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The heat was a physical weight. But it was the smell Marcus noticed first: hot asphalt, sun-baked pine, and beneath it all, the thick, living sweat of his own body soaking through his jersey. He liked it. He always had. It meant he was working. The deep navy of the new team colours though was not playing nicely with the sun’s heat.

He leaned his bike against the weathered wooden sign that marked the road leading up to the Dragon’s tail, a single track carriageway that looked like it was being slowly digested by the base of the Pyrenees. He reached down, peeling his sweat-slicked fingers from the hoods. His quadriceps were twitching, a rhythmic, involuntary pulse beneath the compression of his Lycra.

"Water. I’d kill a man for an ice-cold bottle," he rasped, his voice cracked from three hours of riding.

Eliot had rolled in behind him, clicking out of her pedals with a sharp snap. She didn’t look quite as shattered as he felt, but her face was flushed a deep pink from the heat and exertion, and a salt-crust had formed a white tide mark along the straps of her helmet. She brought with her a waft of her own sweat smell, earthy and pure. She was a climbing specialist, all lean muscle, sinew and lung capacity. Her legs were thick and muscular, built for the grades that usually broke bigger riders like Marcus. Between them they held more placing positions than the rest of the club combined, exchanging the unofficial title of the club’s highest ranked rider almost every meet.

"The time trial squad is probably halfway to the hotel by now," Eliot said, leaning over the handlebars to let her heart rate settle. She had partly unzipped her outfit for ventilation, the bright orange piping on either side only drawing attention to the shadowed hollow of her cleavage. "Probably sipping cold beer by a pool on the flat route." Marcus' gaze dipped briefly before he moved his head to look at the horizon, telling himself to focus.

"Let them," Marcus grunted, pulling his own jersey zipper down to his mid-chest to catch a phantom breeze. "They’re sprinters. They want the shortest distance between two points. They don't want the Tail."

The "Dragon’s Tail" was the legend of the club trip, the reason they had come here for the club outing, but when the day came only the two of them had the legs, or the ego, to try it.

“It’s a high pass,” said Eliot, squinting up at the peak through her sunglasses. “Do you think we’ll be OK?”

“Yeah. You heard the local at that garage. He said he’d bet his shop on the weather staying hot. It won’t be easy, but we have the Tail descent to look forward to afterwards.”

As they clipped back in, leaning on the signpost to balance, the sound echoed off the valley walls like a gunshot.

"You okay for another thousand meters?" Marcus asked, glancing at her. The camaraderie was there, but so was a simmering, competitive heat. They weren't a couple, just two of the strongest riders in the club, fuelled by a mutual respect that usually stayed strictly professional. She almost always beat him on the climbs, he almost always reversed that on the flat.

"I’ll be at the top waiting for you, Marcus," she teased. "Try not to let your sprinter legs give out on the 20% sections."

“Lead on, Wondergirl. I’ll give you a head start again.”

She glanced over her shoulder as she pulled off, a smile on her face. “Just make sure you keep your eyes on the road.”

Guiltily, he looked up from her lycra-covered bottom, and she laughed, pulling hard as she worked towards her cadence.

They turned away from the main road, leaving the safety of the valley behind. The climb began almost immediately, a brutal, snaking ribbon of grey that seemed to only get more vertical as it vanished into the high crags. For the next hour, there was no talking, only the rhythmic whisper of their tyres on tarmac, the heavy synchronisation of their breathing, and the sun beating down on their exposed necks.

They were high... higher than the birds, higher than the tree line... when the sun darkened so fast it was like it was extinguished. A shadow raced across the mountain face with terrifying speed, and the air, so recently a furnace, turned deathly, unnervingly cold.

Marcus looked up, and his heart skipped. The blue was still visible behind then, but a wall of charcoal-coloured cloud was boiling over the ridge, moving like an avalanche.

"Eliot!" he shouted over the sudden, whistling wind. "Look at the sky!"

She was already staring, tucking her sunglasses into the pocket on her back. The shadow that raced across the mountain was a physical wall of vapour, a massive, cumulonimbus that had been lurking behind the peak, finally spilling over the ridge. One moment Marcus was squinting against the glare, and the next, the world was cast in a flat, ominous twilight.

The summit was gone, swallowed by the advancing grey. The air turned cold and sharp, smelling of water and stone. They had maybe sixty seconds of warning before the mountain weather hit them.

"Get down!" Marcus bellowed. "Eliot, move!"

They didn't have time to seek shelter. They barely managed to huddle together, hunched over their thousands of pounds’ worth of carbon bikes like shields. Then, the sky fell. It didn’t mess about with rain. It was a violent, rhythmic percussion of marble-sized hail.

The sound was deafening, a frantic tack-tack-tack against their helmets and the taut Lycra on their backs. It was agonising. Each ice pellet felt like a flicked pebble hitting raw skin. Their curled their bodies into each other to reduce surface area, gritting their teeth as the ice hammered their shoulder blades. Eliot let out a raw scream into the hail to manage the pain, her hands gripping her handlebars so hard her knuckles were white.

For two minutes, the mountain tried to scour them off the road.

Then, as abruptly as it began, the hammering stopped. The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the sound of ice sliding off their frames and the ragged, synchronised gasping of their breath.

"You okay?" Marcus asked, his voice shaking. He pulled back, seeing Eliot shivering violently. Her jersey was a second skin of freezing slush and sweat, and his eyes followed droplets of melt-ice running down her smooth-shaved legs, channelled by the contours of her muscle groups.

"I... I'm fine," she managed, though her jaw was beginning to lock. "Look."

The hail had cleared for a brief, cruel window. Below them, the "Dragon’s Tail" was visible, a terrifying, serpentine descent. But it wasn't the black ribbon of asphalt they’d been promised. It was a shimmering, translucent sheet of grey-white ice from the hail. At this gradient, on their thin, treadless tires, it was a suicide mission. Even a touch of the carbon rims against the brake pads would send them into an uncontrollable skid toward the sheer drop-offs.

Then, the cloud itself descended. The "whiteout" wasn't ice this time, but a fog so thick it felt like breathing water. Visibility vanished. Three metres. Two. Marcus could barely see his own front wheel.

He fumbled his phone from his jersey pocket, his fingers clumsy and numb. "The local... he said the Old Spur leading to the town was just past the summit." He squinted at the glowing screen, the blue dot of their GPS pulsing weakly. "There. Look. It’s a concealed turn-off. Google says it’s an old service road."

"Marcus, look at the map, zoom out some," Eliot whispered, leaning into him to see the screen. He inhaled the scent of sun-scorched hair and old sweat from her helmet straps. Her body heat was startling against his arm. "It leads into that basin. There’s no town marked there anymore. Just a name: Minerva’s Rest."

"The local guy called it a town," Marcus muttered, his mind clouded by the cold and the exhaustion from the climb starting to pull at his consciousness. "He said it was the faster way to Valenon. We can't stay here, Eliot. We’re soaked, the temperature is dropping toward zero, and I can't feel my feet. If we try the Tail in this, we’re dead. We take the Spur. We find a building, we get dry, and we wait for the morning."

Eliot looked into the wall of white mist where the road should be. The competitive fire was gone, replaced by the raw, primal instinct of a creature looking for a burrow.

"Okay," she breathed, her voice a small puff of steam in the gloom. "You have the sat nav. Lead the way."

They turned their bikes toward the hidden gap in the pines, the clicking of their freewheels sounding like ticking clocks in the absolute, freezing stillness of the high mountain.

The transition from the high road to the "Old Spur" felt like descending into a different century. While the hail had ceased, it had left behind a treacherous slush that crunched under their tires, and the sudden drop in temperature meant the wet tarmac was beginning to develop a lethal, oil-slick sheen.

"Keep your weight back," Marcus cautioned, his voice strained. "Don't touch the front brake unless you absolutely have to."

“I know,” Eliot replied tautly. “I’m not a beginner with training wheels.”

The road quickly lost any pretence of civilisation. The smooth asphalt they’d enjoyed on the climb gave way to cracked, heaving pavement, with thick roots of ancient pines pushing through the surface like skeletal fingers. Every mile felt like three. Eliot followed behind him, her eyes locked on his rear hub, her focus narrowed down to the survival of the next ten meters.

As they descended deeper into the basin, the road narrowed until it was little more than a shelf carved into the cliffside. The hail had melted into run-off, creating mini-waterfalls that cascaded over the path, drenching their already frozen feet.

"How much further?" Eliot called out. Her voice was thin, the vibrato of a deep, systemic chill taking hold.

Marcus checked the sat nav on his handlebars. The GPS was drifting, but the waypoint for Minerva’s Rest was dead ahead. "Less than a mile. Just hang on, El. There’s got to be a cafe, or a barn... something."

They rounded a final, sharp promontory where a massive landslip had taken out a section of the outer guardrail. Marcus slowed to a crawl, and as the mist thinned for a fleeting second, he felt his heart sink into his gut.

Below them lay the "village."

It wasn't a mountain respite; it was a graveyard of industry. Minerva’s Rest was a jagged collection of slate-roofed hovels and towering timber gantries that leaned at impossible angles. The landslip they’d seen on the road had continued down here, a river of mud and shale that had physically bifurcated the town, crushing the smaller outbuildings into splinters.

There were no lights. No smoke rose from the chimneys. The windows that weren't boarded up were shattered, staring back at them like hollow eye sockets.

"Marcus..." Eliot’s voice broke as she rolled up beside him. She stared at the wreckage of the mining town, her breath hitching. "This isn't a town. It’s... it's a ruin. That local, he lied."

"Maybe he just hasn't been up here in thirty years," Marcus muttered, though the explanation felt hollow even to him. He’d never understood the hostility some people had towards cyclists.

He scanned the gloom, desperate. The light was almost completely gone now, a thick, purple-grey dusk settling over the valley floor. Then, he saw it, set slightly higher than the mud-choked main street, a sturdy-looking cabin that appeared to have been the foreman’s office or a small lodge. It was made of heavy stone and thick-cut timber, and most importantly, the roof appeared intact.

"There," Marcus pointed, his arm shaking with fatigue. "That one. It’s got a porch. It’ll be dry."

They couldn't ride the last hundred meters. The "road" had simply ended in a morass of wet clay and slate. They dismounted, their cleats clacking uselessly against the stone as they shouldered their bikes, stumbling toward the only structure that didn't look like it was waiting to collapse.

By the time they reached the heavy oak door, the wind had picked up again, a low, mourning howl that whistled through the abandoned mine shafts. Marcus reached for the handle, his fingers so numb he had to use both hands to turn the iron latch.

It wasn't locked. With a heavy, protesting groan, the door swung inward, revealing a cavernous, shadow-filled room that smelled of dry dust, old wood, and the lingering scent of long-dead fires.

They were inside. They were out of the wind. But the silence of the room was almost more terrifying than the storm outside. They were alone in a dead town, miles from help, and the cold was winning.

The heavy oak door thudded shut, as they leaned their bikes against the inside wall, sealing out the howl of the mountain wind, but inside was heavy with the weight of the cold. The air in the room was stagnant, tasting of decades-old dust and damp stone.

"Marcus," Eliot whispered, her voice a fragile thread. "I can't... I can't feel my hands."

"Me neither. Don't stop moving," he commanded, though his own legs felt like leaden pillars.

He fumbled in the dark, his cleats clicking erratically on the floorboards until his shins struck a heavy wooden table. His hands swept across the surface, knocking over a dry glass bottle before settling on something cold, metallic, and heavy. A hurricane lamp. He shook it gently; a faint, oily slosh echoed from the reservoir.

"Matches," he muttered, patting his jersey pockets. He always carried a small emergency kit in a waterproof baggie, a habit from years of solo riding. With trembling, clumsy fingers, he struck a match. The flare was blinding in the gloom. He touched it to the wick, and a flickering, amber glow bloomed into life, casting long, dancing shadows against the peeling plaster.

The light revealed the grim reality of their sanctuary. It was a single large room, dominated by a stone hearth that looked cold as a tomb. There were no blankets, no rugs, only a skeletal chair and the table, covered in a thick, grey fur of dust and mould.

"We have to get out of these," Marcus said, his voice dropping an octave. He looked at Eliot. She was standing in the centre of the room, her arms wrapped around herself, shivering so violently that her teeth were rattling.

"I know," she breathed.

Like most cyclists at their level, they wore their gear like a second skin. Aerodynamic, high-tension Lycra designed to wick sweat, not repel a deluge. There were no base layers, no underwear; just the technical fabric and the chamois. Now, those clothes were no longer high-tech equipment; they were freezing bandages, sucking the core heat out of their bodies with every passing second.

Marcus went first, his fingers fumbling with the long zipper of his jersey. The sound of the plastic teeth parting was loud in the silence. He peeled the soaking fabric off his shoulders, the cold air hitting his wet skin like a slap. Next came the bib shorts. He had to sit on the edge of the dusty table to roll them down, the silicone grippers clinging to his quads as if refusing to let go.

When he finally removed his shoes and kicked the sodden heap aside, he stood there entirely exposed, his skin covered in gooseflesh and pale salt-streaks. He looked around desperately for something... anything... to cover himself, but the only fabric in the room was a set of heavy, rotted canvas drapes hanging limply by the window. They were stiff with age and smelled of mildew, but they were better than the freezing air.

He tore one down with a cloud of dust and wrapped it around his waist like a rough kilt. "Eliot. You're next. You'll catch a cold if you stay in that wet kit."

Eliot looked at him, her eyes wide and dark in the lamplight. There was no modesty left, only the primal need to be dry. She reached for the zipper at her throat. Her hands were shaking so hard she couldn't get a grip on the small metal tab.

"I... I can't," she whimpered, tears tracing a path through the grit on her cheek.

Marcus stepped closer, the amber light of the kerosene lamp catching the hard lines of his lean, cyclist's frame. "Let me."

He reached out, his numb fingers brushing against the cold, wet skin of her neck as he found the zipper. He pulled it down slowly. The jersey parted, revealing the pale, trembling curve of her chest, her skin gleaming with moisture. He helped her peel the sleeves down her arms, the sodden Lycra making a heavy schlick sound as it fell to the floor. As her outfit hit the floor, the smell rose up. Wet Lycra, cold sweat, but beneath it, the deep, animal scent of her, unwashed for hours, concentrated by heat. It was all Marcus could do to stop himself picking it up and burying his nose in it.

As she stepped out of the one piece, standing naked and vulnerable in the centre of the derelict room, the sheer physicality of their situation hit him. They might be two elite athletes, but here they were stripped of their armour, reduced to nothing but shivering skin and bone in a place the world had forgotten.

"The curtain," he rasped, handing her the second heavy drape.
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