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The mountains didn't give a shit about you, and that was the best thing about them.

No opinions. No expectations. No concerned looks across a dinner table from someone trying to figure out why you wouldn't let them stay the night. Just granite and pine and the kind of silence that settled into your bones like cold water—shocking at first, then the only temperature that made sense.

I'd been at the Desolation Peak lookout for three days, and I was finally starting to feel like myself. Or the version of myself I liked best, anyway. The one that existed without witnesses.

Morning routine was sacred. Coffee first—black, French press, grounds I packed in myself because the instant shit they stocked the cabin with tasted like someone had dissolved a boot in hot water. I stood on the catwalk with my mug and watched the sun hit the North Cascades in that slow, deliberate way it had up here, like it was deciding whether the mountains deserved the light. Ross Lake was a dark mirror two thousand feet below, not a single boat on it. No sound except wind through the subalpine fir and a Steller's jay screaming about something in the tree line.

Perfect.

I did my perimeter check at seven. The lookout was a fourteen-by-fourteen box on stilts—one room, a cot, a woodstove, a desk with the radio and the fire-finder, and windows on all four sides because that was the whole point. You were an eye up here. Nothing else. The Forest Service had been phasing out manned lookouts for decades, replacing them with cameras and satellites, but Desolation was in a dead zone for cell coverage and the camera they'd installed two years ago kept getting taken out by lightning. So they still sent someone up for fire season. Two-week rotations. Most rangers hated the posting.

I'd volunteered for it three years running.

The trail up was 4.8 miles from the nearest road, with 4,400 feet of elevation gain, and the only company was the marmots that lived in the rock field below the cabin. I'd named them. Frank was the big one with the chewed ear. Dolores was the one who sat on the same boulder every morning like she was waiting for a bus.

I was talking to rodents. That was fine. Rodents didn't need anything from you.

Radio check at oh-seven-thirty. I clicked the handset twice and waited for dispatch.

"Desolation, this is Ross Lake Base. You copy?"

"Copy, base. Desolation here. Clear morning, visibility unlimited, no smoke signatures."

"Roger that. Hey, Ward—heads up on weather. Loss Creek system is tracking faster than modeled. We're looking at a front pushing through in the next thirty-six hours. Possible multi-day storm event. Winds gusting fifty-plus at elevation."

I looked out the south-facing window. The sky was so blue it hurt. Not a cloud from here to the horizon.

"Copy, base. Doesn't look like much from up here."

"Never does till it's on you. We'll update at eighteen hundred. Secure anything loose up there."

"Will do. Desolation out."

I set the handset down and refilled my coffee. Thirty-six hours. A storm up here meant wind that made the lookout sway on its bolts and rain that came sideways through window seals that hadn't been replaced since the Clinton administration. I'd ridden out storms before. You lashed the shutters, stoked the stove, and read whatever paperback you'd hauled up the mountain. Mine this rotation was a Tom Clancy I'd found in the free box at the Marblemount ranger station. Six hundred pages of submarines and geopolitics. I'd make it last.

I spent the morning doing maintenance. Tightened the bolts on the catwalk railing. Restacked firewood under the tarp. Cleaned the fire-finder glass, even though there was nothing to spot—too early in the season for real fire risk, which was why they had me up here alone instead of in pairs. Late June. The snowmelt was still running, the forest was green and heavy with moisture, and the only reason I was on station at all was because some bureaucrat in the regional office had decided continuous occupancy looked better in the budget justification.

Fine by me. I'd have stayed up here year-round if they let me.

I ate lunch on the catwalk. Peanut butter on a tortilla, an apple, a handful of almonds. Below me, Frank the marmot was sunning himself on his rock. Dolores was nowhere to be seen. Probably underground, doing whatever marmots did when they weren't staring at you with those black marble eyes.

It was during lunch that I first noticed something was off.

Not dramatic. Not a lightning bolt or a wave of nausea. Just—a wrongness in my skin, like my shirt was made of a slightly different fabric than it had been that morning. I rolled my shoulders. Adjusted my collar. Took a long drink of water and figured I was dehydrated. Elevation did that. You forgot to drink enough because the air was cool, but the sun was relentless and the altitude stripped moisture out of you like a wick.

I drank a full Nalgene and went back to work.

By three o'clock, the wrongness had migrated. My skin still felt strange—too tight, oversensitive, like the nerve endings had been turned up a half-notch—but now there was a restlessness underneath it. An itch I couldn't locate. I caught myself pacing the fourteen-by-fourteen interior of the cabin, walking the same square over and over, and made myself stop. Sat down at the desk. Pulled out the Clancy novel. Read the same paragraph four times without absorbing a word.

I got up and paced again.

This wasn't like me. I was good at stillness. It was maybe the only thing I was genuinely good at—the ability to sit in one place and not need anything from anyone for days at a time. My mother called it emotional constipation. My last hookup—a guy named Derek or Derrick, something with a D, three months ago in a Bellingham bar—had called it "hot but kind of unsettling." He'd wanted to stay the morning after. I'd called him a Lyft at 2 a.m. and felt nothing about it.

I didn't need people. That wasn't a wound; it was a feature. Some guys were built for connection. I was built for lookout towers.

So why the fuck couldn't I sit still?

I opened a window. The air was cooling as the afternoon shadows lengthened, and the breeze felt incredible on my face—too incredible, like every nerve was pulling toward it. I leaned into the wind and breathed and tried to catalog what I was feeling. Restlessness. Low-grade heat that wasn't quite a fever. Heightened senses—I could hear Frank shifting on his rock fifty feet below, could smell the pine resin baking off the trees in the afternoon sun with a clarity that was almost hallucinogenic.

Altitude, I told myself. Dehydration. Bad sleep—I'd woken up twice the night before, tangled in sheets that felt like they were burning, though the thermometer in the cabin read fifty-eight degrees.

Or.

I shut that thought down before it fully formed.

I'd been tested at eighteen. Standard screening after they found the marker in a routine blood panel during my Army entrance physical. The doctor had been bored, clinical. You carry the Rho-7 allele. Roughly eight percent of males do. Activation rate is extremely low—less than two percent of carriers ever experience a cycle. If it happens, it's typically triggered by a combination of environmental stressors: isolation, hormonal disruption, pheromone exposure from a compatible individual. There are suppressants available if you ever experience onset symptoms. Here's a pamphlet.

I'd taken the pamphlet. Read it once on a bus to Fort Benning. Never thought about it again.

That was thirteen years ago. Thirteen years of nothing—no symptoms, no cycles, no issues. I'd spent cumulative months alone in remote locations. I'd been under every kind of stress the human body could manufacture. If the gene was going to activate, it would have done it during my second deployment, when I'd gone seventy-two hours without sleep in a forward operating base with adrenaline levels that could've powered a small city.

It wasn't this. This was altitude and bad sleep and dehydration.

I drank another Nalgene, took two aspirin, and went outside to do an unnecessary second perimeter check just to have something to do with my legs.

The aspirin didn't help. The water didn't help. The walk helped a little—movement calmed the restlessness, or at least redirected it into something productive. I hiked the quarter-mile trail down to the spring where I filled my water jugs and crouched by the creek and put my hands in the snowmelt until they ached. The cold was good. Sharpening. It pushed back whatever was building under my skin and gave me fifteen minutes of feeling normal.

Then I climbed back up to the lookout and the heat came back before I'd reached the catwalk steps.

I made dinner early. Rice and canned chili, the meal of a man who'd packed for efficiency and not pleasure. Ate standing up because sitting felt wrong. Washed the pot and the bowl and dried them and put them away and then stood in the middle of the cabin with my hands at my sides and absolutely nothing to do and the sun still an hour from setting.

I turned the radio on and listened to dispatch chatter. Fire crews in the Pasayten Wilderness. A SAR team looking for a lost hiker near Sourdough Mountain. A weather update confirming the Loss Creek system—now upgraded to a potential multi-day event, first rain expected by late morning tomorrow, heaviest precipitation overnight tomorrow through the following day. All backcountry permits in the Ross Lake corridor were being flagged for early recall.

A lost hiker. SAR teams. People on trails who didn't check weather forecasts.

I picked up the binoculars and did a sweep of the trail below the lookout, more out of habit than purpose. The Desolation trail ran south from the cabin, switchbacking down through meadow and then forest before hitting the lakeshore. From the catwalk, I could see about a mile and a half of it—a thin brown line cutting through the green.

It was empty. Of course it was empty. Nobody came up here.

I set the binoculars down and went to stoke the woodstove. The evening chill was settling in and the fire would take the edge off, and maybe the warmth would normalize whatever my body was doing—fighting off a bug, adjusting to altitude, absolutely nothing to do with a genetic marker I'd been told was irrelevant thirteen years ago—

I stopped mid-stride. Turned back to the window.

Picked up the binoculars again.

There was a figure on the trail.

Small at this distance—a mile out, maybe more, just clearing the tree line into the upper meadow. Moving slowly. A backpack that looked too heavy, the kind of lurching stride that said they'd been hiking for a long time on legs that had stopped cooperating hours ago.

I adjusted the focus. The figure resolved: a man. Late twenties, maybe. Sandy hair under a ball cap. Frame pack with a sleeping bag lashed to the bottom. He was using trekking poles and leaning on them hard, which meant he was either exhausted or injured or both.

He stopped in the meadow. Looked up.

Even from a mile away, I could tell he was looking at the lookout. Calculating the distance. Deciding if he could make it.

I lowered the binoculars and checked the sky. The first high clouds were already creeping in from the southwest—wispy and pale, the advance scouts of the Loss Creek system. By morning those clouds would be a wall. By tomorrow night, this mountain would be underwater.

And there was someone on my trail.

I should've felt annoyed. My two-week rotation was the one thing I looked forward to—no interruptions, no obligations, no other humans within shouting distance. A stranger showing up uninvited was exactly the kind of complication I'd hiked 4.8 miles and 4,400 vertical feet to avoid.

What I felt instead was something I couldn't name. A pull in my chest, low and insistent, like a compass needle swinging toward north. My heart rate kicked up a notch. My skin—that wrong, too-tight skin that had been bothering me all day—prickled.

I gripped the binocular strap hard enough to hear the leather creak.

Then I set them down, pulled on my jacket, and headed down the steps to meet whoever was coming up my mountain.

The whole way down, I told myself the restlessness was about the storm. The prickling skin was about the cold. The pull in my chest was about basic human decency—someone was struggling on a trail with bad weather incoming, and I was a conservation officer with a responsibility to public safety.

I told myself all of that. Clean, logical, controlled.

My hands were shaking the entire way down.
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I'd been hiking for eleven hours, and my left knee had stopped being a joint about three hours ago and become a suggestion.

The plan had been simple. Drive to the Ross Lake trailhead at dawn, hike the connector trail to the Desolation Creek drainage, set up base camp at my field site, and spend the next ten days collecting soil samples and cataloging mycorrhizal networks for my thesis. Simple. Clean. The kind of plan that worked beautifully on paper and in the controlled environment of a university lab where weather was something that happened to other people.

The Loss Creek system had other ideas.

I'd checked the forecast the night before. Rain expected in forty-eight hours. Plenty of time to make the field site and get my tent up. What the forecast hadn't mentioned—or what I'd skimmed past in my eagerness to get out of Seattle and away from my apartment and the particular silence that had settled into it since Nate moved out—was the updated advisory issued at 4 a.m. while I was loading my truck. The front had accelerated. Forty-eight hours was now twenty-four. Twenty-four was now twelve.

By noon, the high clouds had rolled in. By two, the wind had shifted. By four, I was on a trail that was about to become a drainage channel, eight miles from my field site with no chance of making it before the rain started, and the only structure on my map within reasonable distance was a fire lookout perched on the ridge above me.

Desolation Peak Lookout. Elevation 6,102 feet. Possibly staffed, possibly not.

I looked up at it through the trees—a tiny box on stilts against a sky that was turning the color of a bruise—and made the only decision that wasn't stupid. I turned uphill.

The last mile and a half nearly killed me. Not literally, but my body was composing a strongly worded letter to my brain about the choices that had led us here. My pack was fifty-two pounds—too heavy, I knew that, my advisor had told me twice, but I'd packed every piece of sampling equipment because I was an optimist and an idiot in roughly equal measure. The trail switchbacked through a meadow that would've been beautiful if I'd had the spare oxygen to appreciate it, and then up a final rocky pitch to the base of the lookout tower.

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and bent over my trekking poles and breathed.

The door above me opened.

I looked up. A man stood at the top of the steps, backlit by the cabin's interior light, and for a second all I registered was big. Tall—six-two at least—with shoulders that filled the doorframe and the kind of build that came from actual physical work, not a gym membership. Dark hair, short. A beard that looked less like a style choice and more like he hadn't seen a reason to shave. He was wearing a green flannel with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and his forearms were—

I cataloged that detail and filed it away for later. Immediate survival first.

"Hi," I said, still bent over, still breathing like I'd run a marathon. "I'm not dying. I just look like it."

He didn't smile. Came down the steps with a speed and ease that was frankly offensive given what those steps had just done to me, and stopped two treads from the bottom. Close enough that I could see his face clearly: sharp jaw, dark eyes, a mouth set in a line that suggested smiling was something that happened to other people. He looked me over with the quick, efficient assessment of someone trained to evaluate situations.

"How long have you been on trail?"

"Eleven hours. Give or take."

"Where's your field site?"

"Desolation Creek drainage. Eight miles east."

He looked at the sky, then back at me. "You're not making that tonight."

"Yeah, I figured that out around mile nine." I straightened up. My knee screamed. I didn't wince, because I had pride, but I did shift my weight in a way that probably telegraphed everything the wince would have. "I'm Owen. Owen Brooks. I'm a grad researcher out of UW. I've got a backcountry permit and everything, I just—"

"Misjudged the weather."

"The weather misjudged itself. I checked the forecast."

Something shifted in his expression. Not a smile—I didn't think this man's face did that—but a loosening. A fraction of the assessment gave way to something almost like recognition. Like he'd expected a certain kind of person to show up on his trail and I wasn't quite it.

"Caleb Ward. Conservation officer." He jerked his chin toward the cabin. "Come up. I'll get you water."

He turned and went up the stairs without waiting for a response. I followed, because my options were the cabin or the rock field, and the rock field wasn't offering hydration.

The lookout was smaller than I'd expected. I'd been in dorm rooms with more square footage. One room, fourteen by fourteen maybe, with windows on every side—gorgeous views that I'd appreciate once my heart rate dropped below one-sixty. A cot against one wall. A woodstove in the corner. A desk with a radio and some kind of optical instrument mounted on a pedestal. Shelves stocked with canned food, water jugs, a first-aid kit. Everything neat. Everything in its place. The space of a man who liked control over his environment.

Caleb handed me a metal water bottle. "Drink slow. You're probably more dehydrated than you think."

I drank slow. He watched me do it—not staring, exactly, but aware. Present. Like he was tracking my vitals by observation. Conservation officer. Search and rescue training, probably. Made sense.

What didn't make sense was the temperature in the cabin. It had to be in the upper forties outside—the evening chill was settling in hard—but the woodstove was barely going and one of the windows was cracked open. And Caleb was in shirtsleeves, the flannel unbuttoned at the throat, his skin flushed like he'd been working out. While I stood there in my hiking layers and a fleece and still felt the cold, he looked like he was fighting off July.

"You run warm," I said. Observation, not question. The scientist in me never fully turned off.

He paused in the middle of pulling a can of soup from the shelf. Brief, barely perceptible. "Yeah. Altitude does that sometimes."

I filed that away too.

He heated soup on the woodstove and gave me the bigger portion without discussion. I sat on the floor with my back against the wall because I could tell the cot was his and I wasn't going to be the guy who commandeered someone's bed on introduction. He sat on the desk chair, knees wide, elbows on his thighs, eating his soup with the focus of someone performing a task rather than enjoying a meal.

I watched him. I couldn't help it—watching things was literally my job. Owen Brooks, field ecologist, trained to observe systems and identify patterns. And Caleb Ward was a system with some interesting patterns.

He was deliberate in his movements but not relaxed. Like every action was being run through a filter before execution. He kept his distance from me—physically, intentionally. When he'd handed me the water bottle, he'd extended his arm fully, maximizing the space between us. When he passed me the soup, he'd set it on the floor within my reach rather than handing it to me directly.

Except once.

I'd stood up to stretch my knee and he'd been coming around the desk and we'd ended up in the same square foot of floor space, which in a fourteen-by-fourteen cabin was an inevitability, not an event. But instead of stepping back immediately, he'd frozen. Just for a second. Close enough that I could feel the heat coming off him—actual, tangible heat, like standing near an open oven—and I'd caught his eyes dropping. Not to my face. Lower. My throat, my collar, somewhere in that territory. His nostrils flared.

Then he stepped back so fast he bumped the desk, and the radio handset clattered off its hook, and he caught it and turned away from me and I watched the back of his neck flush red above his collar.

"Sorry," he said. "Close quarters."

"No worries." I bent to rub my knee, giving him the privacy of not being watched. Whatever that had been—and I had some ideas, none of which were appropriate to voice to a stranger whose cabin I was imposing on—it had embarrassed him. Badly.

I set up my sleeping pad and bag on the floor. Caleb offered the cot three separate times with increasing formality, like he was working through a customer service script. I declined each time. The floor was fine. I'd slept on worse—a semester of fieldwork in the Olympic Peninsula had cured me of any mattress snobbery.

We settled into the awkward choreography of two strangers sharing a space designed for one. Bathroom was an outhouse twenty yards from the cabin—I made a trip and came back to find Caleb standing at the window with both hands on the sill, breathing like he'd just finished a set of sprints. He straightened when he heard me and said something about checking the stove.

The stove was fine. I'd looked at it on my way out.

"Storm's here," he said, and he was right. The wind had picked up in the ten minutes I'd been outside, and the first drops of rain were hitting the windows with that particular intensity that said this is just the opening act. The lookout creaked on its bolts. The trees below us were bending.

Caleb clicked the radio. "Desolation to base."

Static, then: "Go ahead, Desolation."

"I've got a stranded hiker up here. Owen Brooks, UW researcher, backcountry permit on file. He's going to shelter in place until the storm clears."

"Copy, Desolation. That's probably wise—trail's going to be a river by morning. We're showing forty-eight to seventy-two hours on this system now. Wind advisory through Thursday. Hunker down."

"Copy. Desolation out."

Caleb set the handset down. Looked at me.

Forty-eight to seventy-two hours. Two to three days. In a fourteen-by-fourteen cabin with a man who couldn't stop sweating, wouldn't let himself get within arm's reach of me, and had looked at my throat like he wanted to put his mouth on it.

"Well," I said. "I hope you like board games."

He didn't laugh. But that loosening happened again—the fraction of a degree between assessment and something else—and he shook his head once, almost to himself, like I'd surprised him for the second time tonight.

"I've got a deck of cards," he said. "And a Tom Clancy novel. Six hundred pages."

"We'll make it work."

He killed the lamp at nine. I lay on my sleeping pad and listened to the storm build—wind shrieking past the windows, rain hammering the roof, the whole structure swaying gently on its anchors like a ship in a swell. It should have been unsettling. It was actually kind of beautiful, in the way that all dangerous things were beautiful when you were on the right side of the wall.

From the cot, I heard Caleb shift. And shift again. And again. The frame creaked every time he moved, and he was moving constantly—restless, uncomfortable, the kind of tossing that said his body wasn't cooperating with the concept of sleep.

"You okay?" I asked the darkness.

Silence. Then: "Fine. Go to sleep."

I didn't push it. I closed my eyes and listened to the storm and the creaking cot and Caleb's breathing, which was faster than it should've been for a man lying down, and I thought about the way his nostrils had flared when he'd stood too close to me. The way his eyes had dropped to my throat. The heat pouring off him like a furnace in a cabin where the woodstove was barely lit.

I was a biologist. I studied systems. And the system I was lying six feet from was showing some very specific signs that I recognized from a lecture I'd attended three years ago in a graduate seminar on human endocrinology.

I didn't say anything. Not yet. You didn't announce a hypothesis before you had data.

But I lay there in the dark and listened to Caleb Ward fight his own body, and I thought: That's not altitude. That's not dehydration. And we're stuck here for three days.

Above us, the storm tore the sky apart.

I didn't sleep for a long time. And from the sound of it, neither did he.
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I woke up in a puddle of my own sweat, and for three seconds I didn't know where I was.

Ceiling too close. Wrong angle. The smell of woodsmoke and rain and something else—something warm and alive and close—and my body lurched upright before my brain caught up. The sheets were soaked. Not damp. Soaked, like I'd been running a fever all night, which I had, because when I pressed the back of my hand to my forehead the skin was so hot it felt like touching a stovetop.

Cot. Lookout. Storm.

Owen.

The smell hit me again and my stomach clenched—not nausea, something lower and more dangerous, a pull behind my navel that radiated outward like a detonation. Owen was six feet away on the floor, still in his sleeping bag, and I could smell him. Not body odor. Not cologne. Something underneath all of that—biological, chemical, a scent signature that my brain was processing not through the olfactory system but through whatever lizard-brain circuitry handled hunger and sex and the impulse to put your teeth on someone's skin.

I swung my legs off the cot and stood up too fast. The room tilted. I gripped the windowsill and breathed through my mouth, which helped for about four seconds until I realized I could almost taste him on the air, and then it made everything worse.

Owen stirred. Sat up. Hair flattened on one side, eyes still soft from sleep, and the sleeping bag slid down to his waist and he was wearing a T-shirt that had ridden up in the night, showing a strip of stomach above his waistband, and I looked at that strip of skin and my mouth went dry and my cock went half-hard and I turned to the window so fast I nearly put my fist through the glass.

"Morning." His voice was rough from sleep. Casual. Unaware. "You look like shit."

"Thanks."

"Seriously, are you okay? You were tossing all night."

"Fine." The word came out clipped. Too sharp. I could hear myself and I sounded like an asshole, but the alternative was opening my mouth and saying something that would make this situation irreversible, so clipped would have to do.

Owen got up. I heard the rustle of him climbing out of the sleeping bag, the pad of his feet on the floor, the click of the French press being assembled. Every sound was amplified—not louder exactly, but more dimensional, like someone had switched my hearing from mono to surround sound. The spoon against the coffee tin. The pour of water from the jug. The scratch of a match.

He was ten feet away, lighting the camp stove, and I could hear his heartbeat.

That wasn't possible. I knew that wasn't possible. But I could feel it—a steady, calm rhythm that my own heart was trying to sync with, speeding up and slowing down in response to his like a radio tuning to a frequency.

I needed to get out of this cabin.

"Going to check the perimeter," I said, already moving toward the door.

"In that?" Owen nodded toward the window. The storm was in full force—rain coming sideways, visibility maybe fifty yards, wind making the lookout groan on its bolts. Not the kind of weather you went for a stroll in.

"I've got a rain shell."

"Caleb, it's blowing forty out there."

The way he said my name sent a spike of heat down my spine so sharp I had to close my eyes. Just my name. Two syllables. His morning voice wrapping around the consonants like—

I grabbed my jacket and went out the door.

The wind nearly took me off the catwalk. I gripped the railing and staggered down the steps and into the full fury of the storm, and for the first ten minutes it was exactly what I needed. The rain was ice-cold, driven hard enough to sting, and the wind cut through my shell and my flannel and my skin and reached something underneath that had been burning all night. I stood in the rock field below the lookout with my face turned up to the sky and let the storm beat me and felt the fever retreat.

Ten minutes. That's how long the relief lasted.

Then my body temperature spiked so hard I actually gasped. One second I was cold and grounded and almost normal, and the next I was burning from the inside, the rain evaporating off my skin like water flicked onto a hot pan. My heart rate doubled. My vision sharpened until I could count individual raindrops. And underneath everything—underneath the fever and the sensory overload and the hammering pulse—there was a need that I had no language for. Not an erection, though that was part of it. Something deeper. A gravitational pull, like my entire body had become a compass needle and the only north in the world was inside that cabin.

I bent over and put my hands on my knees and said "fuck" into the wind, and the wind swallowed it.

I knew what this was. I'd known since yesterday, maybe since the moment I'd looked through those binoculars and seen a figure on my trail and felt my chest crack open with something that wasn't annoyance. I'd been telling myself altitude, dehydration, bad sleep, anything that kept the word rut out of my vocabulary, but my body was done entertaining the fiction.

Rho-7 activation. Onset phase transitioning to active cycle. Estimated duration: forty-eight to seventy-two hours. Symptoms: fever, sensory hyperacuity, compulsive fixation on a compatible individual, progressive loss of—

I couldn't finish that thought. Progressive loss of behavioral control. The pamphlet's words, clinical and bloodless, describing something that was anything but. I was standing in a rainstorm on a mountain with my hands shaking and my cock hard and my entire nervous system screaming at me to go back inside and put my hands on a man I'd met twelve hours ago.

And the storm wasn't going to break for two more days.

I stayed outside until my fingers went numb. Then I went back in, because hypothermia wouldn't stop the cycle, it would just make me hypothermic and in rut, and at least inside I could—

What? Control it? Manage it?

I climbed the steps and opened the door and Owen was standing at the counter with two mugs of coffee and the cabin smelled like him—soap and sweat and that thing underneath, that nameless thing my brain had decided was the most important molecule in the atmosphere—and every cell in my body said yes, there, him, go.

I stayed by the door. Hands at my sides. Gripping my own thighs through my jeans to keep them still.

"Coffee," Owen said, setting a mug on the edge of the counter closest to me. Maintaining the distance I'd established. Smart. Observant. The kind of person who read a room and adjusted without being told. Under any other circumstances, I would've appreciated that.

Right now, it made me want to cross the room and crowd him against the counter and find out what that scent tasted like at the source.

"Thanks." I picked up the mug. My hand shook badly enough that coffee slopped over the rim and onto my fingers. I set it down.

Owen was watching me. Not casually—with focus. Those light brown eyes tracking my hands, my posture, the way I was pressing myself against the door like I was trying to phase through it.

"You're shaking," he said.

"Cold. From outside."

"Your skin is flushed and you're sweating through your shirt. You're not cold."

I looked down. He was right. My flannel was dark with sweat across the chest, and I could feel it rolling down my back, my temples. I was burning up and I couldn't even pretend otherwise.

"It's altitude," I said, and the lie was so thin I couldn't believe I was still trying.

"It's not altitude."

I looked at him. He held my gaze, steady and calm, and the steadiness of it was doing something to the chaos in my body—not calming it, exactly, but giving it a focal point, which was better and worse at the same time.

"I need to change my shirt," I said. Deflection. Pathetic.

I turned away and pulled the flannel off. My T-shirt underneath was soaked and I pulled that off too, and the air on my bare skin felt like a current—every nerve ending lit up, hypersensitive, registering the temperature differential between my body heat and the cabin air like it was critical data. I grabbed a clean shirt from my bag and tried to put it on.

My hands wouldn't work. The shaking had gotten worse—not a fine tremor anymore but a full shake, the kind that came from muscles firing involuntarily, from a body fighting its own directives. I got the shirt over my head and couldn't find the armholes. Couldn't make my fingers close properly. Couldn't—

"Here." Owen was beside me. I hadn't heard him move, which meant my senses were shorting out, overwhelmed by the overload and defaulting to the one input that mattered: him. His hands found the hem of the shirt and guided it down, found the armholes and guided my arms through, and his fingertips brushed my biceps and I—

I grabbed his wrist.

Not gently. Not with any of the careful distance I'd been maintaining for twelve hours. My hand closed around his wrist like a trap and squeezed, and I felt his pulse jump under my fingers and the rhythm of it—fast, startled, alive—shot through me like a drug. His skin was warm and his pulse was hammering and I was holding onto him like he was the only fixed point in a spinning room and I couldn't let go.

Three seconds.

The longest three seconds of my life.

Owen didn't flinch. Didn't pull away. Didn't make a sound. He stood perfectly still with my hand locked around his wrist and looked up at me—we were close enough that I could see the ring of darker brown around his irises, could count the freckles on the bridge of his nose, could feel his breath on my jaw—and waited.

Three seconds, and in those three seconds my body screamed at me to pull him closer, to put my face in his neck, to find the place where that scent was strongest and 
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