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   For the men and women of Search and Rescue. The ones who leave warm beds at 2 a.m., who train hundreds of hours a year, and who never send an invoice. Before writing this book, I had no idea. Now I can't stop telling people. Thank you for showing up so the rest of us can come home.  You're cut from a different cloth, and we are lucky to have you. 
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  Trigger Warnings


Dear Reader, 
I want this story to be enjoyed by everyone, but it does explore some themes that may be difficult for some readers. Darby's of overcoming programming from emotional abuse is at the heart of this book. Some of the experiences that shaped her may resonate painfully with readers who have lived through similar ones.

In the interest of letting you read this book on your own terms, here is a list of potentially triggering content:
-Parental emotional abuse and neglect (on-page verbal cruelty, conditional love)
-A family member's substance addiction, including references to opioid use, hospitalization, relapse, and theft
-Disordered eating patterns (skipping meals under stress, fainting, medical intervention)
-Life-threatening rescue situations, including serious physical injury and significant blood loss requiring surgery
-Consensual, open-door sex
-Strong language
 

If you or someone you know is struggling with substance use, SAMHSA's National Helpline is available 24/7 at 1-800-662-4357. For emotional support of any kind, you can reach a Crisis Counselor anytime by texting CONNECT to 741741. 

Take care of yourselves, 
Audrey
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Chapter 1


Iwas going to die. 
The ground felt miles away, my fingers were slick with sweat, and my upper body strength had officially filed for bankruptcy. Any second now, I was going to splatter like a watermelon in a viral YouTube video.
Okay, fine. I was wearing a harness. And Rick, a grumbling hulk built out of beef jerky and creatine, was holding the belay line. But the harness was a contraption of nylon straps digging into my thighs with all the tenderness of a medieval torture device. Note to self: longer shorts next time.
And Rick had made it abundantly clear that he did not like me. Which was why I had the sneaking suspicion his brain was currently busy ranking protein bar flavors instead of, you know, paying attention to keeping me alive. Maybe it was intentional. He'd already made it crystal clear he didn't want me on the Search and Rescue team.
It would be a fittingly cruel ending to my cruel story. The headline was already writing itself: Local Woman, All Gas and No Brakes, Finally Hits a Wall. Literally.
You'd think there'd be some muscle mass in these fingers, but alas, ten plus hours per day of debugging code and pushing commits apparently did not translate to holding your entire body weight against the forces of gravity. I guess it must have been more like finger cardio.
The thought of coding made anger rise in my chest, giving me just enough strength to hang on a moment longer. Three years of grinding, of pouring my soul into that damn startup. Until Derrick, my boss and deeply trusted mentor, summoned me into a conference room. I could still hear Derrick's voice, eyes fixed anywhere but mine: "This isn't personal, Darby. It's just business."
He actually said, It's just business. To complete the package, there sat Maria from HR. Maria, who I'd hired. Face placid like a corporate executioner. The whole thing was such a cliché, so cruel in its absolute banality. And the worst part? How completely blindsided I'd been by it.
I had applied for the Crystal Lake volunteer Search and Rescue (SAR) team that same day. It sounds impulsive, and I guess it partly was, but when I got home to my shoebox apartment, the flyer was sitting there on top of a stack of unopened mail at the door. I hadn't completely processed my reasons for applying.
Maybe it was because I knew the training would be brutal and I was sick of watching my body atrophy before I even hit thirty and, after that morning, I was determined to do something about it.
Maybe it was because it was volunteer, non-profit work. You can't exactly get blindsided out of your equity if there's no equity to begin with. Amiright?
Or maybe it was because I'd always wanted to do this. Why else would I still be subscribed to the newsletters? It was something I'd put on hold while I went off to "realize my full potential," which really translated to rot behind a desk. The flyer with the photo of a small child reunited with their mother reminded me that it was possible to do something meaningful with my life.
So I told myself, Well, it's not like you're doing anything else, went online, and filled out the form—though the tears still stinging my eyes made the words blur across the screen.
It had seemed harmless enough. I didn't think they'd even call me for an interview. I definitely didn't think they'd accept me. And I certainly didn't think I'd be hanging off a wall, facing my own mortality, trying to qualify for my first strength test a couple of weeks later.
I glanced down and there was Rick looking downright bored, like I wasn't dangling dangerously off a rock climbing wall but ordering a latte too slowly.
Rick's scowl looked permanently etched into his face. No surprise there. I remembered him from my interview last week—firing off questions I'd already answered on my application. I think it just gave him the perfect excuse to show his disappointment to my face.
"Are you gonna do something?" Rick finally called up, his tone so flat it could've been mistaken for boredom.
"My fingers are slipping!" I yelled back, my voice tight with panic.
My right hand lost its grip. My body swung out, my feet scrabbled against the wall, and then I was falling.
A sharp jolt, and I was caught, swinging gently in the harness.
Rick lowered me to the ground, and the moment my feet touched the padded floor, I let my body go limp, collapsing onto my back and panting. The ground felt solid and safe behind me. I tilted my head, eyes tracing the wall, and winced when I spotted the orange handhold where I'd slipped. Not even halfway up. Fantastic.
Felix, another recruit, or as they called us, "Candidate Member"—bounded over, practically buzzing. He launched straight into gear talk.
"…and did you notice the smoothness of the ride on the way down? That's because this new carabiner has a frictionless…"
At twenty-three, Felix was the youngest of the candidates. He'd applied to SAR as soon as he'd landed a fully remote web design job that gave him the flexibility to accommodate the intense and unpredictable schedule. In that way, he and I had a lot in common: hours hunched over a screen, building things out of nothing but code and caffeine. His enthusiasm for all the gear was sweet. Adorable, even. But I didn't care. I was too busy trying to remember how to breathe.
"It's okay," Alicia said, kneeling beside me. She'd been on the crew for a year, a full Rescue Member, and was tasked with wrangling us newbies. "It's always hard the first time."
So far she was the only other woman I had seen in the SAR and I was beginning to worry that, while I'd escaped the tech bro culture of a startup, maybe I'd just traded it for a wilderness flex-fest.
"Did you fail your first try, too?" I asked, my voice raspy with hope.
"No," she admitted with a wince. I groaned.
Of course she hadn't. Alicia was a stunning force of muscle and perfect skin—every inch of her carved, toned.
"If you can't do it, you better step aside," Rick's voice cut in, sharp and unforgiving. "There are plenty of other applicants who actually want to be here."
Rude. I was still searching for the lung capacity to fire back a quip when a pair of heavy-duty hiking boots planted themselves in my field of vision.
Worn, scuffed, the kind of boots that promised the wearer could carry me ten miles out of the wilderness without even breaking a sweat.
My gaze crept upward: cargo pants, solid thighs, a wide, confident stance. His waist tapered strong and steady, the hem of a tight Henley pulling just enough to accentuate the sharp cut of his hip muscles.
His arms were crossed across pec muscles defined under the Henley. And then I saw his hands. Familiar hands, only stronger now. I knew these hands. Oh no.
"Alright, guys, give her some space."
I knew that voice.
Oh no. Oh no, no, no, no.
Rick and Alicia backed away, allowing me to see his face. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that when I opened them, the universe would play a different card.
Nope. Definitely him. He wasn't the reason I had left this town but he was easily in the top three reasons why I had never returned. The last time I'd seen him, I was eighteen, mascara streaking down my face, standing in a prom dress asking "But why?" over and over again. God, what was it with men abandoning me when my hopes were highest—and always in the most cliché way possible?
And somehow, in the seven years since I'd fled this, he'd only become more attractive. The SAR uniform clung to him like it had been tailored by someone with a grudge against me, every line of muscle a reminder he'd clearly spent the years lifting heavy objects. He looked older, sure, but in the kind of way that sharpened his jawline and made the dark stubble across his cheeks and chin look earned.
Cole Harper.
"What are you doing here?" The words tumbled out of my mouth.
"Nice to see you, too." A corner of his mouth twitched. "I'm your SAR team leader."
"No, you're not," I said, as if my denial could bend reality.
He gave a small, surprised laugh. "Yes, I am."
Oh, come on, universe. I never thought I'd see the day when I'd be wishing that Rick was in charge.
He offered me a hand. "Here, let me help you up."
I ignored it and scrambled to my feet on my own, every muscle in my body protesting the effort—and reminding me that I had definitely not experienced the same glow-up he had. Years of sitting in a dark office, running on too little sleep, eating too much takeout, and leaving no time for anything resembling exercise had left their mark. This was not fair.
I pulled myself up to full height, shoulders forced back, trying not to resemble the washed-up dumpling of a woman I felt like. Even then, Cole still towered over me. So I stuck out my chin—apparently my body had decided that defiance was the vibe for this moment.
Seeing him up close was like shotgunning a cocktail of emotions. First, a generous pour of humiliation—because naturally he'd find me gasping on the gym floor like a stranded fish. Add a twist of terror that he might ask what became of the girl who was supposed to conquer the world. But the main ingredient was anger: a seven-year vintage of fury for the way he'd treated me, for the silence, for how easily he'd flipped the switch from free-falling, wild, teenage love to cold acquaintance.
For a second, he said nothing, his eyes scanning my face like he was cataloging every change. He looked surprised. Then it was gone, replaced by the crisp snap of professionalism.
"You don't have to climb it today," he said, voice flat and unfriendly. "But you do have to climb it." He paused, eyes flicking toward the top of the wall. "And the Witch's Face is even harder." He was referring to the sheer rock face down by Stone Creek—the next phase of the test.
His eyes came back to me, looked me up and down, assessing. "You'd better get training."
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Chapter 2


“He really said, ‘You’d better get training’ ?” Vicky dropped her voice into an impression of a man that didn’t sound anything like Cole.
“Yep,” I said.
“And he said it after looking you up and down?” She scrunched her nose in disgust.
“Uh-huh.”
"Yowzer. That's cold." She leaned back in the kitchen chair comfortably, glass of red wine in hand, like we were teenagers again gossiping at my parents' table. It had been a regular occurrence back then, my parents so frequently away at conferences that I'd had the house to myself for weeks at a time. Those had been the good times—when I'd been alone in this house. She took a slow sip, eyes thoughtful.
“Well, I guess you knew you’d run into him eventually. Small town and all,” she said.
“For sure. But not like this. Not with him as team lead—on the team I joined to heal after Synergize blew up my life. How am I supposed to recover from betrayal when the guy running my rescue squad is literally the only person who’s betrayed me worse?”
“It’s been seven years since you left Crystal Lake, and the pain is still etched on your face,” Vicky cooed, her sympathy just this side of teasing.
“No, it’s not,” I cut in. “I’m over it. I’m over him.”
And I was. I'd proven it. Those years at Stanford, I dated a string of perfectly fine men. Smart men. Attractive men. Men who checked every box and never once made my pulse stutter the way Cole Harper could with a single look. But that was just growing up. That all-consuming heat I'd felt at eighteen was just teenage hormones, not something real.
"Right now I'm trying to focus on myself—on healing from the absolute catastrophe of a life I’ve managed to create. The last thing I need is some unreliable man waltzing in and ripping open wounds I’ve finally managed to stitch shut. Especially Cole. He’s the most unreliable of them all. I don’t even want to look at him.”
Vicky’s eyebrow raised exaggeratedly. “Don’t even want to look at him? You have to admit, he is rather nice to look at.”
My mind flicked back to the way that Henley clung to him, his arms crossed over his chest, those strong hands gripping his biceps. Those hands. I knew exactly what they felt like—sliding up my ribcage in the back of his truck, gripping my thighs when I climbed into his lap, tangling in my hair while he kissed me like I was oxygen and he was drowning. I shook my head, pushing the memories away.
“Handsome or not, I don’t want to look at his cruel, selfish face.” I sighed. “It’s just—I thought SAR would be full of good people. Nice people. But he’s not a nice person. And honestly, some of the others don’t seem so nice either.” Rick’s grumpy face flashed in my mind.
“You could just quit,” Vicky said with a shrug. “No one would blame you. Everyone knows it’s a brutal program. Most people burn out in a couple of years anyway.”
“I can’t quit.” I shook my head, dismissing her. 
“Annnnd here we go,” Vicky said, shifting in her seat with a sigh. “Darby 3.0 is loading.”
“What are you talking about?”
"You know, you always do this," Vicky said, her voice carrying an edge that surprised me. "You pick a thing, dive in headfirst, and suddenly it's your entire personality. Remember middle school, when you got elected class president? I think even the teachers were scared of how many Hot Dog Fridays you coordinated. Then in high school, you and Cole spent every weekend at that climbing gym. Next thing I know, you're traveling to competitions, qualifying for regionals. But you dropped that too when it was time for Stanford. Poof, you were an engineer. Just an engineer. No room for anything else."
Oh boy. That escalated fast. I hadn’t expected to have this conversation so soon—but then, Vicky never did let conflict simmer. That was part of what made us work. I buried my emotions under whatever project I was obsessed with, and she yanked hers out into the open like pulling weeds, giving me nowhere to hide.
I leaned across the table, lowering my voice, trying to take the heat out of hers. “Has it really been seven years since I’ve been back?”
“Yes!” Vicky snapped, setting her glass down hard enough to slosh wine over the rim. Then, with a thin little smile: “Speaking of betrayals.”
She wasn’t wrong. I’d fled this town like it was chasing me. First Stanford, then San Francisco. Everything had felt urgent, like I had something to prove. Top of my class, off to the big city, building a résumé to match the expectations stacked on my shoulders. Everyone expected greatness from me. I expected it from me.
And somewhere in that scramble, I let Vicky fall to the bottom of my to-do list. I texted, but late. She called, and I didn't always pick up. I was always grateful to hear her voice, to know someone cared, but I never gave her the same in return. Always racing toward the next thing, and in the process, leaving her behind. Even when she really needed me. I shoved that thought down before it could grow teeth.
"I should've come back sooner." The words tasted strange in my mouth. Like most of humanity, I don't like admitting my mistakes.
“Yes, you should have,” Vicky said, scolding but not cruel. She wasn’t one to make people grovel; forgiveness came easily with her. Sometimes too easily. Her face was already softening as she waved a hand around the room. “So let me get this straight. You’re going to take a beat, hole up in this baller house, volunteer with SAR, and live off your fancy tech savings? Sounds nice.” She actually meant it.
I winced. “Well… about the savings.” I crossed to the wine fridge tucked under the counter and tugged out another bottle. “This is going to require more alcohol.”
It hurt to say it out loud, but I told Vicky everything. How my biggest tranche of stock options was set to vest the week after I got fired. How, when I protested, Maria, the executioner in a pencil skirt, slid the contract across the table, already highlighted, every clause weaponized in advance. How the shares I already owned weren’t even liquid. And how Derrick, my so-called mentor, had quietly taken a down round of funding that tanked the valuation to zero.
I hadn’t told anyone else. The shame had been sitting in my chest like a brick. Funny how someone can stab you in the back and somehow you’re the one embarrassed for bleeding.
Vicky blew out a breath. “Bullshit.”
“That’s what I said.” I tried for a smile.
She wasn’t smiling. “So what are you going to do? You can’t spend all your time with SAR. You need a job.”
“I’ve got some money. I can survive for a while.” My voice gave me away. It wasn’t a long while. She waited me out. I sighed. “I can’t go back. Not yet.” Even thinking about returning to that life sent a shiver crawling down my spine.
“You might have to ask Mommy and Daddy Hayes for a bailout," Vicky said gently.
My whole body went rigid. "I haven't even told them I'm here. As far as they know, I still work at Synergize." I took a long drink of wine and set my glass down so I could take off my sweater. It was getting warm in here.
"Oh, yikes. That's not going to last. So they don’t even know you're living here?"
I shook my head.
Vicky set her glass down slowly. "Darby. If your mom finds out you've been hiding in her house, unemployed, without telling her—"
"Don’t go there, Vicky. She won't find out."
"But what if she does?"
The wine soured in my stomach. I could already hear my mother's voice, that calm, clinical tone like a surgeon explaining why the amputation was necessary. There is something wrong with you, Darby. 
"I'll tell her," I said. "Eventually. I just need time to figure out my next move first. I can't go to her empty-handed."
"And if she shows up before you're ready?"
I didn't answer. The honest truth was too pathetic to say out loud: if my mother found me broke, jobless, hiding in her house like an unwelcome rodent—I didn't know if I'd survive the conversation.
My parents were off living their separate, successful lives. My dad was a doctor in New York, my mom was a corporate lawyer in Seattle. They’d kept the house in Crystal Lake after the divorce, never deciding what to do with it. Mostly it just sat empty, like a forgotten storage unit, while they worked themselves to death in cities that fit them better than family life ever had.
Vicky stared at me.
"What?" I asked.
She shook her head. "Nothing. I just—I remember what it was like. When you'd come over after your mom had one of her 'talks' with you. You'd be so quiet. Like someone had unplugged you."
I didn't want to remember that. The hours spent at the kitchen table while my mother dissected my failures. The silence afterward, when I'd sit in my room trying to figure out how to fix it or how to do better next time. 
Vicky’s house had been a refuge. Her mom would press bowls of noodles into my hands without asking what was wrong. The kitchen was hot, cluttered, and always smelled of her mom’s Vietnamese cooking. 
“Does your mom still make that really good pork and egg dish?” I asked. 
“Thịt Kho Tàu? Of course. Would she even be my mother if she didn’t?” She smiled but watched me carefully. 
"I'm fine," I said. "My mom is three hundred miles away. She's not going to just show up."
“It’s okay,” Vicky said softly. “I get it.”
And I knew she did. We’d been friends since we were seven. She knew my history better than anyone.
I never fully understood why we’d moved to Crystal Lake for those years between seven and eighteen. My mom had insisted a quieter life would give them space, help them find peace. If anything, it only made them more restless, more anxious. By the time I was sixteen, the marriage was over. Vicky had a front-row seat to all of it, every bit of the dysfunction.
"How does it feel to be back in the house?" Vicky made a sweeping gesture at the walls.
I laughed. "Pretty fucking bad, to be honest."
Vicky laughed too, but it was hollow. "You can stay with me if you want. Seriously, I don't mind."
"No, I can't. Thank you, but I really don't want to be a burden."
Vicky flinched. 
“Not that you were,” I said quickly. “Vicky, you never were.”
"And you wouldn't be either."
"But I'd feel like I was." I stared into my wine. "I can't feel like that right now."
Vicky nodded. “Well, we can do things the Darby way for a bit then,” Vicky said, her voice softer now. “Throw yourself into the next big adventure.” She pointed at the stack of papers I’d printed, SAR Training Manual stamped across the front in bold type. “Fight a bear with your bare hands? Swim from point A to point B under the ice of a frozen lake?” 
I grinned, grateful for the break in tension. “Nope. Just a six-mile hike with fifty pounds on my back. Though, honestly? The frozen lake thing might be later in the curriculum.”
 “Six miles with fifty pounds?!” Vicky’s eyes went wide. Then she gave me an exaggerated once-over and dropped into that ridiculous man-voice again. “You better get training.” 
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Chapter 3


My brilliant plan for this week’s training was to cram a year’s worth of physical fitness into seven days. In retrospect, my grand plan—a punishing series of trail runs that left me tasting blood, ill-advised YouTube HIIT workouts led by perky twenty-somethings who clearly subsisted on sunshine and kale, and a diet of chalk-flavored protein bars—was a strategic error of epic proportions. I arrived at the Saturday morning training hike with legs that felt like overcooked noodles and a soul-deep sense of impending doom. 
And then they handed me the pack.
You’re probably picturing a cute little daypack, maybe with a cheerful water bottle sticking out the side. Let me stop you right there. This was a fifty-pound behemoth, a monstrous bag filled with what felt like anvils and the collective sins of mankind, but was apparently the “standard-issue twenty-four-hour pack.” Every member was expected to carry it. For six miles. Uphill. Naturally.
The first mile was bad, a steady, grinding misery. The second was worse, as the initial adrenaline gave way to a throbbing ache in my shoulders. By the third, I was the anchor, the human ball-and-chain dragging the entire team to a grinding halt. SAR policy is to never leave anyone behind. A noble sentiment, but, let me tell you, there is no shame quite like being the reason ten hyper-fit people have to stop and pretend to admire a particularly interesting rock every fifteen minutes while you gasp for air like a beached fish.
I could feel the frustration radiating off them—the heavy sighs, the pointed glances at watches, Rick’s grumbling to the guy next to him as they walked past me. "At this rate, we'll be back by nightfall."
Seriously. This guy.
I looked at Cole, expecting… something. A word, a glance, a shred of defense. He only continued walking, face impassive. His silence stung worse than Rick’s drive-by insult.
During one of these forced breaks, Alicia handed me a granola bar with a look of profound pity. “You’re doing great,” she lied, her voice a little too bright. Meanwhile, her legs looked carved from marble and her breathing stayed steady, not the slightest bit winded, as if she’d just strolled out of a yoga class instead of hauling gear up a mountain. I shook my head, too breathless to argue.
After the longest six miles of my life, we finally stumbled back to the station. I shed the pack, my back screaming in relief, and collapsed onto a bench, trying to will my muscles to stop trembling. It had not been pretty, but I had done it, and I felt a sense of pride at completing my first fitness assessment. 
The Crystal Lake SAR base looked like a cross between a gear garage and a community center—concrete floors, metal shelving stacked with labeled bins, a coffeemaker that had seen some things, and a whiteboard covered in grids and acronyms. Training mats were spread across the floor. 
The rest of the team gathered near the equipment shed, their voices a low murmur. I was actively trying to tune them out when Rick’s voice cut through the haze of my exhaustion.
“…not sure someone who’s been pushing papers for three years is cut out for this,” he was saying, his voice low but carrying. “She’s soft. On a real mission, that pace would put us all at risk.”
Pushing papers? Did he think I was a secretary in a noir film? 
A few people nodded in agreement. Alicia, I noticed, was studying her boots with intense interest. My own face burned with humiliation.
Thankfully, Felix bounced over like an overeager puppy.
“Darby, have you checked out the required items list?” He shoved his phone at me, grinning, a mile-long spreadsheet glowing in my face. “I’ve got most of this already, but I’m thinking I should upgrade my crampons. They’ve got this new style—”
His voice faded into background noise as I scrolled. The list went on forever. Headlamps. Carabiners. Gaiters. Ice axes. Basically, walk into REI, point at the walls, and say, “Yeah, I’ll take one of each.”
“They don’t provide this stuff?” I whispered.
“Nope,” Felix said cheerfully. “Most people who join already own it—adventurers like us.” He beamed at me.
Adventurers like us. Right.
“I don’t own any of it,” I whispered back. My heart sank as I scrolled. This was thousands of dollars’ worth of gear. Thousands I very much did not have.
“Sick! All new gear,” Felix said, practically vibrating. “Want me to send you my list of the best stuff? You’re gonna be so kitted out!”
“No, Felix, you don’t understand—” I started, then sighed. Sweet Felix, oblivious to the world’s problems.
Ping. A WhatsApp banner slid across the top of Felix’s screen. SAR Trainee Crew.
The trainees had created a group chat. And when I checked my own very silent phone, I knew with cold certainty that I wasn’t on it.
What was I even doing here? I was so far out of my league it was laughable. Maybe Vicky was right. Maybe the girl who never quits should…quit. I could walk away and be done with all of it. Done with cliques that rivaled middle school, done with Rick’s snide commentary, done with always being the weak link. Done with Cole Harper and his infuriatingly handsome, completely unreadable face. I was seconds away from standing up, walking to my car, and collapsing on my parents’ couch to declare this whole experiment a catastrophic mistake.
The room erupted with a chorus of phones. This time, mine was included.
“Search in progress,” Cole announced, scanning his screen. His voice snapped with an authority that seemed to crackle through the air.
He was all business now. First, he turned to the veterans. “Rick, you lead ground team one. Alicia, you’re with him for medical support.”
Then his gaze swept over us trainees like a spotlight. “You three—Chris, Mark, Joe—you’re with Rick. Darby and Felix, you’re with me. This starts as a walk-and-search. Even civilians can help with that. But if anything happens, you step back and let us work. Understood?”
We all nodded. 
The energy in the room shifted, crackling with purpose. Until Rick’s voice broke through the silence. 
He had pulled Cole over to the side of the room for privacy, but he was doing nothing to keep his voice down. 
“Don’t take her, Cole. She’ll slow you down. Look at her. She can barely walk.”
My spine stiffened, but before I could launch into some unconvincing defense, Cole raised a hand. Silence. Just like that, Rick shut up.
Cole stepped closer, his solid frame suddenly—annoyingly—protective as he positioned himself beside me. He sent Rick, Alicia, and the bro-squad out toward Mist Falls Trailhead with crisp instructions, then lowered his voice so only I could hear.
“Can you walk?”
I tried not to let the flicker of concern in his eyes cloud my judgment. He was dismissing me. Again. He wanted me to back down, to bow out. Heat rushed up my neck. “Yes,” I said too quickly.
“You won’t have to carry anything. I’ve got it.” His tone was flat, purely operational, but his pack was already bulging with more gear than one person should haul. The sight of it made my stomach twist with embarrassment. I wanted to protest, to insist I could pull my weight, but my shoulders were fried and we both knew I couldn’t.
Felix adjusted his own pack with oblivious cheer. “I’m good!” he announced.
Of course he was.
As we drove toward our destination, Rick’s voice crackled over the walkie again, laying out coordinates. A personal SOS beacon had pinged in the area earlier. Rick’s team would enter from the north trailhead; we’d come in from the south and meet in the middle.

      [image: ]The hike was brutal. Every step set fire to my calves and thighs. My shoulders ached from the phantom weight of the gear Cole carried for me. Still, I kept my head down, matching Felix’s pace, determined not to give Cole, or anyone else, the satisfaction of seeing me lag behind.
Cole stopped short, and because I wasn’t paying attention—head down, just trying to keep putting one foot in front of the other—I smacked straight into his back. Smooth. Real professional, Darby.
But then I saw why he’d stopped. The trail wasn’t a trail anymore. A rockslide had swallowed it whole, leaving the slope ahead torn open and jagged boulders piled high.
Felix pulled out the GPS, squinting. “This is within the SOS radius,” he said.
Cole shrugged off his pack and handed me my helmet. Of course it had been clipped to his gear, like I was a child he had to dress. My cheeks burned as I strapped it on.
Cole radioed Rick, reporting the slide area and confirming EMTs were staged and waiting. Then he stepped closer to the rockfall and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello! Search and Rescue here, can you hear me?”
Nothing. Cole waited. 
“Search and Rescue,” he called again. “Is anyone there?” 
I heard a sharp tick, then another. It became a skittering patter. I looked up and saw a single pebble jumping down the hill. It landed with a small thump between Cole and me. 
Another tick, then another. My pulse spiked as the sound grew to a rumble like thunder rolling above us. 
Pebbles skipped down the slope. I froze, every instinct screaming move, but my legs were slabs of stone. The falling rocks grew larger.
Something slammed into me, knocking me flat. Something solid, heavy, and all-encompassing. The weight pressed me into the earth, every inch of me pinned beneath it.
I gasped, inhaling the scent of freshly cut evergreen, threaded with that crisp, electric note you only get the morning after new snowfall. I remembered it instantly. Cole. He smelled like freaking Christmas. 
He’d thrown himself over me, shielding me with his body. He was bigger now, broader, more muscular than when we were teenagers, but it was still unmistakably him.
The shaking only lasted seconds. The dust settled. I opened my eyes, and he was right there, braced on his elbows, face hovering over mine. His gaze scanned my face, then locked on my eyes, raw with concern.
“Are you okay?” His hand lifted, brushing against my cheek, steadying me in a way the ground couldn’t.
I couldn’t speak. My brain was busy cataloging the heat of his body against mine, the press of his chest, the unbearable nearness of his mouth.
“Whoa, that was crazy,” Felix blurted, popping up like a meerkat.
Cole stiffened, withdrawing his hand. He pushed himself up, and the sudden, cool rush of air where his chest had rested gave me goosebumps. 
“We have to move. It’s not safe here,” he said.
I looked over. The rockslide had missed us, thanks to Cole’s shove, but not by much. A few feet closer and we would’ve been buried. My pulse was still rattling in my ears as I let him guide me away, gladly following several feet out of the danger zone.
The rest of the team arrived soon after, rescuers swarming the scene. Felix and I were ushered to the side while Cole and the veterans took over the search. I should’ve been paying attention and learning, but my mind was stuck on repeat. The weight of him pressing me down, the heat of his body against mine, the way his hand brushed my cheek like maybe he remembered what we were, after all.
“Help…” The voice cut through my thoughts. 
I froze. The rescue crew kept moving, voices overlapping as they searched, none of them reacting. Hadn’t they heard it? Or was I hallucinating, the consequences of overexertion and too much adrenaline?
“Help…” There it was again, soft, but real.
“Wait,” I said. “I hear something.”
The chatter stilled. Everyone’s bodies stiffened, listening. The voice rose, weak but alive.
Cole didn’t hesitate. He checked his harness twice, then worked with a rescuer I hadn’t met to secure the anchor, every movement efficient, confident, practiced.
Fear tightened in my chest. This was dangerous. What if more rocks came down? What if the anchor failed? How did he know that guy could even handle it?
Cole leaned back into his rope, boots planted on the edge, testing his weight as he looked over his shoulder to survey the slope below. He was ready to rappel down.
He paused. His eyes found mine. Steady. Searching. Just like they had on the ground when he was over me. Deep and unflinching.
The urge to tell him not to go burned in my throat. I swallowed it back, my heart pounding instead.
Cole gripped the scrub brush, turning his body sideways to find purchase, and then he was gone. I moved quickly to the edge, kneeling carefully in the loose shale to watch him descend. He was good at this, moving with the practiced, athletic grace of someone who trusted his body. But as the gap between us widened, and the thick brush began to consume his silhouette, a cold, surprising unease coiled in my stomach. My skin felt cold but sweat was beading on my brow. I looked at the distance to the ground below and swallowed. The silence dragged on, and I resisted the urge to ask someone if he was okay. 
“I’ve found him!” His voice echoed up the hillside. The SAR team and medics cheered, but dread still tangled in my chest. I wanted to see him come over that hill. 
I could hear him speaking low to the subject, his words too faint to catch, but the tone was calm and steady. Calm enough to steady me too.
The belayer’s radio crackled with Cole’s voice: “Command, Ground Team Two. I’ve reached the subject. Male, mid-forties. He’s conscious and alert, but he’s got a broken leg. Non-ambulatory. Over.”
“Copy that. What’s your plan? Over,” came the reply from the man close enough to the belayer that he could hear the back and forth without ever needing to take a hand off the rope system.
“I’m going to package him for a pick-off. Stand by to haul. Over.”
His voice dipped again, softer, reassuring the subject, explaining the plan. A clatter of stone followed, echoing up the slope. Dust rose in a sharp, dry cloud, stinging my nose. Then came a groan. It was low and ragged. It didn’t sound like Cole; it must have been the lost hiker. The sound rose to a scream of pain. The sound twisted my gut.
“Subject secured. Rope tight. Haul when ready. Keep it smooth—patient’s in pain,” Cole’s voice cut back over the radio.
“Copy that,” the edge attendant answered.
Three rescuers moved into position behind the rope, lining up one after the other. On command, they leaned back and began stepping in rhythm, their motion practiced and efficient. The rope slid through the pulley system, turning the body weight of two men into something manageable. Lean, pull. Lean, pull. The line creaked.
I held my breath until finally Cole’s figure rose into view, the injured man clipped to his harness. Every muscle in Cole’s body strained with the effort, but his movements were steady, bringing them both up safely.
Cole moved with precision, each motion sure and strong. Watching him, relief, awe, and a dangerous warmth rippled through my chest.
The team lifted the man onto a stretcher already waiting nearby. Alicia and Rick had arrived. Not from their original side of the trail, which the rockslide had blocked, but by doubling back, driving around, and hiking in from our trailhead.
Alicia crouched beside the patient, her hands steady as she checked his vitals and splinted the leg. She offered what comfort she could in the field—calm words, a hand on his shoulder, and quick efficiency that eased the panic etched on his face. When she was done, he lay back against the litter, still grimacing but stable enough to move.
Cole stepped forward to take the front of the stretcher. Rick grabbed the back.
They started down the trail, Cole at the front of the stretcher like he hadn’t just rappelled off a cliff and hauled a grown man up on his harness. Not even winded. Meanwhile, I was tired just watching him. He directed every step, guiding them smoothly over rocks and roots, his voice steady and commanding.
Felix and I followed close behind, careful not to fall back. Adrenaline coursed through me, masking the aches that had dragged me down earlier.
We reached the trailhead fast. Relief hit me at the sight of the waiting ambulance. Cole headed straight for it, but before the EMTs could load the stretcher, a car door slammed.
A woman sprinted toward us, two children on her heels. “Daddy!” the older one cried. The younger clung to her mother’s hand, eyes wide and confused, she was too young to understand, but old enough to sense the fear.
They rushed toward the stretcher, then stopped short, hovering, desperate but hesitant. Waiting for permission. 
Cole stopped too. Even after the haul, after rappelling, after carrying more than anyone should, he stood firm, holding the stretcher steady while he explained the situation to the woman. Compassion softened his voice. The EMT filled in the medical details—what hospital, what would happen next—but it was Cole who gave her space to breathe, who eased her panic enough so she could listen.
The compassion. The way he looked at her and the kids, steady and kind. He hadn’t only saved a man’s life. He’d given a woman back her husband, and two children back their father. And somehow, he’d wrapped the whole brutal ordeal in grace.
Tears stung my eyes. My chest felt like it might burst.
This was why I was here. It didn’t matter if Rick thought I didn’t belong. Or what unfinished history lingered with Cole. Not even the mess I was dragging around inside myself. This was about something bigger. It was about bringing a life back from the edge, a family made whole again, and a future restored when it could have so easily been lost.
I’d do anything to be part of that. Push through the pain, the training, the doubt. Whatever it took. Because nothing, absolutely nothing, was going to stand in my way.
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