung up before she could say anything else he didn't have a ready answer for.

	For a long moment he just sat there. The room was quiet in the specific way of places where the snow outside was absorbing all the sound — a deep, white-padded silence. His hands were steady. He checked, because it was the kind of thing that required verification when you were performing calm rather than feeling it.

	Twelve weeks. The feature. Home by Sunday. He could do this.

	He unpacked with the neat efficiency of someone who had been staying in hotel rooms for work since he was twenty-three, and he hung his spare oversized jumper in the wardrobe first because old habits, and he took his suppressants out of his toiletry bag and put them on the bathroom counter where he wouldn't forget them in the morning, and he did not think about the warm weight of Nikolai's voice saying his name, or the specific way cedar and cold air could follow a person through a door before the person did.

	He was a professional. He was fine.

	He went to find Coach Aleksander Reid and his seventeen-year-old prodigy, and he told himself this story hard enough that for the next four hours, it was almost entirely true.

	❄

	The dining room at Ridgeline was set up in a way that managed to feel simultaneously communal and private — long tables near the windows, smaller two and four-tops tucked further back, a buffet-style dinner service that ran from six to nine. Emery arrived at six forty-five with his notebook, ordered sparkling water without thinking, and was halfway through a dinner that was more expensive than his flat's weekly grocery budget when he felt it.

	Cedar.

	Not overwhelming. Not close. Just a thread of it, carried on the warm air from somewhere behind him, familiar in the specifically devastating way that smells connected to old grief always were: immediate and total, bypassing reason entirely.

	His fork stopped moving.

	He did not turn around.

	He was a professional. He was fine.

	He put his fork down, folded his napkin, collected his notebook, and took the long way out of the dining room through the side corridor, not through the main entrance, and he walked back to Room 14 with his spine very straight and his breathing carefully even, and he stood in the middle of the room for ninety seconds in the silence of the mountain snow and waited for the shaking to stop.

	It stopped.

	He sat at the desk, opened his laptop, and started writing his notes on Kai Linden's quad Lutz.

	He was fine.

	 


Chapter Two

	Cedar and Winter Pears

	— NIKOLAI —

	Nikolai had known since Tuesday.

	The Ridgeline activities coordinator sent a weekly guest list to all team liaisons as a courtesy, for scheduling purposes — which rink was in use and when, which gym blocks were booked, whether outside guests would be sharing the dining facilities. Nikolai never read these emails. His teammate Marco read them and relayed anything relevant, which was generally nothing. On Tuesday evening Marco had appeared in the doorway of the gym where Nikolai was finishing a late set and said, with the careful neutrality of someone who had spent four years watching Nikolai not talk about something: "You should probably look at the guest list for this weekend."

	He'd looked.

	Cole, Emery. Magazine journalist. Feature assignment. Friday to Sunday.

	He had set down the barbell with the controlled precision of someone who was going to be normal about this, and then he had stood in the gym for a long time after Marco left, and he had thought about calling the facility and saying there was a conflict. A scheduling issue. Something professional and clean.

	He had not called.

	He had spent Wednesday and Thursday asking himself why he had not called, and the answer was the same honest, inconvenient answer it had always been: because he wanted to see him. Because three years and one terrible morning and an elevator encounter three months ago that he had been unable to stop thinking about since November had not done what they were supposed to do, which was finish things properly. Because Nikolai Voss, for all his capacity for self-control in every other arena of his life, had never once been able to do the sensible thing where Emery Cole was concerned.

	On Friday morning he had told himself: he will likely avoid you. You will be professional and distant. This will be fine.

	He was sitting at the far end of the dining room with Marco and two other teammates when Emery walked in at six forty-five, and the first breath of winter pears and warm paper hit him from across the room and three years of carefully constructed emotional distance did absolutely nothing useful at all.

	❄

	Marco had the good sense not to say anything. He simply nudged Nikolai's arm, tilted his head in the direction of the door, and when Nikolai nodded once — acknowledging, not requesting — went back to his food.

	Emery didn't look in their direction. He sat at a small table near the far wall with his notebook and his sparkling water — always sparkling water, never still, one of a thousand specific details Nikolai had accumulated without meaning to and apparently could not discard — and he ate with the focused efficiency of someone who was working. Which he was. He was always working, even when he wasn't, even when he was sprawled on Nikolai's sofa at midnight telling stories about the most absurd press conferences he'd ever attended, he had that quality of attention, of always gathering material, always thinking in sentences.

	Nikolai ate his food and did not stare.

	He noticed the jumper.

	It was the kind of garment Emery had never used to wear — oversized, thick-knit, swallowing his shoulders and falling to mid-thigh. He'd always dressed practically but precisely before: clothes that fit, that looked intentional. This was... different. The jumper was the right fabric for a cold mountain facility in February, objectively. It was also extremely effective at obscuring the lines of the person inside it, which was probably not relevant and definitely the sort of observation he should not be making.

	Emery left before Nikolai finished eating. Through the side corridor rather than the main entrance, which told Nikolai exactly how carefully his presence had been noted and how decisively it was being managed.

	Something in his chest did a complicated, unwelcome thing.

	"He saw you," Marco said, not looking up from his plate.

	"I know."

	"He left."

	"I know."

	Marco pushed a piece of bread around his plate. He was a Beta, Marco, with the Beta's particular advantage of reading rooms without pheromones clouding his judgment. He had been Nikolai's teammate for four years and his friend for three, and he was one of maybe two people alive who knew the full shape of what had happened with Emery Cole. "You're going to talk to him."

	"Probably."

	"And say what?"

	Nikolai picked up his water glass. Good question. He had been trying to answer it for three months. For three years, if he was being completely honest, which he was lately trying to be, if only in the privacy of his own head.

	"I don't know yet," he said.

	"Helpful." Marco stood and collected his plate. "Don't do anything stupid."

	"I never do anything stupid."

	Marco gave him a look that catalogued three years of documented evidence to the contrary, and left.

	❄

	The morning carried the specific quality of mountain February light — sharp, clean, white in a way that felt clarifying rather than cold. Nikolai was out at seven for a run on the facility's cleared trail, alone by preference, his breath clouding in the air and the familiar burn in his legs that meant his body was doing exactly what it was supposed to do. He liked the mornings here. He liked the absence of the city — no traffic noise, no crowd smell, just cold clean air and the sound of his own breathing.

	He rounded the trail back toward the lodge at seven forty and nearly walked into Emery coming out of the side door.

	Three feet of silence.

	Up close, in the morning light: the same. That was the thing about Emery — three years had given him a few more lines at the corners of his eyes and a sharper quality to his jaw, and both of those things suited him tremendously, but he was fundamentally the same person Nikolai had memorised from eight months of paying attention, and the problem with that was it gave Nikolai's instincts absolutely nothing new to calibrate against. They simply recognised him, the way they always had, and responded accordingly.

	Emery was in running kit — not the oversized jumper, proper kit, and Nikolai's eyes did a thing he immediately instructed them to stop doing, noting the slight change in the line of him, the way his jacket sat differently across his middle. His suppressants were present, the chemical edge of them underneath the winter pears, but underneath that—

	Something.

	He couldn't name it. It sat below the threshold of his conscious interpretation, just a low hum of wrongness-that-wasn't-wrong, some instinctive frequency that had nothing to do with threat.

	"Morning," Emery said. His voice was level. Professional. The voice he used in interviews — warm enough to put a subject at ease, controlled enough to reveal nothing he hadn't decided to reveal.

	"Morning." Nikolai matched the register. Careful. "Good trail, if you're going north — they cleared it this morning. South is still icy past the bend."

	"Thanks." A brief nod, the kind exchanged between two people who knew each other in some previous life and were mutually committed to pretending they had arrived at a functional detachment. He moved to step around Nikolai.
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