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The storm found them before the evening did.

Wind strafed the cabin like sandpaper over bone. The windows flexed. The door moaned in its frame. Snow climbed the walls in slow, relentless inches, as if the mountain itself were rising to swallow Nival Ridge Cryo-Meteorology Outpost (NR-14) whole.

“Barometer just cratered,” Neoma said. Her voice was calm, but her hands told the truth—quick, precise, never still.

Voss checked the latch on the service hatch a second time. “We hold here.”

A tremor rolled through the roof. Powder sloughed off the rafters in a curtain of white dust.

He looked at her. “We hold.”

Her nod was small. “We hold.”

The cabin was a single room split by duty: instrument bench and radio on one side; bunks, stove, and a narrow table on the other. Off-grid batteries lived inside a steel box two steps from the door. Propane tanks, locked on the outer wall, might as well have been on Mars in this wind. The hatch was their only hope if the door packed shut.

Outside, a low thunder—no lightning, just the sound of snow moving on a slope. A sound that did not belong to sky.

“Cornice settling,” Neoma said under her breath.

“Yeah.”

The wind rose. It became a thing with teeth.

She scribbled a note in the field log: 1704 — whiteout onset, vis < 5m. Her pen tip scratched like a small animal trying to get free.

“Radio check at the top of the hour,” she said.

“Copy.” Voss set the VHF to scan between the county frequency and a rescue repeater. Static, like surf eating a beach.

Another shudder. The cabin exhaled its own ghost of cold.

Neoma steadied the candle by the stove. “If the flame dips, we vent. No generator inside. No exceptions.”

“Agree.”

Wind slammed the north wall. A sharp pop answered from the timber bracing.

She flinched.

“Hey.” Voss kept his voice level. “Two hours, the main band should ease. We ride it.”

“Two hours is a lifetime in this,” she said, but quieter, like an apology to the room.

A white glare seeped around the door seam and then vanished as the drift pressed harder. The world outside went from distance to zero.

Her breath trembled before the next gust did.

“Neoma.”

“I’m okay.”

He didn’t push. He checked the battery meter again. He opened the instrument cabinet and freed a thermal blanket, then another. He didn’t say why. He placed them neatly on the bunk, corners squared, like good luck.

The wind found a higher gear.

—boom—

The roof thumped as if a giant had stepped on it.

She closed her eyes for a heartbeat. “That’s not just wind.”

“Slide on the far face,” Voss said. “We’re on the ridge spine. It’ll shed away. We’re fine.”

“Say it again.”

“We’re fine.”

The candle flame leaned hard, recovered, shivered. She set it nearer the stove.

Snow whispered against the roof. Then snow roared.

They both looked up.

A bead of wax fell and hit her knuckle. Hot. Sharp. Real.

She let out a small laugh, unasked and shaky. “This place keeps its own defibrillator.”

“Works on me,” Voss said.

Another boom, deeper, closer. The outpost groaned and settled a fraction. The door hinge complained. The window frame creaked like an old ship.

Neoma’s fingers curled on the edge of the instrument table. “If the main door seals, we’ll have to cut up to the hatch.”

“Then we cut.”

She exhaled through her nose. The exhale snagged.

Wind clawed. The north wall thudded once, then twice, then held.

“Tell me a number,” she said, eyes tracking the barometer needle.

“Number?”

“On a ten-scale of dumb to dead, where would you put opening the door for a peek?”

“Eleven.” He didn’t even smile. “We’re not doing it.”

“Good.”

The meter lights blinked. Once. Twice. Then steady.

Outside, something slid across something else, like a continent shifting an inch.

The candle flame tightened to a wire and then relaxed again. She watched it as if it were a pulse on a bedside monitor.

“Do you ever get used to the sound?” she asked.

“No.” Voss tugged the rope bag to his feet and checked the coils. “You respect it or it erases your name.”

She glanced at the rope in his hands. “You like having names for things. Knots. Lines.”

“They hold.”

“So do we,” she said, almost to herself.

Another tremor. This time the table jumped. The radio rattled.

“Sit,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“Humor me.”

She sank to the bunk. The blanket crisped under her. He took the other bunk, facing her across the small aisle as if they were camped in a narrow trail cut from old snow.

The wind brought a new sound—a long, low exhale. Snow weighting down eaves. Snow rearranging the horizon.

Her gaze climbed to the ceiling hook above the bunks. A single carabiner hung there like a metal tear.

She forced a smile. “Did you put that there?”

“Came with the place.” His mouth made almost a smile. “But I like its attitude.”

“Stubborn?”

“Useful.”

“Like you,” she said, too quickly. Heat touched her cheeks and left.

He let it pass. “Top of the hour in six minutes.”

She nodded.

They both listened.
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Cold breathed through a hairline seam and slipped down the back of her neck like a wet finger.

She shivered.

Voss watched without comment. He stood, took the second thermal blanket, and draped it over her shoulders with quiet hands. No flourish. No speech.

Her throat tightened when the warmth met her skin. “Thanks.”

“Three taps means stop,” he said, simple, like the weather. “Two taps, slow. If anything we try doesn’t work for you, say ‘clear.’ That word cuts everything we’re doing. We’re good?”

She looked up at him. In the candle’s small circle, his eyes were steady. “We’re good,” she said. “Same for you. Three taps, two taps, clear.”

He tapped the bunk rail twice with a knuckle. She echoed it with two light taps on his wrist.

The radio crackled and spit. A burst of syllables fell apart in snow.

“Copy?” he said. “County, copy?”

Static. A rise and fall like distance breathing.

“Try again at zero-fourteen,” Neoma said. “Window’s narrow in this band.”

He set the handset down. The cabin hummed with wind, timber, and breath.

“Run me your check,” he said.

She ticked it off. “Water: rationed, two days if we melt snow carefully. Food: bars and packets, four days at gentle burn. Heat: batteries holding; if we don’t run anything stupid, we’re good.”

“‘Anything stupid’ includes what?”

“Inside flames, improvising with fuel, breathing CO because we want toast.” She pulled a face. “I like my lungs.”

He nodded. “Door?”

“Unclear. If the drift has already sealed it, we’ll know when it stops complaining.” She listened. The hinge squealed again. “It’s still moving. Not done yet.”

Wind slammed the wall. The candle skittered. She cupped it with her hand.

“Neoma.” His voice was low. “Breathe for me.”

She matched his cadence. In. Two. Out. Two. The old box-breath her mother used to count on night flights. The window buzzed, rattled, stopped.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Her eyes shone. Not tears—just light finding water.

“Tell me one true thing,” she said.

“Now?”

“Now.”

He thought for a beat. “I don’t like the second slide. First one scares you. Second one waits.”

She accepted that. “One true thing from me,” she said. “I hate the part where the cabin starts feeling like a coffin.”

“Then we give it lungs.”

She blinked. “What?”

“We cut a breathing tunnel up to the hatch.” He pointed to the ceiling. “Not now—storm’s not done. But soon as the wind drops a peg, I want a column of air. You on shovel. I’m on line.”

Neoma stared at the ceiling hatch as if she could will it larger. “Okay.”

The wind snarled at the mention of escape.
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The candle’s flame flattened to a coin and went thin.

A drop of wax jumped and landed on the table. It cooled to a white pebble.

The lights went out.

Dark swallowed the cabin.

Not dim. Not low. Black.

Neoma’s breath hitched. “Voss—”

He moved without sound. His palm found hers. Warm. Solid. A point on a map.

“I’ve got you,” he said. “Stay.”

Her pulse leaped against his fingers.

Something heavy fell somewhere beyond the wall. Snow settled with a sound like a thousand hands shushing a crowded room.

She leaned closer by instinct. His shoulder brushed hers.

“Hold.” His lips were near her ear. “We wait out the first wave.”

“How long?”

“As long as it takes.”

Her laughter came small and bright in the dark. “That’s not a number.”

“No,” he said. “It’s a promise.”

She swallowed. “Okay.”

He released her palm only to wrap the thermal blanket around both of them and anchor its edge under his thigh. She fit under his shoulder like a thought she had been avoiding.

“Cold?” he asked.

“Some.”

“Body heat only,” he said.

The phrase clicked into place between them. Not a line for romance; a rule for survival. But rules can carry other cargo.

“Fine by me,” she said, and it was more than fine.

He shifted to shield her from the seam where the draft crept through. Heat gathered slowly, stubborn as light under heavy water. Her shivers lessened to a thrum.

Outside, the mountain breathed. Inside, two people matched its rhythm.

“Your hands,” he said softly. “They’re like ice.”

“They’ll learn.”

He took them between his own. Not rubbing hard. Not claiming. Just heat exchange. His thumbs moved once over her knuckles and stopped.

She closed her eyes. “I didn’t think I’d be locked in with a lineman.”

“Or you with a storm doctor,” he said.

“Field tech,” she corrected, smiling in the dark. “But I’ll take doctor tonight.”

“Deal.”

“Tell me something else you believe,” she said.

“That fear is a tool,” he said. “If you let it point the way, not steer.”

“And desire?” The word told on her. It fell out and hung there, bright in the black.

“Same rule,” he said after a beat. “Point, don’t steer.”

She breathed in. The air smelled like wax, wool, and the faint iron of
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