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One


“A l’abordage!” 
The expression brings to mind screaming pirates, glinting swords, high seas, and caskets of gold. It is, supposedly, what the French pirates of the good old days screamed when they attacked other ships.
Today, it’s a little less violent, though no less scary.
Pierre and Eric, my fiancé Lucas’ best friends, have decided that the part of the river we’re currently kayaking on, is too boring. Instead of staying on their kayak like normal, sensible people, and enjoying the pretty scenery, they’re standing up in their seats, paddles abandoned by their feet as if they weren’t the only tool that would allow them to get home safely.
Pierre is the “small” guy of our group. I put the word in quotes because he’s still a good head taller than me. Everybody is. But compared to the other guys, he’s short and skinny. I never quite understood how he’d managed to integrate a group like this, where everybody else is twice his size, either from playing rugby, basket, or volleyball, or—in Eric’s case—as a result of having giant blood running through his veins. Pierre reaches to about shoulder-height of all his friends, has never lifted a weight or touched a ball in his life, and can’t weigh more than fifty-five kilos soaking wet. Which he will be shortly.
I figured the guys were just being their usual goofy selves, and would only put themselves in danger, but no. They have to bring everyone else into their folly, too. Once mine and Lucas’ kayak arrive alongside theirs, Pierre screams his war-cry and jumps at Lucas.
I kid you not, he jumps from one kayak to another. In the middle of the river. With who knows how much water and rocks below him.
He misses, but that’s beside the point.
I can’t believe I’m here in the first place. 
This weekend is supposed to be our combined hen’s night/bachelor party. We decided to do it together since I have more male friends than female and it just felt unfair that I’d go out partying with two friends, and Lucas got do to fun stuff with his and my friends. So we figured we’d have fun together.
I’d like to know who thought water would be fun. I’m pretty sure everyone knows I’m afraid of water—have been since my uncle literally threw into the deep end of the pool when I was little—and yet they figured an entire day on a boat that’s closer to being a stick than anything else, going down a river riddled with rapids, with everyone dunking each other and frolicking in the water, would be something I’d like.
Lucas realized the problem immediately, of course. (And a good thing, too, or I just might have called off the wedding.) He offered to share a kayak with me, with him in the back steering. It went a good way toward reassuring me—until I realized our mistake. This is his bachelor party. So his friends are honor-bound to make him suffer in some way.
Which means I’m ideally placed to become collateral damage.
Like right now. With Pierre mid-air between our kayaks, his skinny limbs making me think of monkeys jumping from tree to tree, I’m seeing the world in slow motion.
He’s going to land on Lucas. Pierre is going to break something, like an arm or a leg, when he hits our kayak. He’s going to head-butt Lucas, making them both disoriented. Lucas is going to lose his paddle, which is going to ride away on the current, leaving us with only one paddle for two. They’re both going to fall into the water, where they’re going to hit rocks (the guy we rented the kayaks from explained this to us in great detail, about how much it can hurt to hit a rock with your foot while you’re pulled along by the current) and probably break another limb. Maybe Lucas will be confused by the hit to the head, and won’t know up from down, and will end up drowning right before my eyes.
Pierre misses his mark by almost a meter. He barely manages to hit our kayak with one hand, then the whole guy disappears into the river with a surprisingly small splash.
He doesn’t even really go under before the life vest pulls him back up. Everybody hoots in laughter as Pierre sputters.
I manage a small chuckle, because Pierre has gone from flying monkey to wet dog, and it somehow suits him. With his longish, curly dark hair flat against his skull, he looks pitiful in a cute kind of way.
Another, “A l’abordage!” sounds, this time with considerably more volume.
I snap my head around, to see that Eric has maneuvered their kayak around to our other side, so close there’s hardly a hand’s breadth between the two vessels. He’s standing in his seat, towering above Lucas’ head, his arms spread out, making him look like a freakishly big Jesus without the cross.
He jumps.
Lands chest-first just behind Lucas with an oof.
Like I said, Eric’s a big guy. At least two meters, wide shoulders, solid bones, a weirdly huge amount of muscles for someone who never works out, and a not so weird amount of fat. When a guy like that lands on the very tip of a kayak? And when, at the other end of the kayak, you have a girl who’s about a quarter of his weight?
The girl learns to fly.
I’m ejected out of the kayak. I have the time to see Lucas’ surprised expression as I pass overhead, and hear Pierre exclaim, “Shit!” Then I hit the water.
It’s cold.
It’s wet.
It’s everywhere.
I can’t figure out what’s up and what’s down. I can’t draw breath. I flail about with both arms and legs but can’t find purchase anywhere.
A pair of hands grab me under the arms and pull me up.
I draw a deep breath, then another.
I’m held up by the strong arms while my arms and legs are still flailing.
“It’s not deep,” a voice says behind me. I think it’s Pierre. “Just get your legs under you, and you’ll be fine. You can do it, Julie.”
“I can’t,” I say, gasping in yet another breath. “I’m too short.”
Pierre chuckles. “I know you’re short, Julie, but the water barely reaches my waist. If you just manage to get your legs vertical instead of horizontal, you’ll be fine.”
I come out of my panic for long enough to actually look up at him. He’s standing behind me, holding me with both arms. The water reaches his waist.
I follow his instructions, and seconds later I’m standing on my own two feet. 
“Don’t leave,” I tell him and grab onto his life vest. The water might not be deep, but it’s moving. Not as quickly as in the rapids we passed earlier, but still enough to sweep me downstream if I lose my footing again.
“No worries,” Pierre says with a kind smile. “I’m not going anywhere. Actually, I don’t think any of us are moving for a while.”
I follow his gaze. My jaw drops in shock.
Both kayaks have capsized. They’re calmly floating past us down the river, keel up, with nobody aboard. A little farther down, a white keg bobs—the containers we got to protect our gear from water. It must not have been sufficiently secured to whichever kayak it came from.
For a second, I’m worried about our stuff, but then I remember what’s more important. “Lucas!”
A groan from behind me. I whip around—while keeping a death grip on Pierre’s life vest—afraid of what I’ll see.
Lucas and Eric are both bobbing along on the surface of the river. Eric is in a semi-fetal position with both hands on his lower stomach, and Lucas is gingerly touching his head, bringing his hand in front of his eyes to check for blood.
Bloody idiots.
I’d like to check they’re not injured too badly, but since they’re still moving and talking, there’s one thing that’s more important right now. “All our stuff is floating away,” I tell Pierre. “We have to get it!”
“We’ll grab your stuff, Julie!” I hardly have time to understand what’s going on before my friend Audrey has already passed us. She shares a kayak with one of Lucas’ friends—Guillaume, or Vincent, or something, I can’t remember—and flashes me a smile as she points toward our kayaks and the plastic container. “We’ll pick everything up and wait for you on that beach down there.” She points down the river, at a white spot in the middle of all the brown and green—presumably a beach.
“Thanks, Audrey!” Pierre shouts. “See?” He gives me another smile as he grabs me around the shoulders. “Your friend has your back. Now, let’s have a look at these two morons.” He pulls me along toward Lucas and Eric.
They’ve drifted closer to the bank, under the branches of a group of trees crowding the shore. Lucas has come enough to his senses to grab hold of one of the branches, and to hold back his friend with his other hand.
“Come on, Eric,” he says. “Get your feet under you. I swear to God, it’s like holding back a whale.”
With another groan, Eric does as instructed, and soon we’re all standing amongst the branches, water up to the chest in my case, almost to the hips in Eric and Lucas’ case.
“Audrey’s gathering up our stuff,” Pierre says. “All we have to do is meet up with them a little farther down the river. I say we just swim down.”
I’ve had enough of the water for a while, so I pull myself up on a branch that seems big enough to hold my weight. I’ve just found a seat where only my feet touch the water when Pierre makes his suggestion.
“No way,” I say, my voice brooking no argument. “I’m not getting back in the water right now. We’re not swimming three hundred meters in a river with that strong a current. You’re going to have to come up with something else.”




Two


I’m probably going to hear about this for years to come, but no matter what the guys propose, I’m not going back in the water. It’s easy for them to say the swim will be a piece of cake. They’re built like houses—except for Pierre, but he has this air about him that makes me think he can manage a lot more than you’d assume—will probably be able to touch the bottom at any time and have enough mass to fight against the pull of the current. 
Lucas even proposed to carry me on his back, but I shake my head—violently. “I’m not going back in the water without a kayak. And when I do,”—I point an angry finger at all three of them—“no more boarding!”
“Fine,” Lucas finally concedes. “If we can’t go on the water, we’ll go on land.”
We all turn to look at the dense forest rising up on the bank beside us. 
“There are often hiking trails along this river,” Pierre offers hesitantly. “I guess we could try to find one.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Lucas slaps Eric on the back. “Eric, since you’re the reason we’re in this mess, I propose you go first.”
“How gallant of you,” Eric says, but he pulls aside a branch and approaches the shore.
“That’s exactly what I’m planning on being,” Lucas says, then wades over to the branch I’m sitting on. He puts a calming hand on my thigh and fixes me with his beautiful brown eyes. “I’m really sorry about this, chérie. Want to piggyback over to the bank?”
Smiling for the first time in what feels like forever, I give him a quick kiss on the lips. “Thank you.” I climb onto his back and sling my arms around his shoulders. I get a whiff of his familiar cologne and the warmth of his skin against my cheek erases my remaining stress.
Ahead of us, Eric leads the way with a string of curses. The positive thing with having a mountain leading the way is that if he gets through, we’ll get through, too.
We don’t find a path. What we do find, is a steep climb, lots of rocks, and a cave.
“Now what?” Eric asks Lucas as his gaze shifts from me to the cave.
“What do you say, Julie?” Lucas asks, hitching me higher up his back. He doesn’t really need to carry me anymore, but as long as he doesn’t ask me to get down, I’m going to cling to his back like a monkey. “Back in the water, or attempt through the cave?”
The mouth of the cave doesn’t look too impressive. It’s maybe two meters high and three across and turns completely black after only a meter or two.
“Is there any chance of it having another opening farther down the bank
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