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The mountains disappeared first.

One moment the pass lay beyond the window—white ridges, black pines, a ribbon of road vanishing south. The next, the world throbbed with snow. The horizon folded. Color went out like a snuffed wick.

Elara Wynn pressed her palm to the cold glass. The cold pressed back.

Behind her, the lodge murmured: boiler somewhere deep, wood settling, a faint metallic tick from the flue. The air smelled of sap and iron. She listened to the wind harden, grain by grain, until it sounded less like weather and more like a force.

“Visibility’s gone,” she said.

Kade Halden stood a few feet away, coat unzipped, scarf in one hand. He was all quiet angles—shoulders built for carrying, mouth set in that practical line she had already learned not to misread as severity. He watched the window, then the clock on the mantel, then the radio on the table.

“Got that impression,” he said. Dry. A little wry. The kind of voice that could settle a room or make it move.

Elara’s laugh was a single frost-white breath. “Understatement is a coping mechanism.”

“So is firewood.” He nodded at the hearth. “You should be closer to that.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re shivering.”

She hadn’t noticed. Storm adrenaline masked small signals. Her field parka felt heavy with damp. “It’s the pass,” she said. “Everything in me reads it like a seismograph. When it shuts down, I feel it.”

Kade set the scarf on a chair, moved to the radio, and turned the dial a fraction. Static. A clipped voice under it, like a message trapped in ice.

He spoke without looking up. “How much time did you need on that node?”

“Ten minutes if the housing had cooperated,” she said. “It didn’t.”

“Nothing up there cooperates in January.”

“February,” she corrected. “We passed the line three days ago.”

“Right.” Another tiny dial turn. “Happy February.”

She almost smiled. “We’re going to lose the road.”

“We already have,” he said. “They’ll close both gates once the avalanche hazard hits orange.”

“It’s already orange.”

His jaw shifted; not tension, exactly, but a calculation completed. “Then we’re here for a while.”

Elara looked around the single room that would now be their world: the great A-frame with its tall window, the loft above with the low railing and its shadow of a bed, the kitchen nook, the thick door barred against wind, the rough-cut beams that felt older than the last three winters combined. “You live here every season,” she said.

“I watch it,” he answered. “Living requires company.”

He reached for the fuel-check clipboard, made a neat columned note she couldn’t read from here, and set it down. “You can hang the parka on that peg,” he said, nodding to the hearthside. “And the scarf. You’ll dry faster.”

“You like order,” she said.

“Order keeps heat where it should be.”

The radio spat a clean syllable. They both turned. Elara stepped closer, listening with the half of her that understood wind and the half that understood machines.

“CDOT advisory,” a voice finally punched through, distant, bureaucratic, and more intimate than some letters she’d kept. “U.S. 550 closed between Ouray and Silverton due to extreme weather and avalanche control. Do not attempt travel. Repeat—”

The rest drowned in a hiss like tearing cloth.

Kade clicked the set off. The silence that followed was softer than the storm outside. “There it is.”

There it was. A lock clicking in a door no one could see.

Elara’s hand drifted to the pocket where she kept her field notebook. Habit. Names of ridgelines. Angles of wind. The way the snow had started light and turned to knives. She wrote when fear needed a channel.

“Tell me you brought dry layers,” Kade said.

She lifted her bag. “I’ve got base gear, socks, gloves, mind over matter.”

“You’ll need all four.”

He moved to the hearth and fed the newborn flame a measured architecture of splits and logs. Light crawled over wood like the first idea of morning. Heat followed more slowly, as heat does. The room changed color by degrees, from glacier to amber.

She felt it then, not just on skin but in chest and throat—warmth loosening something that wind had held too tightly. Her shoulders dropped a fraction. So did his.

He noticed. He didn’t say anything.

Snow hammered the window. The lodge answered with a low groan from the roof.

“Roofload?” she asked.

“Not yet. It’s speaking. You learn to hear when it’s asking for help.”

Elara stepped out of her parka, shook the powder from it, and hung it where he’d told her. Damp air lifted from the fabric in pale threads. Her sweater underneath had caught some, a chill at the cuffs and collar. She hugged her elbows once, then set her jaw against shiver and crossed to the hearth.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing at the fire.

“It’s yours as much as mine.” He reached for the iron poker, passed it to her like a relay.

She knelt. Heat met the backs of her hands, a low animal sigh. Sap popped and flamed; the sound made her think of old summer porch nights. It was ridiculous to have nostalgia while a white wall tried to erase the world, but bodies are contradictory instruments. They remember warmth even when the sky means to take it back.

Kade’s shadow moved beside her. “There’s tea,” he said. “The kind that pretends to be courage.”

“I’ll take a cup of pretend.”

He brewed it in a dented kettle, kept his motions quiet. The quiet wasn’t absence; it was respect. He didn’t ask the questions other people asked when storms trapped strangers: where are you from, who’s waiting, who isn’t. He simply made tea and stood near enough to be there.

She blew across the surface, watched steam scroll and vanish. “We should check the generator schedule,” she said. “I’ll feel better with a map.”

He nodded once, approving the impulse without stepping on it. “After you warm up.”

Another roof-groan. A harder one. Wind found a seam somewhere and sounded like it wanted in.

Elara’s shoulders rose and fell. She set her teacup down and stood. “Okay. Map me.”

Kade led her to the table. On it lay the clipped schedule, a pencil, a coil of paracord, and a flashlight with fresh batteries. He placed a finger on the columns. “We run full for twenty minutes every two hours to charge phones, radios, and keep the boiler in the sweet spot. Overnight we go to half cycles to conserve diesel unless the temp drops under ten.”

“Projected temp?”

He looked toward the window. “You know better than I do. But the wind has teeth.”

“Nine,” she said. “Five by midnight.”

He drew a small arrow. “Then we stay with full cycles until midnight, check the tank at one.”

She liked the way he said we without ceremony.

Another thunderless thud overhead. Kade’s head tilted. “That was a drift collapsing,” he said. “Not on us. Not yet.”

Elara thought of the road. The black ribbon vanished under a living thing that moved like a mindless idea—slow, large, and convinced of itself. She swallowed.

He saw that, too. “Hey,” he said. A single syllable, offered, not pressed. “We’re fine.”

“Define fine.”

“Fire. Fuel. Shelter. Two people who know what they’re doing.”

“And a storm that doesn’t care.”

“It never does,” he said. “But it does pass.”

Her smile this time had teeth. “That’s practically optimism.”

He shrugged, the movement small. “You get to be optimistic when the boiler’s on your side.”

Lightning flashed without thunder, a silent white burn that turned the room into a negative for an instant. It made their shadows sharp and strange.

Elara blinked the afterimage away. Her eyes met his. A current ran between them—quiet, undeniable, not yet asked to explain itself. Heat that owed the storm a thank-you and nothing else.

The kettle clinked as it cooled.

Kade broke the moment by sliding the flashlight toward her. “Put this by the loft ladder,” he said. “In case the power cuts fast.”

“Fast how?”

“Like—” He flicked the wall switch.

The lights died.

Darkness dropped as if flung.

Elara inhaled, sharp and involuntary. The instinctive sound of a body searching for edges.

Kade’s voice came at once, steady. “Flashlight’s on your right.”

Her fingers found it by memory of his instruction, not the room. She clicked. The beam carved a pale path that hit the ladder and pulsed off a nailhead. Dust swam like winter stars.

“Generator,” he said. She heard him move—boot on timber, the whisper of a coat sleeve—and then the door to the mechanical room swung on its old hinge.

The dark tightened
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