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The wind at the Anchorage airstrip didn’t just blow; it bit, sinking its teeth through the layers of my parka to find the shivering skin beneath. I paid the cab driver, dragging my heavy equipment cases onto the cracked asphalt, and watched the taillights fade into the gray morning mist. The place felt abandoned, a graveyard of corrugated metal and forgotten machinery located at the edge of the world. The air tasted of aviation fuel and imminent snow, a sharp, chemical tang that coated the back of my throat. I adjusted the strap of my camera bag, the heavy lens digging into my shoulder, and looked towards Hangar 4. It was a gaping maw of rusted steel, the sliding door jammed halfway open, revealing the nose of a battered red De Havilland Beaver. The wind rattled the loose tin sheets of the roof, a lonely, clattering rhythm that did nothing to settle the nerves fluttering in my stomach. This was the place, and according to the fading sign above the door, ‘Dutch’s Charters’ was open for business, even if it looked like it hadn't seen a fresh coat of paint since the Cold War.

I stepped into the gloom of the hangar, the sudden drop in wind noise replaced by the echoing clink of metal on metal. The smell here was richer, heavier—old grease, hydraulic fluid, and the stale scent of tobacco. Under the cowling of the plane, a pair of legs stuck out. They were clad in oil-stained denim, thick thighs straining against the fabric as the man shifted his weight. I cleared my throat, the sound small in the vast, hollow space. No reaction. I walked closer, my boots crunching on the oil-dry scattered across the concrete floor. The boots belonging to the mechanic were heavy leather, worn down at the heels, the soles caked in mud. I waited, watching the way his muscles bunched as he torqued something deep inside the engine. There was a raw, unfiltered competence in the movement, a brute force applied with surgical precision that I found myself staring at for a second too long.

"Excuse me?" I tried again, louder this time.

The wrench stopped turning. A heavy sigh echoed from the engine bay, a sound of profound irritation. The man slid out on his creeper, the wheels rattling over the uneven floor. He sat up, wiping his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than the engine itself. This had to be Dutch. He was exactly as the agency had warned me—and exactly what I hadn't expected to find appealing. He was older, maybe mid-fifties, with a mane of silver-streaked hair that looked like it had been cut with garden shears. His face was a map of his profession: weather-beaten skin tanned to the color of old leather, a jagged white scar cutting through his left eyebrow, and a jawline hidden beneath a scruff of salt-and-pepper stubble. But the eyes stopped me. They were the color of the glacial ice I was here to photograph—pale, piercing, and currently narrowed in annoyance.

"Shop's closed," he said, his voice a low gravel timbre that seemed to vibrate in the floorboards. He stood up, towering over me. He was huge, broad-shouldered and thick-chested, filling out his flight jacket in a way that made the heavy canvas look strained. He tossed the oily rag onto a workbench, not even looking at me, his attention fixed on a rusted valve in his hand. "You can turn around and drag that fancy gear back to wherever you came from."

"I have a booking," I said, trying to inject steel into my voice. I held out the confirmation printout, though the wind snatched at the paper. "Elsie Vance. I booked a flight to the ridge three weeks ago."

Dutch finally looked at me, really looked at me. His gaze started at my boots, traveled up the shapeless parka, and landed on my face. It felt physical, that look, like a rough palm skimming over my skin. He didn't seem impressed. "I don't care if you booked it with the Pope, sweetheart. Look outside." He gestured with a grease-stained thumb toward the open hangar door, where the sky was turning a bruised, angry purple. "Pressure front dropping fast. Ceiling is gonna be on the deck in an hour. I fly in that, we both end up as a smear on the side of a mountain. I prefer staying solid."

"I need those shots," I insisted, stepping into his space. It was a risk; he radiated a kind of volatile, grumpy energy that suggested he didn't tolerate pushback. But the deadline was absolute, and I wasn't leaving without the portfolio. "The light is perfect right before the storm hits. That's the whole point."

He let out a sharp, dry laugh. "The point is living to develop the pictures. Go home, girl. Come back in spring." He turned his back on me, picking up a wrench and leaning over the workbench. His back was a wall of muscle, rigid and unyielding.

I watched him for a moment, noticing the stiffness in his movements, the way he favored his right side. The hangar was filled with spare parts that looked salvaged, and the plane, while solid, was clearly kept running on prayer and ingenuity. I knew his type. Competent, proud, and broke. I reached into my inner pocket and pulled out the envelope I’d prepared for contingencies. It was thick with cash—my entire emergency fund plus the agency advance. I walked up to the workbench and slammed it down next to his elbow. The thud was satisfyingly heavy.

Dutch froze. He looked at the envelope, then at me. "What's that?"

"Hazard pay," I said, meeting his glare. "Double your rate. Cash. Upfront." I saw his jaw tighten. His eyes flickered to the De Havilland, specifically to the landing strut that looked like it had been welded three times over. He needed this. I could smell the desperation beneath the oil and sweat. "I’m not asking for a tour. I’m asking you to do your job. You can fly in this. I asked around. They said you're the best bush pilot in the state, even if you are an asshole."

He stared at me, the insult rolling off him like water off the fuselage. Slowly, he reached out with a hand that was scarred and stained, picking up the envelope. He thumbed the edge, seeing the stack of hundreds inside. His gaze lingered on the money, then shifted to the dark clouds rolling over the mountains in the distance. I saw the calculation happening behind those icy eyes—risk versus reward, pride versus necessity. He looked back at me, his expression unreadable, but the heat in his eyes had changed. The annoyance shifted into calculation. He was measuring my resolve, and perhaps, something else. The air between us felt suddenly charged, the scent of fuel and the proximity of his large, heat-radiating body making my pulse jump.

He shoved the envelope into the pocket of his flight jacket, the movement sharp and decisive. He grabbed a fresh rag and wiped the last of the grease from his knuckles, the friction turning the skin red. Then he walked past me, grabbing his headset from a hook. He stopped at the edge of the tarmac, looking out at the gathering storm. The wind whipped his hair back, exposing the hard lines of his face. He spat on the tarmac, zipped up his flight jacket with a definitive metallic rasp, and turned to glare at me one last time. "Get in. But don't blame me when you puke."

I turned to head for the passenger door, adrenaline already humming through my veins at the prospect of the flight, but a heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder, halting me in my tracks. It wasn’t a painful grip, but it was absolute, like running into a tree branch in the dark. Dutch spun me around, his eyes dropping instantly to my feet. A scowl deepened the lines around his mouth, etching disapproval into the stubble. "Where do you think you're going?" he asked, his voice flat. "Fashion week?"

I looked down at my boots. They were designer, lined with shearling, and had cost me half a paycheck back in Seattle. "These are rated for zero degrees," I defended, though my voice lacked conviction under his scrutiny. The wind whipped around us, biting at my exposed shins where the jeans had ridden up.

"Zero degrees in a parking lot, maybe," Dutch spat, releasing my shoulder only to point a thick, grease-stained finger back toward the small, corrugated shack attached to the side of the hangar. "Up at the ridge, with the wind chill, it’s gonna be thirty below. You step out on the ice in those glorified slippers, you’ll lose three toes before you can change a lens. Move." He didn't wait for me to argue. He marched past me, opening the door to the office and holding it with an impatient glare that dared me to disobey.

I stepped inside, instantly enveloped by a wall of heat and the scent of stale coffee, old paper, and gun oil. The office was as chaotic as the hangar was empty; maps plastered every inch of the wood-paneled walls, curling at the corners, and the desk was a geological strata of logbooks, invoices, and unidentifiable mechanical parts. Dutch swept a pile of magazines off a cracked vinyl chair, dust motes dancing in the shaft of light from the window. "Sit," he commanded, turning his back to me to wrench open a rusted metal locker. The hinges screamed in protest.

I sat, feeling like a reprimanded schoolgirl, clutching my camera bag to my chest. Dutch rummaged through the locker, muttering curses under his breath. He emerged with a pair of socks that looked like they had been knitted from steel wool and tossed them into my lap. They were thick, grey, and smelled faintly of cedar. "Put 'em on. Over the ones you got. If they don't fit, make 'em fit."

I hesitated, looking at the thick wool, then at my stylish boots. Dutch turned around, seeing my inaction. He made a noise in his throat—a low, impatient rumble—and dropped to one knee in front of me. The sudden change in elevation was startling; even kneeling, he seemed to take up all the oxygen in the small room. He didn't ask. He reached out and grabbed my left ankle, his hand engulfing the joint completely. His palm was rough, the calluses hard and dry against my skin, scratching slightly as he gave my leg a shake. "Boots off. Now."

I fumbled with the laces, my fingers clumsy under his watchful gaze. As soon as I pried the first boot off, he snatched it from my hand and tossed it carelessly into the corner. He grabbed my foot again, his thumb pressing firmly against my arch, then sliding up to encircle my ankle. The heat radiating from his hand was intense, burning through the thin cotton of my city socks. He wasn't being gentle, but he wasn't hurting me either; he was checking the bone structure, gauging the size, handling me with the same brusque, impersonal competence he’d used on the engine valve. I felt incredibly small in his grip, my leg looking fragile and pale against his dark, oil-stained fingers. A strange flush rose in my cheeks, a mix of embarrassment and something heavier, something that reacted to being so thoroughly managed by a man of his size.

"You got high arches," he grunted, not looking at my face, his focus entirely on the limb he held captive. "Gonna need the inserts." He released me abruptly, the loss of his heat leaving a phantom tingling on my skin. He turned back to the locker and pulled out a pair of massive, rubberized military surplus boots. They looked
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