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    To everyone who has ever hit a dead end,only to realize it was just the start of the climb.
And to the ones who keep us warmwhen the world turns cold.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer."
— Albert Camus
 
"It is not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves."
— Sir Edmund Hillary
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ACT 1 — THE RIVALRY
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Chapter 1 — The Summit List
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The mountain did not care if you were rich. It did not care if you were famous. The mountain only cared about one thing: could you survive?

Outside the heavy wooden doors of the Silver Pine Lodge, the wind screamed. It was a warning. But inside, the air was warm, smelling of strong coffee, old leather, and nervous sweat.

This was the base camp for the Frost Crown Ascent.

It was the most dangerous climbing competition in the world. Every year, fifty climbers came to these peaks. Usually, only half made it to the finish line. The rest quit, got injured, or were airlifted out in plastic bags.

Kai Arora stood in the corner of the lodge, away from the cameras.

He was tall, with broad shoulders and a face that looked like it was carved from stone. He didn’t smile. He didn’t talk to the reporters near the bar. He was busy checking his gear for the third time.

Carabiners. Check.
Rope. Check.
Oxygen regulator. Check.
Kai was a machine. His movements were precise. He didn’t climb for glory; he climbed because up there, in the silence, the world finally made sense.

"You’re checking the clips again, Arora?" a voice said. "If you’re that scared, maybe you should stay in the lodge."

Kai didn’t need to look up to know who it was. The voice was sharp, loud, and annoying.

He looked up slowly.

Sierra Vale was standing there.

If Kai was ice, Sierra was fire. She had wild, dark hair that was already windblown. Her jacket was bright orange—impossible to miss against the white snow. She was grinning, but her eyes were dangerous.

"Sierra," Kai said. His voice was flat. "I see they let anyone in this year."

Sierra laughed. It was a bright sound that made the heads of three reporters turn toward them. She loved the attention.

"They invited the best, Kai. That’s why I’m here," she said, leaning against a wooden pillar. "And they invited you... well, I guess they need someone to come in second place."

The air between them felt heavier than the storm outside.

They were not just competitors. They were enemies. The rivalry between Kai Arora and Sierra Vale was legendary. It was plastered on every climbing blog and sports magazine.

Team Ice vs. Team Fire.
The Soldier vs. The Daredevil.
Kai stood up. He towered over her, but Sierra didn’t flinch. She tilted her chin up, challenging him.

"Check the board, Sierra," Kai said quietly.

He pointed to the large digital screen hanging above the fireplace. It showed the pre-competition rankings based on last season’s scores.

1. Kai Arora
2. Sierra Vale
Sierra looked at the screen. Her smile faded for a second, just a tiny crack in her armor, before coming back brighter and faker than before.

"Rankings are just paper, Kai," she said, stepping closer. She poked a finger into his chest. "Up there? On the ice wall? Stats don’t matter. Guts matter. And you... you play it too safe. You’re boring. That’s why you’ll lose."

Kai brushed her hand away. "Safety keeps you alive. Recklessness gets people killed."

"Recklessness makes history," she shot back.

Suddenly, the heavy front doors banged open. A blast of freezing air rushed into the warm room, carrying snowflakes that melted instantly on the floor. The chatter in the room stopped.

The Head Coordinator, a gruff man named Miller, walked in. He looked tired.

"Listen up!" Miller shouted. "The weather reports just changed. The temperature is dropping faster than we thought. We start at dawn. 06:00 hours."

A murmur went through the crowd of climbers. Dawn was early. It meant less prep time.

Sierra looked at Kai. Her eyes sparked.

"Ready to freeze, Arora?" she whispered.

Kai looked at her, his face calm and cold.

"I don't freeze," he said. "I endure."

He turned his back on her and walked away. But as he walked, he could feel her eyes burning into his back.

The competition hadn't even started, and the heat was already rising.
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Chapter 2 — Headlines & Heat
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By 8:00 PM, the internet was exploding.

Hashtags were trending on social media: #FrostCrown, #TeamKai, #TeamSierra.

In the small, dimly lit dormitory of the lodge, Sierra lay on her bed. The room was simple—bunk beds, a pine dresser, and a window rattling from the wind outside. She held her phone up, the blue light reflecting in her eyes.

She scrolled through the comments on a popular sports blog.

“Kai is going to crush her. He’s a machine.” — User: SummitKing99
“Sierra has heart. Kai is just a robot. Go Sierra!” — User: WildClimber
“Does it matter? They hate each other. I’m just watching for the drama.” — User: IcePick
Sierra frowned and tossed her phone onto the pillow. The drama. That was all anyone cared about.

They didn’t know the truth. They didn’t know why the air turned poisonous whenever she and Kai were in the same room.

It wasn’t just competition. It was history.

Her mind drifted back three years ago. The Andes Mountains in South America.

They had been on the same expedition team back then. Not partners, but teammates. They were young and hungry for success. On the third day, a blizzard had rolled in. Sierra saw a window of clear sky—a small chance to reach the peak.

"I can make it," she had told Kai over the radio. "I’m going for the summit."

"Negative," Kai’s voice had cracked through the static. He was the safety lead. "Turn back, Sierra. The window is closing. It’s suicide."

"I’m going," she argued.

She went. She climbed fast, heart pounding, adrenaline pumping. She made it within fifty meters of the top before the whiteout hit. She got lost for three hours. She almost froze.

When she finally stumbled back to camp, half-dead, she expected a lecture. But Kai did something worse.

He didn't just scold her. He reported her.

He filed an official complaint to the Climbing Association. He called her "reckless" and "a danger to the team." Because of his report, Sierra lost her biggest sponsor. She lost her funding. She was publicly humiliated.

The headlines back then were brutal: Prodigy Sierra Vale Dropped for Safety Violations.

She had to claw her way back to the top for three years. She had to scrape for money and gear. And she blamed Kai for every hard moment.

Across the hall, in a private room, Kai was not looking at his phone.

He was sitting on the edge of his bed, polishing his ice axe. The metal shone under the yellow lamp.

He knew what people said about him. The Snitch. The Killjoy. The Robot.

He didn't care.

He remembered that day in the Andes, too. But he remembered it differently.

He didn't remember the report he filed. He remembered the three hours of terror while she was missing. He remembered standing in the snow, screaming her name into the radio until his voice was gone. He remembered the feeling of dread in his stomach, thinking he would have to call her mother and say, “She’s gone.”

When she walked back into camp that day, alive but shivering, his relief had turned instantly to anger.

He reported her to save her. He knew that if she kept climbing like that, she would die. He wanted to force her to stop, to think, to slow down.

"She still hates me," Kai whispered to the empty room.

He put the cloth down. He looked at his hands. They were steady. They were always steady.

He heard loud laughter from the hallway. Sierra’s voice. She was probably joking with the other climbers, pretending she wasn’t scared of the storm.

Kai stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the snow was falling sideways. The trees were bending like matchsticks.

The local weather reports were bad. But the social media hype was louder. The world wanted a show.

"Let them talk," Kai muttered.

He turned off the lamp. Darkness filled the room, but sleep did not come easily.

Tomorrow, they would be on the mountain. Just him, the ice, and the woman who wanted to beat him more than she wanted to breathe.
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