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      For Kit Mitchell,

      for telling me exactly what I needed to hear

      at exactly the right moment.
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      The mountains were only ideas when we first learned each other’s names.

      I was smoke braided through stone, he was lightning sleeping inside ice. We circled as dragons do—vast and wordless—until the Hallow sang us human. Scale became skin. Fang softened to mouth. The caverns of the world brightened to a low gold as the Hallow Song rose around us: a pulse in the dark, a vein of life thrumming under everything that would ever be born.

      It isn’t a sound you hear with ears. It climbs the bones from the ground up. It tastes like iron and honey on the tongue. It presses at the wrists like a tide seeking veins. It says live, live, live.

      We met inside that music.

      Taren’s back struck the luminous rock with a hiss of steam and I followed him down, laughing against his throat as if laughter were something I had learned long ago. We had just discovered hands. What else could we do with them but worship?

      He was carved from the storm itself—skin the hue of slate after rain, hair shot through with pale lightning strands that caught the glow of the cavern. When he looked at me, the silver in his eyes shifted like sunlight beneath water—half-mercy, half-danger. The air around him bent with restrained power, the kind that could shatter mountains and still hesitate at the line of my jaw.

      His fingers traced my shoulder as if he were reading an inscription, learning the new language of flesh. I watched him watching me, saw the wonder flicker through him as though he, too, were surprised that skin could be soft, that heat could live without flame. My body—smoke-born, newly human—answered every touch with discovery. Where his palms slid, I felt the shape of myself for the first time: the curve of hip, the breath beneath my ribs, the quickening rhythm that was no longer purely dragon but something perilously alive.

      The scent of him—cold metal, pine, and distant thunder—wrapped around me. The sound of me—breath breaking, heartbeat rising—filled the Hallows between the stalactites. I learned the geography of my own form through the map of his hands; he learned patience through the quake of mine. Between us the Hallow Song swelled, matching our rhythm, bright threads of amber racing across the cavern ceiling like constellations newly invented.

      Every movement felt both ancient and brand new, Creation folding back on itself, reminding us that even gods must relearn the miracle of touch.

      “Lyra,” he said, and my name ran along the stalactites, turned to water, fell in shining drops.

      The sound of it ignited something deep inside me—older than breath, older than flame. My name had existed before language, but on his tongue it became a spell, a calling that reached down into the molten parts of me I longed for him to explore. The cavern shivered in answer. So did I.

      I kissed him the way the world shapes rivers: insistence, patience, flood. Yet even as our mouths met, something more than motion moved through me—a hunger, bright and aching, spiraling low in my body like a forge waking from sleep. The rhythm of it was the Hallow’s own pulse, wrapping around us, working through us, binding desire to duty until I couldn’t tell where his heartbeat ended and mine began.

      His answering breath met mine in perfect counterpoint; heat meeting heat, each wave of longing feeding the next. The Song’s current coiled around our joined bodies, liquid light tracing our skin, translating need into creation. Every heartbeat became percussion, every breath a note, until the Hallow itself seemed to sing through us—an ancient melody of want and wonder, of two forces remembering what it meant to make the world new again.

      We were not yet guardians then. The earth was young, magic ungoverned, creatures wandering in their first skins. Some came from sea-salt and sorrow, some from stormlight, some from the wet breath of caves. More were being made by accident—wild births of hunger and desire. The Hallow kept singing.

      When Taren moved inside me, the Song flared—blue-white through him, coal-gold through me—and broke like summer thunder across the ridges above.

      Our breathing found the same rhythm, rising and falling like the mountains themselves exhaling through us. Every sound between us—his low gasp, my answering cry—became part of the Hallow’s harmony. Echoing along the cavern walls until it felt as if the earth was singing with us. The air grew thick with light and pulse, a single heartbeat made of two.

      He pulled me closer and the world disappeared into that small, infinite space where skin met soul. The glow that lived in him poured through my ribs, and I felt the shape of forever press against my heart. It wasn’t only desire—it was recognition, the understanding that we had always been halves of the same flame.

      The Song rose higher, a chord of power and surrender, and I let my head fall back as it moved through me—heat and light and something vast, breaking open every boundary between us. For a moment there was no Taren, no Lyra, no sky or stone. Only the pure, endless thrum of Creation remembering itself.

      The light left us and went seeking. It threaded out of the cavern into a narrow seam in the rock, through a blackshaft and a root-tangle, up into leaf-shadow and cold air, up into a forest preparing for night.

      

      There, an ancient cat slept beneath a hemlock: elder of her line, a shadow the size of a woman, paws big as a man’s open hand. She’d seen the first hunters and the last shamans, had learned long ago to step between worlds when the woods grew loud. Too many men had taken too many of her kits. She carried their loss like a second spine.

      Our spilled light found that grief.

      The Song is a maker; it can’t help it. It circled the cat’s ribs, took the shape of her breath, and slid down her throat like hot milk. The hemlock’s roots thrummed. The cat’s whiskers burned from silver to gold. She woke with a gasp like a child’s first cry.

      Her eyes held two kinds of pupils then—cat slits nested inside human rounds. She lifted her head and the muscles of her face learned language. Not words yet, just vows. In the space between one heartbeat and the next she became two-footed and four, the edges of her body flexing between fur and flesh. She was old revenge made new. She was the Wampus, though we didn’t know the name yet.

      Below the hemlock, we shuddered together and felt the mountain change.

      “Do you feel that?” Taren whispered.

      We were still tangled together, limbs heavy, breathless in the after-thrum of the Song. The cavern’s glow dimmed to a slow, amber heartbeat, pulsing in time with ours. The Hallow seemed to breathe around us—warm, humming, and alive—as if it had woven a blanket from light and drawn it close over our slick skin.

      My damp hair clung to my temples and shoulders, the strands tasting faintly of salt and smoke. The air carried his scent—iron and pine, and the musky shadow of storms—so thick I could almost drink it. Beneath us the stone radiated a deep, steady warmth. And every exhale curled into mist before dissolving into gold dust that drifted upward like fireflies caught in amber.

      He shifted beside me, his arm tightening around my waist, grounding me back into the world we had nearly burned away. The stalactites glittered with drops of condensed magic, each one reflecting us in miniature—two figures caught in the heart of the earth, haloed by the Song’s faint luminescence.

      The cavern stretched out in every direction, endless chambers breathing with quiet life: veins of crystal veined through black stone, trickles of glowing water tracing patterns like constellations across the walls. Everything shimmered softly, as though the light was reluctant to intrude on what we had made.

      “I feel it,” I whispered back, my voice small in the vastness. The Hallow answered in a low, contented hum, its power curling through my bones like a lullaby meant for gods.

      

      The air shimmered faintly, gold motes spiraling through the cavern like the last breath of stars. Around us, the rock seemed to sigh—an ancient creature settling back into sleep, sated by the offering it had just devoured.

      “The Song took something from us,” I said, and the ache in my belly was not only pleasure. It was Creation’s after-pain, a bright tearing that left me breathless. The glow that still pulsed beneath my skin felt foreign, as though part of me had been poured outward, reshaped into something beyond our control.

      Taren brushed his thumb along my jaw, tracing the trembling edge of my lips before resting his forehead against mine. His breath mingled with mine, steadying it. “You gave,” he said, voice rough with awe. “We both did.”

      His words sank deep, and I felt them bloom inside me like heat beneath ice. This was what tethered us—not just desire, but the exchange of essence. Of light. He wasn’t just my equal; he was my echo, the missing note the Song had always needed to be whole.

      I pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the steady thunder of his heart beneath the cooling skin. It beat the same rhythm as the mountain’s pulse. The same rhythm as mine. For a heartbeat, I believed the Hallow had chosen us not as keepers but as its living proof that love and power could be the same thing.

      Light flickered up the cavern walls, then dimmed to a living ember. The Hallow settled back into its slow heartbeat, satisfied and terrible. The glow faded to warmth, wrapping us in shadow and silence, but the bond remained. An invisible thread of longing that would stretch across centuries and ranges, pulling us toward one another even when the world demanded distance.

      He kissed my temple, a whisper of lightning across skin, and I closed my eyes, already mourning the day we would have to let go.

      We dressed in our human skins the way the mountains dress themselves after rain. I took hair the color of wheat and a mouth made for pleasure. Taren chose a storm-blue gaze and shoulders that could carry winter. We walked the long limestone halls hand in hand, laughing at the strangeness of fingers and the way our footsteps echoed.

      When we reached the surface the air had changed.

      The world above was wild and young, still half-formed, its edges sharp as obsidian. Mist crawled low over the ridgeline, turning the forest into a tangle of silhouettes. The ground steamed faintly where the Hallow’s warmth met the cool breath of night. Every leaf glittered with the residue of magic—tiny beads of light that clung like dew, then vanished as the wind passed.

      On the slope below us, a hunting camp smoldered. Men had been here—five, six—drunk on cruelty. Their fires still spat sap and bone ash, filling the air with the acrid reek of burnt hair and fat. We moved barefoot through the clearing, our skin still slick with the warmth of the Hallow, our bodies glowing faintly in the dark—creatures of Creation staring down at the wreckage of destruction.

      The men had worn pelts stiff with old blood, necklaces strung with teeth, trophies taken from anything weaker than themselves. Their spears lay splintered—hafts cracked, obsidian tips snapped clean as if bitten through. Tents woven from animal hides sagged and tore, the ground churned with the signs of struggle—heel marks, claw marks, a smear that began as red and ended as nothing.

      We found a line of snares made for anything with a throat and a trap baited with a kitten’s cry. The sound had stopped, but its echo lingered—thin, pitiful, and haunting. The kitten was gone. So were the men’s knives. So were the men.

      The Wampus had eaten well.

      Smoke drifted up from the blackened pit, carrying the mingled scents of pine resin, sweat, and fear. Taren’s hand found mine, the heat of him steady against the cool mountain air. The difference between the world we had left below and this one struck me hard. Below, there had been the slow pulse of the Song, the sacred ache of unity; above, there was only the jagged silence left behind by cruelty.

      We stood naked beneath the raw moonlight, utterly at ease in our skins, while the trappings of men—clothing, weapons, hierarchy—lay torn and useless at our feet. Their world was cold in its violence. Ours, for all its fire, had been tender.

      Taren looked out over the carnage and then down at me, his expression unreadable in the blue wash of night. “This is what happens when the Hallow isn’t tended,” he said softly.

      I nodded, feeling the ache of it—this fragile balance between Creation and corruption, love and hunger. Somewhere in the dark, the newborn creature we had accidentally made moved through the trees, sleek and sure, leaving only silence in her wake.

      We followed the scent into a clearing split by a creek. The moon made a blade on the water. The cat-woman stood in the middle of it, one foot in fur, one in skin, blood painting the white of her thigh. She looked at us and I understood at once: not prey, not kin. The Hallow had touched her and left its mark.

      “This is yours,” I said to the night.

      As the words left my lips, I felt no regret—only a quiet, aching peace. The air still shimmered faintly with the residue of our light, and I knew in my bones that this was what we were meant to do. To shape, to awaken, to let the Hallow sing through us. I was content to be its vessel, to feel Creation move where once there had been only hunger and flame. The making of life, the mending of balance—that was our truest purpose. Ours was not a dominion born of pride, but of surrender.

      Around us the mountain exhaled, the mist curling in approval. The Hallow’s pulse slowed, steady and deep, and I could sense its satisfaction. To give. To make. To let go. It was as it should be.

      Taren’s voice broke softly through the hush. “No, ours,” he murmured.

      He stepped closer until our shoulders brushed, his gaze fixed not on the creature fading into the trees but on me. In the faint glow, his eyes reflected the same coal-gold that lived beneath my skin—a mirrored fire that tied us together. There was a tremor in his voice I’d never heard before, something between wonder and devotion.

      “She carries both of us,” he said softly. “The Hallow’s power, yes—but also our breath, our pulse. She was born of our joining. That means she belongs to both of us.”

      The certainty in his tone startled me. I’d never thought of creation as belonging, only as service. The Hallow called; we answered. That was the rhythm of eternity. But as he looked at me—truly looked—I felt the fragile thread of something new form between us, something the Hallow had not commanded: connection born of choice.

      His hand brushed mine, a small, reverent gesture, as if he feared to disturb the silence that wrapped around us. “Every time the Song moves through us,” he said, “it leaves something behind. Not just in the world but in us. Don’t you feel it?”

      I did. It thrummed low in my chest, a spark that was both his and mine. It wasn’t the ache of obligation but the warmth of shared creation. His words carved space inside me where reverence met tenderness, and for the first time I understood that he didn’t see himself as my counterpart alone but as my companion in purpose, in consequence, in the fragile act of making.

      It surprised me, the depth of his care. And it moved me in ways I hadn’t known I could be moved. The Hallow had bound us in duty, but something else was binding us now: something chosen, fragile, and human.

      The cat bared her teeth in a grin no human mouth could manage. I felt her vow travel through the water of the creek to my ankles: I will hunt the hunters. I will punish what doesn’t respect the woods. I will take men who take. The vow bound itself to the Song, a new chord braided into an ancient melody.

      We should have bound her then. We should have taught her the part about balance—about how vengeance asked and asked until the ask itself became a beast.

      We were young. We were in love. We let her walk away into the trees with the moon on her shoulders like a pelt.

      When the near-ending came—the chaos and fever, the almost-extinction when magic rose wild and tore at the sky—it was the dragons who went down into the Hallow and offered our eternities. We promised to keep the Song in its banks, to seal leaks, to imprison what couldn’t live beside men. We took mountains for anchors. We became guardians, tethered: I to the long, smoke-soft ridges of the East; Taren to the storm-torn, snow-bright Range of the West. Apart, to keep the world in one piece. Alone, for everyone’s sake. The Hallow approved and tightened its bonds. That is what it does: it binds and it sings. It makes and it demands. 

      Now and then, when the Song swells, it lets us find each other again. In dreams. In heat. In waking. Our bodies never touch, but our souls remain intwined.

      Time tested us. The earth learned cities and guns. The mountains took names. Dragons kept oaths.

      Centuries later, in the Blue Ridge that called me home, the Hallow Song stirred with a note I hadn’t heard since that hemlock night. Iron on the tongue. Honey under the breath. A vow awoke.

      Beneath the Bottle Tree Tavern’s din, beside ranger radios and search-and-rescue maps, under the good boots and bad decisions of tourists, the current quickened:

      Live. Hunt. Take what takes.

      I closed my eyes and saw her again—the cat and the woman overlapping, water sliding off her haunches, the moon rising like a scar. The Hallow Song had awoken her again.

      And because the Song never gives without taking, it brought me Taren for a moment too—a spark in my rib cage, a storm along the spine of the Rockies, his voice like smoke on skin:

      Lyra. Fire of my heart. Be careful.

      Then the light went thin, the heartbeat slowed, and the mountains returned to breathing like old sleepers. I opened my eyes to a world that needed tending.

      And hunting.
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      If I’m doing my job right, you won’t believe me.

      Oh, it’s fun to scroll through your feeds and read scary Appalachian tales:

      If you hear a woman laughing in the woods after midnight, you didn’t.

      If something in the dark calls your name, you didn’t.

      Cute, right?

      Campfire stories.

      #folklore.

      But let me tell you something.

      If you step into my mountains, your doubt won’t keep you safe.

      I will.

      Before men mapped highways over bones and called the crossings towns, the world was a wilderness of makers. Magic didn’t hide in stories; it crawled and flew and sang. Creatures woke wherever the earth’s deep music bubbled close to the skin—river hags from silt, storm-birds from thunderheads, wolves that could turn to smoke and back again. It was beautiful. It was ravenous. It almost killed everything.

      When the chaos came—magic swallowing magic, hunger breeding hunger—the near-ending taught us a truth. That power without boundaries devours its own children. So the dragons went down into the dark and made a vow to the Hallow Song.

      Think of a vein running under every mountain you’ve ever loved. A living current, older than gods, that wants life the way fire wants air. We promised to keep that river in its banks. Each of us took a range to anchor. We tethered ourselves to stone so the world could sleep at night.

      We were not few. Across the earth, others took their vows: pairs bound to the Himalayas, the Andes, the Alps, the Carpathians, each sworn to temper the wild magic of their lands. Every range has its keepers—and every keeper its creatures to bind. Some call them monsters; we know them as remnants of creation that forgot how to rest.

      I took the Blue Ridge, smoke-soft and secretive. Taren took the Rockies, all storm and bone. We became wardens, cleaners, jailers when needed. We let the rest of the world forget we existed. That was the price for peace.

      My name is Lyra Lange. I’m a dragon. On paper, I’m a ranger with the National Park Service, Blue Ridge district. It’s convenient. A badge gets you past most doors. A uniform makes mortals feel safe.

      The morning after the Song woke me, I stood in my ranger station—boot-heels clicking on tile, coffee in one hand and a stack of incident reports in the other. The fluorescent lights buzzed faintly overhead, and the scent of burnt coffee from the communal machine clung to the air. My uniform jacket was still damp at the cuffs, rain darkening the olive canvas, the park patch on my sleeve worn soft from years of weather and work. Beneath it, the weight of my service belt and radio tugged comfortably at my hips—a mortal costume that somehow fit a creature older than the mountains themselves.

      Butch, my Bouvier des Flandres, occupied his usual post on the oversized flannel dog bed in the corner—the one that conveniently offered the best view of the door. All one hundred pounds of shaggy gray fur and stubborn pride, he looked like a small bear masquerading as a house pet. When the door creaked open he lifted his massive head, one dark eye glinting through his tousled fringe, judged the newcomer, and gave a sigh so theatrical it might’ve been rehearsed. Satisfied that the intruder wasn’t worth the effort, he flopped back down, paws crossed like royalty.

      Henry burst in late, cheeks wind-pink, hair damp from the mist, eyes going wide when he saw me. Twenty-four, good heart, terrible poker face. If he ever stopped crushing on me, I’d check his pulse.

      He had the kind of freckles you could map constellations with, scattered across a face that was too honest for lying and too curious for peace. His copper-red hair was a permanent rebellion, a halo gone rogue no matter how many times he pushed it back. The station’s overhead light caught the gleam of his belt buckle and the small pocket knife he was already flipping open and closed, a nervous rhythm he didn’t even seem to notice.

      Without a word, he opened the crinkled paper bag in his other hand and tossed a donut across the room. I caught it without looking and finished pouring coffee into the chipped Best Sidekick mug he drank from every day. The motion was automatic—two creatures running on routine and caffeine. I handed him the mug with a small smile.

      “Morning, Lange,” he said finally, grinning around the first bite of sugar. “We got a call from the Bottle Tree. Maeve says some out-of-towners spotted a ‘panther’ crossing Blackdog Road. Tail like a rope, big as a man. She told them it was a bobcat and told me to tell you to tell her who’s winning our betting pool.”

      “On whether the season’s dumbest tourist tries to pet a bear or a copperhead first?” I sipped. “My money’s on the snake.”

      The Bottle Tree was the heart of the county—half brewery, half refuge. The kind of place that smelled of hops, fried cornbread, and somebody’s grandmother’s perfume. Best bands on the weekends, poetry readings on Thursdays, and if you stayed late enough on a Tuesday you might catch a fiddle jam that could raise the ghosts in the floorboards.

      Maeve ran it like a benevolent dictator and everyone’s favorite aunt rolled into one. Folks called her Mama because she treated every soul who walked through the door like one of her strays—fed them, scolded them, sent them home with leftovers and advice they didn’t ask for. She’d served me more dinners than I cared to admit. I didn’t cook; never needed to. Between Maeve’s kitchen and her steady mother-hen presence, I ate there once—sometimes twice—a day. The place was as close to family as most of us got.

      Henry grinned, then sobered. “Also… a hiker’s missing out near Devil’s Gap. Darren Wells. Left his campsite before dawn to ‘catch the fog.’ Girlfriend, Michelle Crane, woke up to blood near the campsite.”

      The coffee went metallic on my tongue. Iron. Honey. That chord again, low and steady, working its way up from the soles of my boots.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      Butch was already up, nails clicking on the tile as he reached the door first.

      We headed out in the green park truck, the crest on the door catching the rain as we pulled onto the winding road.
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        * * *

      

      The Blue Ridge did what she always does when she wants to be loved: showed off. Fog lay in the gaps like sleeping cats. Rhododendron leaves shone oily and dark. The ridges rolled forever, old backs under old sky, and every turn of the road felt like a freshly found secret.

      “You ever think about transferring?” Henry asked after a while, an attempt at casual that tripped over its own shoelaces. “Like, fire crew out West? Different mountains and all that.”

      I almost laughed. Different mountains. If I strayed too far for too long, the Song yanked the leash and the whole range howled. That’s the thing about oaths—they don’t come with vacations.

      “I’m where I belong,” I said, and he took it like a personal rejection. Sweet boy. He’d survive.

      We reached Devil’s Gap trailhead to find two patrol cars, a worried girlfriend wrapped in a thermal blanket, and a volunteer SAR team we’d used before. Maeve Kincaid had parked her truck crooked across two spaces and was handing out coffee from a giant metal urn.

      Maeve was built like the mountains she loved: solid and unshakable, all soft plaid and sharp eyes. Her dark hair framed a face quick to laugh but quicker to judge foolishness, and her smile carried both warmth and warning. There was a trace of flour on her sleeves from the morning biscuits and a scent of cinnamon clinging to her like a benediction.

      “Ranger Lange,” she called, chin up, eyes sharp enough to skin a man. “I brought the good stuff. If this turns to a body, nobody’s drinking my cheap beans.”

      “Your faith in us is touching,” I said, taking a cup. “What did your out-of-towners see last night?”

      “Something with a tail that wasn’t a story,” Maeve said. “You’ll want to have a look at Blackdog when you’re done here. And Lyra? I’ve been hearing old songs again.”

      My shoulders went tight. “What kind of songs?”

      “The kind my granddaddy said kept men from sleeping right,” she said. “The kind that make cats walk on two legs.”

      If anyone in these mountains could still hear the echoes of the Hallow Song, it would be Maeve. She was mountain through and through—rooted deep, stubborn as granite—her heart beating in time with the ridges. Sometimes I wondered if the Song had brushed her bloodline on its way through the bedrock, left a trace of itself in her bones. Some humans carried that echo, a faint hum of old power, like the mountains had chosen not to forget them. Maeve was one of those rare few who didn’t just live in the Blue Ridge; she belonged to it.

      Henry looked between us, lost but trying. “Uh. I’ll start a grid search along the creek?”

      “Take Team Two,” I told him. “Leashes on the dogs. If you smell anything like pennies in your mouth, pull everybody back and radio me.”

      He blinked. “Pennies?”

      “Just do it. I’ll talk to the girlfriend.”

      Michelle sat on the tailgate of a patrol truck, cupping a paper coffee cup with both hands like it was the last warm thing in the world. She’d dressed for a fantasy of camping, not the teeth of it—all curated pinks to match the highlight reel she’d imagined posting later. Brand-new puffer jacket in bubblegum blush, still creased from being shipped; matching pink knit beanie with a pom-pom perkier than she felt; pink hiking boots without a scratch to prove they’d ever touched dirt. A glittery rose-gold phone peeked from her pocket.

      She was the kind of girl the outdoors usually ate for breakfast.

      Yesterday’s mascara made soft bruises under her eyes, and her lip gloss had cracked at the corners from cold and nerves. She looked like someone who had binge-watched survival shows and thought the forest would applaud her for trying.

      But there she was—shaking, lips pressed tight, determined to belong in a place so old it barely noticed she existed.

      Butch settled beside my knee with a heavy sigh, one that rumbled through his barrel chest like distant thunder. One enormous paw slid forward as he inched closer to the frightened girl until his shaggy shoulder pressed against her legs. A mop of bangs kept falling into his eyes, forcing him to tip his head just so to size up the world.

      He has a policy about frightened humans: Become a wall beside them and let them lean.

      Butch had read Michelle’s fear the moment she’d seen us and decided she needed a fortress, not space.

      “I’m Ranger Lange,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Can I sit?” She nodded. I perched on the bumper, boots planted in the mud that had crusted and then broken again with the morning freeze. “Tell me your full name, please.”

      “Michelle.” She swallowed. “Michelle Crane.”

      “Michelle, I’m going to ask some boring questions. Boring helps us find people.” I tipped my chin toward the tent beyond the tape—a glossy showroom number pitched too close to the creek. “Your boyfriend—his name?”

      “Darren.” Her breath hitched on the second syllable. “Darren Wells.”

      She hesitated, then the rest spilled out the way panic does when it lacks shape.

      “We’re…new,” she said, fingers tightening around the cup. “Third-date new. We matched online, but I followed his Instagram first. He’s got all these pictures—summits, waterfalls, those big panoramic shots where he looks like he’s about to conquer the world.” She let out a shaky laugh. “He says nature is his ‘cathedral,’ which sounded kind of cheesy at first, you know? But also…really confident. Like he belongs out here.”

      Her eyes flicked toward the trees, as if hoping they’d confirm it.

      “For our first date, he took me to the climbing gym. I’d never done it before. I pretended I wasn’t terrified. He didn’t make fun of me, though—he kept saying I was stronger than I thought. I liked that.” Her voice softened. “It was the first time someone saw adventurous potential in me.”

      I followed her gaze to the tent—brand-new seams glinting, stakes driven shallow.

      “The second date,” she continued, “he took me to this sporting-goods store. He bought the tent for this trip. Said his old one was too small for two people.” She ran her hand through Butch’s fur. “He planned everything. The firewood, the trail, the photos we’d take at sunrise. He said he wanted to help me fall in love with the mountains, too.”

      A tear slipped down her cheek, racing the steam from her coffee.

      “And I did,” she whispered. “Last night, I did.”

      Her free hand drifted without thought, fingertips touching the fabric of my sleeve—a small, seeking touch. Like she needed to tether herself to someone who wasn’t going to vanish into the pines.

      “It was…beautiful,” she said, voice dipping into a secret. “We lay out under the stars because he wanted to show me the difference. Not city sky—real sky.” Her gaze lifted as if the memory hovered somewhere above the treetops. “We made up constellations. He showed me how to find the ones that were already there. He kept pointing and laughing because I’d guess wrong on purpose just to hear him go on about it all.”

      Her cheeks warmed, pink rising to match her boots.

      “He held my hand,” she went on, softer now. “And he told me he liked…how I see things.”

      Her lashes fluttered as if replaying the moment.

      “He said the mountains looked new again because I was looking at them. That my wonder made him remember why he fell in love with this place in the first place.”

      She let out a tiny, embarrassed laugh.

      “He said it’s brave, you know? Trying something completely different just because you want to feel alive.”

      Her smile trembled, hope and sadness blurring together.

      “It was the first night I ever slept under anything but a roof. I thought…maybe this could be our thing. Campfires and stars and me being the brave girl he saw when he looked at me.”

      Michelle blinked, suddenly realizing who she was talking to—a federal uniform
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