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    To those who lash out at the world from the pain of the scars you carry—there is healing, and there is hope.
 
 
Special thanks to Abigail and Mac for the prompts that kept this series going, and to everyone who begged for more Anna and Lev. Here you go!

      

    

“So, is this the fall hiking you remembered?” Anna pulled her feet farther into the tiny shelter as the raindrops pattered harder on the leaves outside.

“Very much.” Lev smiled, cocking his head as if to look at her through the dark glasses that hid his sightless eyes. “Always the rain came at least once. Always the fallen leaves were plastered to the ground like a slippery wet carpet. Always we had to find shelter or make one. And most times even this had leaks.”

“Well...at least you’re used to it.” Anna grimaced as she peered out at the unexpected downpour. “But we’ll have to be extra careful on the way back.”

“I am sorry you must do this.” Lev gave a little sigh, and she turned to look back at him in concern. “Perhaps not all things from before should be done without sight, even with excellent help.”

“Are you tired? Is it too much for you?” She’d probably been too ambitious, leaving the flat, safe pavements of the park for a mountain trail strewn with rocks and roots, no matter how gentle of a climb it promised. But the longing in his voice when he’d reminisced about the lengthy hikes he used to take with his friends or his father in Russia had chipped away at her usual caution and made her willing to chance the difficulty.

“For me, Anna? What work am I doing but putting trust in you and following where you lead? This is no work for me. It is you that watches for both of us. Is this not hard for you?”

“I don’t mind.” She reached over to lay her hand on top of his, and a soft smile returned to his face.

“It is so much you do for me, just so I must not miss what I once had. Too much sometimes, I think. Too much for me to repay, I know.”

“This from the man who carved out an entire life for himself in a country he wasn’t born in and a city he’s never seen. Who still cooks better than I can, and with fewer accidents. Who’s never let an obstacle stand in the way of something he truly loves.”

“Anya...”

Lev’s low reply was interrupted by sliding footsteps on the path nearby, and a dripping girl appeared through the curtain of rain, running toward the shelter. Anna scooted closer to the wall, tugging lightly on Lev’s arm. He followed without more explanation, closing the slight gap to allow the new arrival to squeeze in on his other side.

“Hi. And thanks!” The teen sounded a bit breathless as she settled herself in the corner. She panted for a few seconds before turning to offer them a small grin. “I don’t meet people up here very often. Everyone’s glued to their electronics down in that ant farm of a city. Nobody gets what I’m talking about when I say I just want to disconnect, you know?”

“We do, I think.” Lev smiled in her direction. “It is good to spend time in nature. Good to have time with people, with nothing between.”

“Wish my mom got it.” The girl gave a little huff, pulling her fingers inside her sleeves as she rested her arms on her knees.

Anna debated whether to follow up that comment, but it seemed a bit too personal for a first introduction to a chance acquaintance, so she let it go and moved back to an earlier one.

“You come up here often?”

“Every Saturday now that school’s in. I’d come during the week too, if I could be out after dark. Usually hit one of the longer trails, but I had a silly group project due Monday. You?”

“Not often, no. This is our first time.”

The girl gave a disgusted snort.

“Bet most people down there don’t even know this place exists. Or they just plain don’t care.”

“I had heard of it. Before, I mean.” Lev’s hand found Anna’s and squeezed it gently. “But I could not come until now, when Anna found a way.”

“See, no! That’s the wrong attitude. Everybody thinks that way—waiting for someone or something to tell them what to do. If you really care, you have to just reach out and grab it, not wait for it to be brought to you.”

Anna drew a long, deep breath as she counted to ten, then spoke quietly.

“What’s your name?”

“River. Why?”

“Because you don’t know what you’re talking about, River.” She tried not to put too much emphasis on the girl’s name, but the words still came out tight. “You can have whatever opinions you want, but don’t go around slapping them on people you know nothing about.”

“Anya, it is nothing,” Lev whispered, and River opened her mouth to reply, but Anna cut her off.

“No, I want you to hear this. Lev is blind. Did you know that?”

The girl’s mouth closed, and her eyes widened. Anna waited a beat to let that sink in before continuing.

“You’d be amazed at how well he can get around on his own—and has for years, before I ever met him. But you can’t expect him to go out and climb a mountain by himself just because he knows it’s there. Please don’t assume people’s motives when you don’t know what else is going on in their lives.”

“Sorry.” The word was barely audible, and River turned away to face the rain.

The silence stretched for a moment before Lev broke it softly.

“River. This is a beautiful name. You have hiked here many years?”

The girl shrugged a shoulder, then shook her head.

“Not here. We moved this summer. Back where we used to live, everyone hiked. Camped. Fished. Everything.”

“It was hard to leave all this behind.” Lev’s voice was gentle, and Anna marveled at his compassion. “Your friends—you miss them, yes?”

River didn’t answer for a moment, but then she nodded slowly.

“Do you still talk to them?”

“No.” Her voice was hoarse.

“Is there no way to reach them?”

“I refuse to bow to the technological machine to accomplish things I should be able to do on my own.”

“Is there a way you would before have messages with people far away?”

“No, because I shouldn’t have to be far away!”

Lev seemed to realize the conversation was on a dead-end road and changed the topic.

“Do you have a path that is your favorite? On this mountain?”

River only gave short answers at first, but after a few moments, her stiff posture relaxed, and her words flowed more freely as she described her favorite views. Lev traded stories of hiking mishaps from his youth and eventually even coaxed a few smiles from her. Anna stayed mostly quiet, letting her heart warm at the kindness he couldn’t help extending, even to an over-opinionated teenager. After a while, the rain began to slacken, and River poked her head out as though trying to read the lingering clouds through the tree cover.

“Think it’s going to let up?” Anna asked when she ducked back inside, and the girl shrugged.

“When is the rain to clear in this spot?” Lev’s hand went to his ear, and River swiveled back toward him, her eyes rounding. He cocked his head as though listening, then nodded. “It will be a few minutes only. Then we should be able to start again.”

“How could you?” River’s words began in a whisper, but her voice quickly rose in pitch and volume. “How could you? You brought that...thing...up here, where it can gather even more information than it already has about one of the last places around here that hasn’t been polluted with its filth?”

“It is only―”

“No!” The teen’s shout filled the tiny shelter. “After all that talk about hiking and nature and just being with people, you end up having one of those electronic spies on you the whole time? Get out of here and go back to your city! Leave this place for the people who actually want it! I thought―” She choked and swallowed hard, but when her voice returned, the venom in her tone had doubled. “I can’t believe I thought you actually cared!”

Before Anna could even process what she intended, the girl’s hand darted out and snatched the bud from Lev’s ear, flinging it somewhere into the sloping, dripping distance. Then, without leaving time for more than an indignant gasp, River fled the shelter and ran off up the soggy trail.

“Of all the―” Anna let the half-exclamation hang in the air, not sure what words could possibly be appropriate. “Are you all right?”

“It is nothing.” Lev shook his head, but his hand stayed cupped around his ear. Anna gently pulled his fingers away, her mouth pressing into a tight line as the reddening scratches River had left behind came into view.

“How dare you? How dare she! I cannot believe the nerve of some people!” Anna didn’t realize her fingers were trembling until Lev pressed them tighter in his own. “Does she seriously think we’re the first ones to bring any kind of technology up here? Or that this whole mountain just somehow slipped under the radar of the entire information net that’s already out there? And even if she did, what gives her any right to touch you—let alone steal a piece of equipment she has no idea if you might need to survive?”

“She carries much pain.” Lev swallowed hard, staring out into the invisible distance for a moment before turning back to Anna with what might have been either a shiver or a quick shake of his head. “We can go, do you think? The rain is enough stopped?”

“Yes, let’s go. Watch your head.” She raised his hand to touch the lowest point of the overhanging rock, and they climbed out of the tiny shelter and back onto the path. “I think it’s probably―” Her words were cut off by a sudden scream, and they both froze, Lev’s hand gripping her elbow tighter, as though to be sure she couldn’t slip
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