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      The wind found Rowan first.

      She'd arrived in Whisperwind an hour before dawn, when the mountain town still dreamed beneath stars and mist. The drive from Denver had taken longer than expected—winding roads climbing through pine forests so dense they swallowed her headlights whole. But when she'd crested that last ridge and seen the valley below, her breath caught.

      Not memory. She'd never been here before. But recognition, bone-deep and certain, as if some part of her had been waiting for this place without knowing it.

      Now, standing at the edge of Main Street with her recording equipment slung over her shoulder, Rowan tilted her head and listened.

      The town was quiet in that particular way that only mountain communities achieved—not silent, but softly alive. Somewhere a dog barked once, then settled. A porch light flickered on in a second-story window. The air itself seemed to hum with possibility, cold enough that her breath plumed white in the darkness but not so cold that she needed to retreat to her car. Not yet.

      She pulled out her portable recorder, adjusted the gain, and pressed record.

      The wind arrived a moment later.

      It started as a whisper, barely there, rustling through the towering pines lining both sides of the street. Then it grew, sliding down the valley like something with intent, something with purpose. The trees responded with their own language—a low, musical sound rising from the wood itself. Not quite a whistle. Not quite a hum. Something between, something that raised every hair on her arms beneath her jacket.

      Rowan closed her eyes. Let the sound fill her.

      This was why she'd come. The money helped—the Whisperwind tourism board was paying more than she'd made in the last six months combined. But this, these moments when the world revealed its secret music, this kept her moving from place to place with her microphones and her cameras and her refusal to ever stay longer than a season.

      The wind pushed harder, and Rowan smiled despite the cold biting at her cheeks. She could work with this. She could absolutely work with this.

      Above her, the stars began to fade as the first hint of dawn touched the eastern sky.

      

      Lucas Kingsley hit the switchback at mile three and immediately regretted every decision leading to this moment.

      His lungs burned. His quads screamed. The trail beneath his feet was loose rock and exposed roots designed to snap ankles, and the altitude made his head pound in that particular way that said he'd pushed too hard again.

      He pushed harder.

      The Silent Summit Trail wasn't technically difficult—tourists made it to the top every summer without dying—but at this hour, in this cold, with his body heavy from yesterday's practice and the weight of a date he'd been trying not to think about for three weeks, it felt like punishment.

      Which was the point.

      Lucas leaned into the incline, his breath coming in controlled bursts that created small clouds in the pre-dawn darkness. Six days. That's all that stood between him and the anniversary of the worst day of his life, and he could already feel it creeping up on him like the cold seeping through his running gear. The tightness in his chest. The way his hands clenched into fists even when he was trying to relax. The dreams that weren't quite nightmares but left him staring at the ceiling at three in the morning anyway.

      He'd promised himself this year would be different. That he'd handle it better, stay focused, keep his head in the game where it belonged. The season was starting soon—preseason was already underway—and the team needed their captain present, not drowning in memories of things he couldn't change.

      The problem was, controlling his thoughts was like trying to control the weather. Possible in theory. Impossible in practice.

      Lucas rounded another curve and the trees opened up slightly, giving him a glimpse of the valley below. Whisperwind spread out beneath him like a sleeping child, all soft edges and gentle lights just beginning to flicker on as the town woke. He'd lived here for five years now—longer than he'd lived anywhere since leaving home at eighteen—and he still sometimes forgot how beautiful it was. How quiet. How unlike the chaos of his previous life in the NHL, bouncing from city to city, never staying anywhere long enough to learn the names of his neighbors.

      Here, everyone knew his name. Here, he was Lucas Kingsley, captain of the Whisperwind Hounds, the guy who showed up to every charity event and remembered which kids wanted to be goalies and which ones dreamed of center ice. Here, he had a routine, a schedule, a life built on careful structure and deliberate choices.

      Here, he was in control.

      The wind hit him without warning.

      One moment the air was still, just the sound of his footfalls and his breathing and the distant whisper of Whisperwind Creek somewhere below. The next, the wind roared up the mountain like it had been waiting for him specifically, whipping through the pines with enough force that he actually stumbled.

      Lucas caught himself on a nearby tree trunk, breathing hard, and looked up.

      The pines swayed above him, their branches creating patterns against the lightening sky. And then—there. That sound. The one the locals always talked about but he'd never quite heard clearly before. A whistle, low and mournful, that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Not the wind itself, but what the wind did when it moved through these particular trees in this particular way.

      It was beautiful.

      It was eerie.

      It made something in his chest crack open just slightly, just enough that he had to close his eyes against the sudden burn behind them.

      Stop, he told himself. Stop it right now.

      But the wind didn't stop. It kept coming, kept pushing, kept making those trees sing in a way that sounded almost like a voice. Almost like his brother's voice, if he let himself think it. If he let himself remember the way Jamie used to whistle when he was happy, that same low, mournful sound that drove their mother crazy but always made Lucas smile.

      Lucas opened his eyes and stared at the swaying trees until his vision blurred.

      Six days.

      He could last six days.

      The wind finally eased, dying back to a gentle breeze that felt almost apologetic in its softness. Lucas straightened, rolled his shoulders, and started running again. Faster this time. Hard enough that thinking became impossible, which was exactly what he needed.

      He didn't look back at the valley. Didn't let himself wonder if anyone else had heard what he'd heard.

      Didn't let himself consider that maybe, just maybe, some things couldn't be controlled no matter how hard you tried.

      

      By the time Rowan made it to the small cabin she'd rented on the edge of town, the sun had started its slow climb over the mountains, painting everything in shades of gold and pink that made her fingers itch for her camera.

      She'd recorded forty minutes of audio—the wind, the trees, the slow waking of the town—and her equipment bag felt heavier than it had in months. Good heavy. The weight of possibility.

      Inside the cabin, she kicked off her boots and surveyed the space with the practiced eye of someone who never really unpacked. The Murphy bed was still folded up—easier to leave it that way. Her two suitcases sat by the door, never fully emptied because you never knew when you'd need to leave quickly. Important documents in a folder on top, passport easily accessible. The backpack she'd bought specifically because it held a laptop, a change of clothes, and her most essential recording equipment—everything she'd need if she had to run.

      Old habits. Seven years of old habits.

      Rowan made coffee in the ancient percolator and told herself she'd unpack properly tomorrow. She always said that.

      The wind sound came through her headphones crystal clear, and Rowan grinned.

      Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

      She was scrubbing through the file, making notes about timestamps and locations, when she heard it. Right at the thirty-two-minute mark, when the wind had picked up to that incredible crescendo. There—that whistling sound. She'd been so focused on the overall atmosphere that she hadn't noticed the specificity of it. The way it rose and fell like a melody. The way it sounded almost deliberate.

      Rowan pulled off her headphones and stared at the waveform on her screen.

      She'd been recording soundscapes for seven years, ever since she'd dropped out of art school and decided that traditional painting wasn't how she wanted to capture the world. She'd recorded thunderstorms in Nebraska, sea caves in Oregon, wind turbines in Kansas, and the midnight sounds of a dozen cities whose names she could barely remember now. She knew the difference between random noise and something worth paying attention to.

      This was worth paying attention to.

      This was something special.

      She played it again, louder this time, and felt that same tightness in her chest she'd felt when she first saw the valley. Recognition. Connection. The sense that she'd found something she didn't know she was looking for.

      Or maybe, Rowan thought as she saved the file and reached for her coffee, something had found her.

      Either way, she wasn't leaving Whisperwind anytime soon.

      Well. Not for at least three weeks. That's what the contract said. Three weeks to document the town, deliver the preliminary recordings, collect her payment, and move on to the next place.

      Three weeks was nothing. She'd done three weeks in her sleep.

      The fact that this town already felt different—that the wind had sounded like a greeting instead of just weather—didn't mean anything.

      It couldn't mean anything.

      Rowan closed her laptop and looked out at the aspens, their leaves trembling in the morning breeze, and told herself she was still in control of where she went and how long she stayed.

      She almost believed it.

      

      Lucas made it back to his apartment at exactly 7:32 AM. Not 7:30, not 7:35. The precision mattered, even if he couldn't always explain why.

      He showered in exactly eight minutes (he'd timed it enough to know), dressed in his standard practice gear that he'd laid out the night before in the order he'd put it on, and opened the refrigerator to pull out his protein shake. The containers were organized by expiration date, labels facing forward at perfect angles. Tuesday's shake was exactly where it should be.

      He forced it down without tasting it—nutrition was fuel, not pleasure—and only then did he check his phone.

      Jaxon:

      
        
          
            
              
        morning sunshine ☀️ who's ready to get their ass kicked today

      

      

      

      

      

      Dimitri:

      
        
          
            
              
        It is 6:47 am. Some of us have children who do not understand sleep.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jaxon:

      
        
          
            
              
        your kid is 8, D. pretty sure he understands sleep just fine

      

      

      

      

      

      Dimitri:

      
        
          
            
              
        You are not a father. You cannot understand.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wyatt:

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm up! Ready to go! Should I bring anything?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jaxon:

      
        
          
            
              
        enthusiasm. we need so much enthusiasm. Wyatt brings enough for the whole team

      

      

      

      

      

      Nolan:

      
        
          
            
              
        Everyone leave Wyatt alone. He's doing great.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wyatt:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks Nolan!

      

      

      

      

      

      Jaxon:

      
        
          
            
              
        see cap this is what happens when you don't keep us in line. CHAOS

      

      

      

      

      

      Lucas typed out a quick response—

      
        
          
            
              
        Practice at 8. Don't be late

      

      

      

      

      

      —and pocketed his phone. The team was good. Solid. They'd had a rough few years, but the new ownership had invested heavily in rebuilding, and for the first time since Lucas had signed with the Hounds, they had a real shot at making the playoffs.

      If he could keep his head in the game.

      If he could stop thinking about wind in the pines and sounds that reminded him of ghosts.

      If he could last six more days without falling apart.

      Lucas grabbed his gear bag and headed for the door, but not before checking his reflection in the hallway mirror. Hair in place. Expression neutral. The careful mask he'd perfected over five years of being the captain everyone could count on.

      He had work to do, a team to lead, and absolutely no time for whatever weird moment he'd had on the trail this morning. It was just wind. Just trees. Just his mind playing tricks on him because he was tired and stressed and dreading an anniversary he couldn't avoid.

      Nothing more.

      Nothing magical.

      Nothing that mattered.

      He almost believed it.
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      The Den Arena was already alive with activity when Lucas arrived twenty minutes early. The zamboni was making its final pass over the ice, the smell of cold and rubber and possibility thick in the air. A few early players were already warming up in the gym, and he could hear Coach Rourke's voice echoing from his office, probably on the phone with ownership about something or other.

      Lucas dropped his gear in his stall—the one marked with a C on top, a responsibility he took more seriously than anything else in his life—and started his pre-practice routine.

      Tape his stick exactly three times around the blade, check his skates for any looseness, review the day's practice plan that Coach had texted him at six this morning. The order never varied. Variations meant mistakes, and mistakes meant losing control.

      Lucas was checking his phone for the third time—not because he needed to, but because checking things was what he did when he felt control slipping—when he heard voices in the hallway outside the locker room.

      "I'm just saying, Paige, you could have given me more notice." That was Coach Rourke, gruff but not actually angry. Never actually angry, unless you were playing badly.

      "I did give you notice!" That was Paige Calloway, their media director, who Lucas was pretty sure ran on caffeine and chaos in equal measure. "I sent an email two weeks ago."

      "An email that got buried under seventy-three other emails about stick sponsorships and jersey giveaways and—never mind. Fine. She's here, she's hired, we'll make it work. But Lucas is not going to be happy about this."

      Lucas's shoulders tensed automatically. Whatever this was, he already didn't like it.

      "Lucas will be fine," Paige said, her voice getting closer. They were right outside the door now. "It's just for three weeks. The tourism board is paying good money, and we need the positive press after last season's... situation."

      The door opened, and both of them stopped short when they saw Lucas standing there.

      "Oh," Paige said. "You're early."

      "I'm always early," Lucas said, keeping his voice neutral. "What am I not going to be happy about?"

      Coach Rourke sighed, which was never a good sign. "We're partnering with the tourism board on a promotional campaign. Local artist-in-residence type thing. She'll be documenting team practices, community events, that sort of thing."

      "No," Lucas said immediately.

      "Not your decision," Coach replied, but not unkindly. "Ownership's already signed off. She starts today."

      "Today?" Lucas felt his carefully maintained control starting to slip. "Someone's going to be in our practices starting today? With cameras and—what, microphones? Coach, we're trying to build chemistry here. We can't have distractions."

      "She's not a distraction," Paige said, pulling out her phone. "She's a professional. And her work is actually really beautiful. Look—"

      She thrust the phone at Lucas, showing him some website with photographs and audio files and a whole lot of artsy descriptions that made his head hurt. He barely glanced at it.

      "I don't care how beautiful her work is. I care about this team. And I care about keeping our practices closed to outsiders. Especially right now."

      "Especially right now?" Paige's eyebrows went up. "What's special about right now?"

      Lucas's jaw tightened. He wasn't about to tell them that the anniversary was in six days. That he was already hanging on by his fingernails. That the last thing he needed was some stranger with recording equipment capturing the moments when he inevitably lost his composure.

      "We're building toward the season," he said instead. "The timing is bad."

      "The timing is never going to be perfect," Coach said. "And the front office thinks this is going to be great for team morale, community relations, all of it. Which means it's happening whether you like it or not."

      "The front office isn't on the ice," Lucas said. "I am. And I'm telling you this is a bad idea."

      Coach Rourke held up a hand. "Enough. Lucas, I get it. I do. But this is happening. The best thing you can do is make it as smooth as possible. Be professional. Show her around. Answer her questions. The sooner she gets what she needs, the sooner she's out of your hair."

      Lucas wanted to argue. Wanted to plant his feet and refuse, pull rank as captain, make this someone else's problem. But he could see in Coach's expression that this particular battle was already lost. And picking fights
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