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Chapter One Rushing River Fear

The river was louder than memory, a constant rush that swallowed thought and pressed against the senses until there was only water and wind. It cut through the canyon with relentless force, swollen from days of unseen rain higher in the mountains. Gray foam broke against black stone, and the air carried a sharp mineral chill that settled into the lungs.

Mara tightened the straps of her pack and stopped at the edge of the trail. The map in her hand felt thin and unreliable. Ink lines promised a footbridge a mile downstream, but the river below told a different story. It surged wider than it should have, its banks gnawed raw, tree roots exposed like ribs.

Behind her, Evan came to a halt, boots crunching gravel. He did not speak at first. He listened, head angled, as if the river might confess something if he gave it time.

It is higher than the guidebook said, Mara said.

The guidebook is five years old, Evan replied. His voice was calm, almost gentle, but his eyes stayed on the water. Five years is a long time for a river.

They stood together without touching, the space between them filled with spray and noise. They had met only three days earlier at the ranger station, two strangers bound by a shared permit and a storm that had closed the alternate trail. Cooperation had been practical at first. Now it was necessary.

Mara folded the map and slid it into her jacket. The footbridge might be gone.

Or underwater, Evan said.

Neither option felt reassuring.

Upstream, the river narrowed, forcing itself through a stone throat. Downstream, it fanned out, fast and chaotic. Pines leaned toward the canyon, their branches restless. Clouds moved low and fast, dragging shadows across the water.

We could wait, Mara said. See if it drops.

Evan shook his head. Another storm is coming. You can smell it.

She did. The air had that metallic edge, the promise of more rain. Waiting meant risk. Moving meant risk too.

Mara had come to the wilderness for quiet. She had imagined long miles of thought, the steady comfort of motion. Instead, fear pressed close, immediate and physical.

They followed the trail downstream, careful where the ground crumbled near the edge. The sound of the river changed constantly, sometimes a roar, sometimes a hiss, sometimes a deep pounding that vibrated through their boots.

Evan walked ahead, testing the ground with his poles. He moved with the confidence of someone who trusted his body, who had learned where to place his weight. Mara matched his pace, her eyes scanning for markers, for the orange blaze the map promised.

The footbridge appeared suddenly around a bend, or what remained of it did. Two steel cables stretched across the river, sagging and bare. The wooden planks were gone, ripped away or submerged. The cables dipped into the water at the center span, vanishing under the foam.

Mara stopped. Her throat tightened.

That was not on the map, she said.

No, Evan said quietly.

They stood again, closer now, shoulders nearly touching. The river surged beneath the cables, indifferent to human plans.

Crossing on cables was not an option. The current would tear them away. Turning back meant retracing miles through unstable terrain, possibly blocked by slides.

Evan crouched near the bank, studying the water. He picked up a stick and dropped it in. It vanished instantly, swallowed and pulled under.

Too fast, he said.

Mara nodded. Her heart beat hard, loud in her ears. She forced herself to breathe slowly.

There is a ford marked upstream, she said. It is longer but shallower.

Evan looked at the map again. That is five miles back.

Better than this, Mara said.

They turned back, the decision heavy but clear. As they climbed away from the river, thunder rolled in the distance, a low warning that echoed through the canyon.

The trail narrowed as they gained elevation, switchbacks cutting through scree and scrub. Rain began as a fine mist, barely noticeable, then thickened, darkening the ground and the backs of their jackets.

By the time they reached the ford, the rain had become steady. The river here spread wide, its surface broken by rocks and braided channels. It still moved fast, but the depth looked manageable.

Evan unbuckled his pack strap. We cross together, he said. One step at a time. If one of us slips, the other braces.

Mara hesitated only a moment before nodding. They stepped into the water, cold biting instantly through boots and socks. The current pushed hard against their legs, a constant force that demanded attention.

Halfway across, the river surged unexpectedly, a deeper channel hidden by the surface. Mara stumbled, water rushing up her thighs. Her breath caught.

Evan reached her, gripping her arm. Hold, he said. Just hold.

She did. The river roared around them, spray stinging her face. Fear spiked sharp and sudden, a thought of being pulled under, of rocks and darkness.

Then they were through, boots scraping onto the far bank. Mara sagged forward, hands on her knees, gasping. Evan stayed close but did not touch her again, giving space as she steadied.

You did well, he said.

She looked up at him, rain streaking his face, eyes intent and steady. In that moment, with the river behind them and the storm above, trust settled between them, fragile but real.

The thunder came again, closer now, and the river kept rushing, carrying fear downstream where neither of them could see.

Chapter Two The Trail That Vanished

Morning came without light. Clouds pressed low against the treetops, turning the forest into a dim tunnel of dripping needles and dark trunks. Rain had softened to a persistent mist, but everything smelled soaked and heavy, as if the ground itself were breathing.

Mara woke stiff and cold, her muscles protesting as she sat up. The small clearing they had chosen the night before was rimmed with mossy boulders, the earth packed down from old use. Evan was already awake, crouched near the edge, adjusting the straps on his pack with methodical care.

She checked the river first, instinctively. It was farther away now, unseen but audible, its voice muffled by distance and trees. Still rushing. Still swollen.

Did it rise overnight? she asked.

Evan shook his head. Hard to tell from here, but it did not sound worse.

They ate in silence, simple food, efficient movements. The rain made conversation feel unnecessary, each word something that would have to push through damp air and fatigue.

The trail was supposed to follow the ridge east before dropping into a valley that would lead them toward the main route. According to the map, it was clear and well maintained. According to the forest, it was barely there at all.

Within half a mile, the ground changed. The path thinned, pine needles and wet leaves disguising where others had once walked. Fallen branches lay at odd angles, and young saplings crowded in from both sides.

Mara slowed, scanning for blazes. Nothing. She stopped, turning slowly, letting her eyes trace the slope.

This is wrong, she said.

Evan stepped back beside her. He studied the terrain, then the compass, then the map again. The ridge is right, he said. The direction is right.

But the trail—

May not be.

They moved forward cautiously, every step considered. The forest grew quieter here, the usual bird calls absent, replaced by the soft patter of water dripping from needles. The air felt closed in, heavy with damp and earth.

After another hundred yards, the trail vanished entirely. What had once been a faint line dissolved into undergrowth and rock. A slide scar cut down the slope to their left, fresh enough that the soil still looked raw, tree roots exposed and tangled.

That would do it, Evan said. He pointed. Landslide probably took it out.

Mara felt a flicker of unease that had nothing to do with the terrain. Trails were promises. When they disappeared, so did certainty.

Can we bypass it? she asked.

Evan moved closer to the slide edge, careful not to disturb loose soil. He tested a rock with his boot. It shifted immediately, clattering downward.

Not safely, he said.

They stood there, rain misting their faces, the forest holding its breath around them.

Options narrowed quickly. Backtracking meant returning toward the ford and possibly the river again. Pushing forward without a trail meant navigating steep, unstable ground with limited visibility.

Mara closed her eyes briefly, picturing the map, the lines she had memorized before setting out. There was a spur trail marked north, old but passable, according to the notes. It was not ideal, longer and less certain, but it led to a fire road eventually.

North is our best chance, she said. There should be a spur not far from here.

Evan nodded slowly. If it still exists.

They angled north, moving off what remained of the path and into rougher terrain. Bushes clawed at their jackets. The ground sloped unevenly, forcing them to lean and adjust constantly.

After an hour, the rain intensified, drops striking leaves hard enough to shake free showers of cold water. Mara slipped once, catching herself on a tree trunk, her heart lurching.

Careful, Evan said, close now.

She nodded, breathing hard. Fatigue crept in quietly, a dull weight behind the
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