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        For everyone who helped me experience the world from a different view.

      

        

      
        “You are not in the mountains. The mountains are in you.”

        -John Muir
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        	Anchor—A point of attachment for a climbing rope, usually made with slings, runners or the rope itself. May be top-rope anchors, belay anchors or a protection piece mid-climb.

        	Belay—To keep a climber from falling too far by using friction on the rope. The system that stops a climber's fall. It includes the rope, anchors, belay device and the belayer.

        	Belayer—The person who manages the rope so as to catch the climber on the other end in case of a fall.

        	Bouldering—Climbing close to the ground without the use of a rope. Typically used for practicing traverses, weight transfers, and foot and hand placements. Can be done on boulders or at the base of a rock face.

        	Cam—Spring-loaded protection device that, when a trigger is pulled, the cams retract and can be inserted into cracks. When the trigger is released, the cams expand and lock into the crack. When properly placed in solid rock, a cam offers easily removable protection.

        	Camming—The act of rotating into place until wedged or tight.

        	Carabiner—Metal loop (usually aluminum) with a spring-loaded gate on one side used for connecting various parts of a climbing system.

        	Chalk—Carbonate of magnesium, or gymnasts' chalk, used to keep a climber's hands dry for better grip.

        	Chalk bag—Small pouch, usually with a drawstring closure, worn on the harness to hold climbers' chalk.

        	Clean—To remove protection as you second, or follow, a lead climber. Removing all climbing devices from the rock face.

        	Climber—The person climbing up the rock wall.

        	Crag—A small cliff, or the term for a climbing area.

        	Crux—The toughest move or sequence of moves on a climb.

        	Figure 8—Climbing knot woven in the shape of the number 8, typically used for tying the climbing rope to the climber's harness.

        	Grigri—The first popular belay device with an auto-locking mechanism to catch a climber's fall.

        	Harness—A webbing belt and leg-loop system that attaches a climber to a rope. Usually a seat harness for rock climbing.

        	Jam—To wedge a body part into a crack on a rock climb in order to put weight on it and move upward. Includes fingers, hands and feet.

        	Jug—Large, easily gripped hold. Also, to climb up a fixed rope using an ascender.

        	Lead—To be the first person on a climb, either clipping the rope into bolts or placing protection as you go.

        	Lower—The way in which a belayer brings a climber down from a climb by slowly letting rope out through the belay device.

        	Multi-pitch—A climb longer than one rope length.

        	Pitch—The length of a climb that can be protected by 1 rope length. A pitch is led by the lead climber and cleaned by the last climber.

        	Pumped—To be weakened or in pain (usually in the forearms) from a strenuous move or climb.

        	Rack—The selection of gear used for a climb. Also refers to a sling full of this gear.

        	Rappel—To descend a cliff or other height by lowering oneself on a fixed rope, with feet against the wall. Friction is placed on the rope, usually with a belay device, to keep the descent slow and controlled.

        	Route—The path or moves up a specific climb.

        	Smear—Climbing technique in which the sole of the shoe, plus proper weight over the feet, provides traction for moving upward.

        	Sport climbing—Rock climbing using pre-placed protection such as bolts or a top rope. Opposite of traditional climbing.

        	Top rope—A rope that is passed through a fixed anchor at the top of a climbing wall or cliff, with each end tied to the climber and the belayer at the bottom. A top rope (with a watchful belayer) ensures that the climber is always protected from falling too far, and is thus a good way to learn to climb. "Top-roping" is the term for this type of climbing.

        	Traditional or "trad"—Rock climbing using protection placed by the lead climber and removed by the second, as opposed to sport climbing, in which protection (bolts) is pre-placed.

        	Whipper—A long fall.
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      Blood dripped down my arm as I reached for the next hold. Once my fingers latched on to a spot high above my head, I gripped the rough rock tightly, and used my legs to push myself up. Only a few more movements and I’d be close to the top.

      This was the last pitch on Haute Peak, a special climb for Clif’s and my eighteenth birthday. It was the end of the afternoon and we’d been climbing all day—a gloriously long and exhausting day.

      The sun was high in the sky and I could feel every bit of its rays beating down upon me. The metal locket burned against my chest in the heat, stuck in the sweat that trapped it against my collarbone. It was a reminder of why I was pushing myself so hard. Six years ago, my twin brother Clif and I read about this mountain range in the Rockies. At the top were these flowers with blue thorns, and it was said to be the only place on Earth where they grew. We couldn’t articulate the actual name for them at the time, and argued over the pronunciation of the mountain range, so we decided to refer to it as the place where the blue thorns grow. We each got a necklace and wore them on every climbing trip—mine, a locket on a corded choker, with each side engraved as a reminder of why we’d never stop climbing. Not only was it a fun way to exhaust ourselves, but it was also the only way to achieve the one dream we’d ever really had.

      Climbing was our only obsession. While classmates played basketball, ran track, and partied on the weekends, we climbed every free moment we could.

      Sweat fell from my forehead, the blue bandana not enough to hold it all. My mouth opened as I grunted, and I pulled myself up with another rough move. I almost wanted to cringe at the salty taste of the sweat as it fell into my open mouth, but the slightest wrong movement could cause me to fall. Sure, I was climbing on toprope, but when it came to achieving our goals out on the rock, falling was never an option. I’d force myself to push through at any cost.

      A large, black spider crawled across the rock in front of my face. Rather than screaming and seizing up, I simply brushed it away with my elbow, since my forearm was too tight to work right. The muscles in my forearms were tightening, and my fingers were beginning to move with less ease.

      I didn’t even feel the sting of pain, and wouldn’t have known anything had happened if it weren’t for the small droplets of blood forming around my elbow. I had brushed my elbow across the rock wall a little too hard. I’d deal with it later, since there were more pressing matters to tend to first. At least the spider was gone.

      The only time I wasn’t afraid of spiders was when I was on the wall. I’d touch and eat as many spiders as necessary in order to keep going up.

      Luckily, eating them was never necessary.

      My legs shook and my forearms were so pumped that I thought I’d surely lose my grip at any moment. The toes of my climbing shoes were barely perched on a tiny crevice in the rock wall—a little pebble tasked with holding my entire weight in the air.

      Reaching a spot with a large crack, I wrapped one hand around the edge of the fissure and leaned back, shaking out the other arm. Relief skittered through me as the numbness began to leave my forearm, the cool sensation flowing through me like ice water on a hot summer’s day.

      I switched hands and repeated the motion with the other arm, back and forth until I felt as though my body had a chance at making it up the last several feet.

      My mother’s voice carried down to me as she called out my name, cheering me on. Her soft tone comforted me, knowing she was there, waiting for me and supporting me, was a balm on my weary soul.

      My parents have always been our biggest supporters. Because of them, Clif and I were bouldering before we could even walk. Literally. One day, when Mom and Dad were climbing in the garage that had been converted into a small and private home gym, they sat us in a small playpen in the middle. We’d somehow climbed out, and by the time they saw us, we were both a few holds up the boulder. Ever since then, nothing could, or ever would, stop us from climbing.

      Tightening my left hand around the edge of the crack, I leaned to the right, lifted my left leg in the air, braced the toe of my climbing shoe into the break, and used every muscle I had to lift myself up. I pushed myself up fast and used my right hand to grab the next indentation in the wall.

      I was now one move away from the top. You can do this, Cam, I thought, giving myself a little internal pep talk as I reached my shaking hand upward.

      My heart pounded as my fingers grasped around the top of the rock. Heaving myself up, my toes dug into the rock face as I climbed, pressing my forearm on top of the ledge to give myself some extra leverage. I hauled my body over the rim, and my face met the dirt as I lifted my left leg and swung it over. Using my knee to brace myself, I quickly rolled onto my side and felt the hot dirt on my scorching skin, not even bothering to care about the jagged rocks protruding against uncomfortable areas.

      My tired body panted as I tried to regain my breath. I did it. I’d climbed Haute Peak. I twisted my tired lips into a euphoric smile, and I no longer cared about the sun continuing to bake my skin.

      I made it. One more thing to cross off mine and Clif’s bucket list before we’d someday set out to tackle the place that drove our dreams.

      A hand gripped my upper arm and I looked up to see my mother’s smiling face filled with pride. This was another big training climb for the Carbolitas, and we were going to finish it together, just like all the other ones. In a short matter of time, we’d be one step closer to our goal.

      The four of us were to all climb the Carbolitas together some day. We’d continue this life of adventure the same way we started it—as a family. We’d grown up in the climbing world. The long drives on the road to the outdoor climbing gorges, rainy nights camping in tents on the cold and wet ground, the blisters, cuts and other injuries that all accompanied this life, and we loved every moment of it.

      Lifting my elbow to check it out, I saw a thin stream of blood trailing down my arm, mingling with the sweat there. I peeled the bottom half of my shirt away from my stomach and used that to wipe up as much as I could. I’d need to ask my mom for a Band-Aid, she always insisted on carrying a small first aid kit just for this reason.

      Turning over, I propped myself up on my other elbow with my chin in my hand, and watched as my dad belayed my brother on the last leg of this multi-pitch route. He fed the rope through the carabiner and threw the slack off to the side, letting it pool on the ground near his feet. He was harnessed to the tree near the edge, so he could safely belay from a more comfortable position without falling.

      I jumped up to my feet to watch my brother, still attached to my own rope as it trailed behind me. A grin spread wide across my face as I neared and saw the messy patch of wild brown hair pop up over the edge of the cliff and into view. Clif’s head glanced up and his deep brown eyes met mine. He threw his head back and a grin lit up his face.

      Attaching my harness to the same tree as my dad, I returned Clif’s victory smile. This was the greatest thing we could have ever done for our eighteenth birthday. It was a day to remember.

      I looked over at my mom, who was harnessed to the other tree a few feet away, grinning. The feeling of euphoria at having completed such a feat was filling us all and we were seeing the world through rose-tinted glasses.

      The view from here was astounding. So many people lived their lives in cubicles and rush hour traffic. I had no intention of living such a static life. I was born to fly.

      The climb up here was life changing, and the rappel down was going to be thrilling.

      “Wait,” my brother called. He reached for his harness and unhooked the sling carabiners. He attached them to the trad anchor and leaned back to test the weight. Once satisfied it would hold, he let go and hung in the air while dad sighed.

      “Take me off belay,” Clif said. “I want to rappel from here without having to detach from the rock.”

      His unwillingness to set foot on the top of any great ascent until we’d done the Carbolitas was the one thing that drove Dad crazy. It was quite funny to see Dad get all flustered every time, even though we all knew to expect it by now.

      “Let me get a picture.” Clif reached behind him to his chalk bag and pulled out his phone. He twisted around slightly, just enough to be able to get all of us in the picture, all the cams and cowbells attached to his harness clanking against each other. He’d cleaned the route on the way up so he could have a smooth rappel without stopping to clear on the way down.

      Pulling it up to his face, he turned it to selfie mode and smiled. “Son,” Dad warned. “Be careful.”

      “Say Carbolitas!” Clif said.

      “Carbolitas!” we all repeated through our smiling, clenched teeth.

      Once the camera clicked, indicating the picture had been taken, the sound of scraping rock echoed through the air and my body stilled. The sound of dread. The sound that no climber ever wanted to hear on a climb. Clif spun back around to face us. I caught my brother’s eyes once again, as the world beneath him fell away. It was the last moment our eyes would ever meet.

      The world stopped in that moment, and we were suspended in a bubble of terror as our worst fears came true. Our worst nightmare come to life.

      His hands gripped the top of the ledge, but the gravelly rock crumbled in his hands. His body jerked as his feet tried in vain to find purchase, but it was a lost cause.

      Everything happened so fast, and it took a few precious seconds for our bodies to catch up to our brains.

      My mother screamed, and my dad rushed forward as Clif began to fall back. I rushed forward too and reached out, just slow enough not to be able to grab anything but the locket that hung from his neck as it flew up in the air while he was falling back.

      Dad grasped his fingers, but they continued to slide through, still slippery from the sweat and chalk he accumulated during the climb. The trad device was fully out of the rock face now, falling down with the rope trailing after it. He grabbed the rope, but that was no help.

      The chain attached to the locket broke from around his neck, and I watched in utter terror as he fell with no piece of climbing gear left to catch his fall.

      I collapsed on the ground and reached over the ledge as far as the sling attached to my harness would allow. I threw my hand out, trying to grab him, but it was too late. He was too far down, and gravity was going to win this last fight once and for all.

      I watched the light leave his eyes until he was too far down to see. All our memories over the years, our time spent together, all the moments we’ve shared, now existing nowhere but in my own memories.

      My screams echoed in my ears, and my ability to push to my feet crumbled, as did my mind. My mom’s wails carried an anguished dissonance, her chest caving in as all tension left her body. My dad, losing his own fight with gravity, collapsed in the dirt beside me. We were helpless to do anything but break.
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        7 years later

      

      

      Buzzing crackled over the loudspeaker as the announcement came through. “Good afternoon, Rayel shoppers. Today we are having a surprise flash sale! Get your hands on our big four-for-two special in the soap aisle. Pick any two soaps and get two more free. Available while supplies last.”

      Yup, that was my life now. Herding the mob of customers—or, I’m sorry, guests—as they rushed to get their soaps. It was at least better than the nine-to-five desk job I’d gotten out of over two and a half years ago. This one allowed far more schedule flexibility.

      “Cameron,” a voice called through the walkie-talkie on my hip. Sam was pretty much the only one around here who insisted on calling me by my full name. I hated it. “Please come to the front desk to work on returns before your shift ends.”

      Groaning, I slid the handheld, computerized item-scanning device—or PDA, as we not so affectionately called them—into my belt holster and pushed my cart to the backroom. After leaving a note on the cart, labeling it as stock that still needed to be placed back onto the shelves, I made my way to the service desk in the front of the store.

      “Hey, Pete,” I acknowledged as I approached, and leaned forward with my elbows on the counter. He greeted me with a smile, his dark blond hair moving slightly with the tilt of his head. His eyes were as dark as ever, peppered with flecks of amber, as he peered at me through his glasses, making the butterflies that lay dormant in my stomach flutter to life. He was adorably handsome, and I never failed to notice that over the last two and a half years that I’d been working with him.

      I’d had a crush on him for a while now, but my main focus had always been on climbing the Carbolitas. I’d tried relationships, but they only got in the way. Real relationships were too time consuming and no guy I’d dated wanted anything to do with this climber life. For now, the only guys I regularly talked to were my climbing partners, which was usually just about climbing, and Pete, who helped me keep my sanity during the retail life work days.

      “Morning, Cam.” He knew how much I hated to be called by my full name, which was something the manager, Sam, didn’t care about at all, as evidenced by how he called me up here. I was grateful to Pete for caring enough to remember.

      “Cameron!”

      Speak of the devil. I spun around and saw Sam walking straight toward me.

      “I need you to make sure the returns get put back before you leave,” he ordered. He stopped in front of me, standing with his back straight, his hands in his pockets. I was pretty sure his favorite hobby was to find the one thing that would tick a person off, and use it against them every chance he could. He had certainly found mine.

      I looked over at the full cart of items, and then down at my wristwatch. Fifteen minutes. I could make that happen.

      “You got it, Cameron?”

      My head snapped up and I saluted him. “Got it, Samuel.”

      He looked at me with his favorite pissed off look, really the only look he ever seemed to have, but I was pleased with myself. A grin threatened to break through, but I tamped it down.

      My twenty-fifth birthday was coming soon, and I didn’t plan on sticking around here that long. I had bigger things to accomplish.

      As Sam walked away, I let out a breath and moved behind the service desk with Pete, before pulling the walkie-talkie off my hip and calling Caroline, who happened to be walking back right then.

      “Hey, Caroline,” I called to her. “Here’s a cart of returns for you to get through.” I grabbed the handle and wheeled the cart out to her.

      She looked at me and I shrugged. “Sam’s orders,” I said, which wasn’t entirely a lie. He only said to get it done, he didn’t specify how.

      As she walked away, I joined Pete behind the service desk, turned around, and leaned back with my elbows against the counter. The clock above ticked on, and I was pretty sure it was broken. For some reason, the clock at work moved much slower than any other clock I’d ever seen. Twelve minutes to go now, when I felt like I should’ve left over an hour ago.

      “You going to the park again?” he asked, catching my attention, and I turned to see him giving me a knowing look. Not a bad look, not an accusative look, just a look that said he knew what I was going to be up to and he wouldn’t judge me for it. That was one of the many things I liked about him, he didn’t judge me. Everyone else was all, “You really risk your life on a string of floss?” No, Karen, I risk my life attached to a climbing rope and a belayer. There’s a difference. I didn’t know what the hell everyone else flossed their teeth with, but I sure didn’t stick a 9.5mm wide, hundred-foot long rope in between my teeth.

      I shrugged. “May as well get in some light bouldering.”

      Pete knew about my climbing ambition and encouraged it. Hell, last year he even bought me a new pack to carry all my gear in. It was one of the best birthday presents I ever received.

      Normally, I’d hide away on my birthday and try to forget why I didn’t have a brother to share it with. I’d lock myself away from the world, staying in my apartment. I’d turn off all the lights, light some candles, and sit in the dark with the candles flickering. Sad music would play to drown out my thoughts as I stared at the wall, withdrawing from the world.

      Two years ago, Pete had come by. When I didn’t answer the door, the little shit tried the window. He found me huddled in a corner by the couch and held me while I cried in his arms. We stayed like that the rest of the night. He found out then why I was now an only child, and made it a point to ensure the next birthday, and all the ones after, would be a good experience. It was then I realized I had feelings for him, but he was an all-around nice guy to everyone and I didn’t want to read into anything.

      Plus, when he was holding me, he was wearing the same brand of watch that Clif always wore, a Garmin one that was nearly indestructible. At least, it survived the fall. Clif wore that damn thing everywhere and when I saw the same one on Pete’s wrist, I began balling even harder. I couldn’t remember if I’d told him about it, but I never saw him wear that watch again.

      Then, on my last birthday, he didn’t give me the chance to lock myself away. He showed up bright and early that morning and made me breakfast against my wishes. It was the best pancakes, eggs, and bacon I’d ever had. He got me out of my apartment and we walked through the park, talking. We people watched and made up stories for everyone we saw. We pet all the dogs we passed then got the best gelato in town. Later, he presented me with the new pack. It was amazing. It’s still in great condition too.

      “So, your birthday is coming up soon. What are we going to do this year?” He looked at me expectantly. He anticipated spending my birthday with me all over again as a repeat of last year. Well, the last two years, but the first one wasn’t planned. I really should’ve come up with some sort of excuse by now.

      He knew what I was training for, that I was going to leave some day to make it happen. He just didn’t know that it was going to happen on this upcoming birthday, and this would actually be my second to last day at Rayel’s. I knew if I told him, he’d follow me despite any protest I’d give. He’d done some climbing and was in good shape, but he wasn’t ready for this, and I didn’t want to be responsible for him putting his life on the line. Even the most experienced climbers made mistakes, and I couldn’t live with myself if something were to happen to him as a result of him supporting me.

      “I have some ideas in mind,” I answered with a shrug. Which was true—just most likely not any of the ideas he had in mind, or anyone’s mind for that matter.

      Checking the clock, I pushed myself off the counter, pulled out the spray bottle and roll of paper towels from underneath, and proceeded to wipe down the register. As I was finishing, I waved at Sadie, who was just walking into the store for her shift. Pete still had another hour to go, but my time was up. The outdoors were calling, and I wasn’t going to keep them waiting.

      “Welp, my time is up. I’ll see you later,” I said. I didn’t want to say goodbye to him, so I decided to run instead before he could try to make any plans for this weekend that I wouldn’t be able to commit to. It was safer for him if he didn’t follow.

      Tossing the used paper towels in the trash can and the spray bottle back underneath the counter, I hurried on down the hall to where the time clock was and punched out. Grabbing my jacket off the hook and tossing it over my shoulders, I pushed my way through the back door and out into the sunshine.

      The sun felt nice on my face, a huge relief from the overly air-conditioned building. I approached my car and took the jacket off my shoulders since it wouldn’t be needed after all, and threw it into the passenger side of the car.

      Jumping into the driver’s seat, I shut the door, started up Mendy, my Chevy Malibu, and high-tailed it out of the parking lot. It was only about a ten minute or so drive to my favorite bouldering spot. Turning onto the dusty, unpaved road, I drove a little farther until I reached my spot with the large boulder about ten feet high, set a little bit away from the climbing wall that ran the length of the park which most climbers frequented. There were other large bouldering spots randomly placed around, but this one was perfect for the middle of the day. It had the morning heat to keep the rock comfortable in the afternoon, but the afternoon shade made it so it didn’t to fry you to a crisp.

      I came to a stop and turned off the engine. There was no sign of anyone else around, so I pulled my bag from the back seat and quickly, uncoordinatedly, changed clothes.

       Throwing off my shirt and tossing it to the back seat, I left my sports bra on and threw a light blue racerback shirt over top of it. Tugging down the khaki pants, I quickly replaced them with black stretchy shorts. I attached the carabiner with the car key onto my strap and tucked it down into my sports bra, then opened the door and got out.

      My phone buzzed from the back seat, and I pulled it out and answered. “Hey, Mom,” I greeted. She liked to randomly check up on me, especially since I didn’t do a very good job with keeping her updated on my life.

      “Hi, sweetie. What’s up?” My mom’s voice sounded sweet through the phone.

      I’m up, that’s what. At least, I’m about to be up on this boulder. “Not much, just hanging around,” I hedged. She didn’t need to know how literally I meant that.

      “How’s work?” she asked, searching for information.

      The question I was dreading. I never did tell her that I quit my office job and started working retail. I needed more time for climbing and by leaving I made it happen. “It’s good,” I answered as vaguely as possible. Keep the answers short and simple, and there may be a chance this could be over soon.

      “Have you considered looking into any promotions at work, and moving into a higher position?” She wasn’t very subtle on the direction she wanted my life to take. Constantly climbing the corporate ladder wasn’t exactly on my list of priorities. Now, climbing my favorite mountain range in the world, that sure was.

      “I’ve considered some, but right now I’m just enjoying what I do.” I cringed. That response wouldn’t be what she wanted to hear.

      “You need to think about your future. Do you have a ten-year plan? Or at the very least, a five-year plan? We’ve gone over this.”

      “Mom,” I groaned. There was a bee flying to a nearby flower that suddenly became very fascinating. Its little wings beat frantically until it touched down on the soft purple petals and proceeded to collect the pollen. It was a honeybee, harmless and more interested in flowers than in people.

      “You’re about to turn twenty-five. You need to have a plan. Work hard, make money, and find a guy and settle down. You need to decide where your life is going. These are things you should’ve already figured out.” There it was. The main reason she called. If she remembered the pact Clif and I made years ago, then she knew this would be the critical time to try and derail any plans I still may have in place.

      I answered with silence, mostly because I was trying to contain the anger boiling up inside of me. Ever since Clif died, she’d thrown herself into her work, completely neglecting the family she had left. Hell, I couldn’t even entirely blame Steve, my father, for abandoning us, since Mom kind of did so first, but I held them both at fault. I was the only one who didn’t curl up into a ball and pretend that nothing ever happened. I broke, I healed with eternal scars, and I kept moving.

      “Why can’t I enjoy my life? Have a job that I look forward to every day, and simply be happy?” I challenged her. Normally I would just keep tight-lipped, but I was leaving soon for the biggest adventure of my life. No one was going to stand in my way, especially not those who’d forever given up.

      “Because ‘having fun’ won’t take you anywhere. You gotta know where you want to go and make sure you get there. You need to work hard and have a plan for your life.” Her words echoed the same thing she’d been drilling into my head over the last seven years.

      The only plan I had for my life was the Carbolitas. I never once thought about what would happen after. Whether or not I even lived to decide on what to do with my life afterwards, I didn’t care. That was my only goal, and I didn’t distract myself with possibilities of what may or may not be. All I wanted to do was try. The promise I’d made Clif was not going to be thrown away like tomorrow’s broccoli recall.

      “I do have a goal, and I’m going to get there,” I answered in a low and determined voice, ready to see if she could tell what I was really referring to.

      There was silence on the phone, and I had a feeling she knew what I was talking about, but it didn’t matter anymore.

      “You’re not climbing, are you?”

      Yup, there it was.

      “I told you. I have a goal, and I’m going to get there,” I repeated, not bothering to be vague anymore.

      “Cameron—”

      “My name is Cam,” I interrupted her. “And you know why. You and Steve are the ones who introduced us to climbing, to this life. You raised us in it since before we could walk. And now you’re trying to take it away.”

      “He’s still your father, no matter how far away he might be. He raised you and deserves the respect of being called Dad.”

      “Burying your heads in work or hookers’ vaginas won’t erase the fact that he existed. And it sure as hell won’t make me stop climbing just because you did.”

      “You know full well why we all stopped climbing—”

      “No, you stopped climbing. You and Steve stopped climbing. You both stopped trying at everything in general. Just because you guys forgot how to live—forgot that he ever lived—doesn’t mean I have to as well.”

      The line was silent and I breathed heavily. A small sob drifted to my ear, and I felt a pang of guilt rattle in my chest. The rawest truth always hurt the most.

      “You know why. Climbing, our drive to push you guys, is what got him killed. Do you really want to end up like he did? Six feet under after a closed casket funeral? For me to lose my only other child that way?” Mom argued.

      “This isn’t about you. This is about me. This is about him and honoring his memory. You know full well that he wouldn’t have wanted us to turn out this way and clash so much. We used to be happy. We used to be a family.”

      There was silence on the phone, and after a few moments, I hung up. I was done. Nothing could change my mind about what I was going to do. If she wanted to stop me, then she was going to have to go to the Carbolitas herself. Then she’d have to follow me up, and end up doing the climb herself, because I wasn’t going to back down. I wasn’t going to let someone else’s fears pull me down to her level. I was going to do this, even if it killed me.

      I tossed my phone through the car window and onto the back seat. I didn’t need any more distractions than I already had. What I needed was for my head to be in the right space.

      I rounded the car to the back and popped the trunk. Looking inside, I pulled the tube of sunscreen out of the side pocket of my bouldering bag and slathered up. Once I felt covered enough, I tied the chalk bag around my waist, grabbed my climbing shoes, and approached the wall. 

      I stood there for a moment, shaking out my hands and arms while I looked up at the massive bouldering wall, trying to map out my first boulder problem.

      Once I got it, I sat down on the ground, took my tennis shoes and socks off, and slipped into my climbing shoes. After lacing them up to a snug fit, I stood up, blew out a breath, and stepped forward.

      Reaching out, I wrapped my hands around the first handhold, keeping my thumbs together. I started low, bringing my feet onto the wall, and scrunched my body together.

      I arched myself back and then pulled forward, propelling myself up in a dyno move. Grabbing on to my next hold, I swung my feet until they found purchase, and dug my toes into the small ridge of stone.

      A couple more moves like this, and I’d reached the top. Pulling myself up and over the lip of the ledge, I topped out. I swung my body to the side and plopped my butt down, and hung my legs over the ledge, looking out. I loved it up here. This was my favorite spot to boulder, because it had the best view from the top. It was a great place to watch the sunset. It was still too early for that though, since there were still a few more hours to go.

      I blew my lips out in a raspberry and lay backward, resting my back against the heated rock. Lifting my eyes, I looked up at the sky and watched the clouds pass by. I couldn’t wait for the day I could feel like I could touch them again. That was one of the things I loved about the Rockies, hiking and climbing through the clouds. Climbing was the closest I’d ever come to flying.

      Only one more day. My twenty-fifth birthday was coming up soon and I was getting ready to head out. In a couple days, I’d finally leave my life behind. I’d graduated college, much to my mother’s pleasure, but it was not what I’d wanted.

      She’d pushed for me to get a degree in business management, claiming that being independent and making my own money was the way to go in life, so I tried college her way but it was miserable. I left behind the life she expected, and got a job that allowed more flexible hours for climbing.

      I never told my mom that I still climbed, but I was pretty sure she knew on some level. She was never the same after Clif died. That was the day our whole world changed, and my family’s dreams died with my brother. The day my family stopped trying to live, and focused only on surviving, even if it was slowly killing them from the inside out.

      My dad left. He couldn’t deal with the heartbreak of losing his son. He blamed himself, saying he was the one who had set the anchor and that he didn’t do it right. That he should’ve been able to stop his fall, catch him, and pull him back up toward safety.

      He turned to alcohol and left us. He found a new family and only called once a year. I dreaded that phone call every year.

      My mother locked herself away from the world, and tried to get me to do the same.

      The new life she wanted me to have wasn’t enough for me, and I was too stubborn to lay down and accept it. I still had one unfinished dream. No matter what, I would accomplish it. Not only for Clif, but for myself as well. It definitely wouldn’t be for the rest of my broken family.

      I was just contemplating what to do next, or rather, which boulder problem to work on next, when the sound of tires on gravel interrupted my thoughts. It was early afternoon on a Tuesday, no one else should be here.

      Sitting up, I crossed my legs and looked out at the white jeep coming down the gravel path, and I smiled. It was Pete’s car. He’d only been out here a handful of times. He was never much of a climber, but he still tried when he could and the guy loved to learn. He spent a lot of time chatting everyone up, coworkers and customers alike, trying to learn all he could about their hobbies and professions. He was like a sponge that could never soak up enough.

      I didn’t know what more he could possibly learn from me; I never did anything new. That never stopped him from showing up though.

      I watched as the jeep came to a stop beside my car and he got out, bearing food. He had a paper bag from a fast food joint and a drink carrier with two drinks.

      “I brought lunch,” he called out to me from the ground. His eyes were the color of the earth after a torrential downpour, with glistening leaves poking through. He gazed around until he found me perched on top of the boulder.

      “Bring it on up here,” I challenged. I’d love to see him get up on top of this boulder. It would be difficult with the food and drinks, but still, I wanted to see it.

      I had a mischievous side that liked to watch people squirm. There were climbers at the gym who would climb with one arm, one foot, or even no arms once—that was impressive to see. Challenges always excited me.

      I laid down flat on my stomach and reached my arms out as far as I could, and he stood on tiptoes, stretching his arms toward me. He was a tall guy, so his height helped, but not enough to lift the food and drinks up to me.

      Setting the drinks on the ground, he folded down the top of the food bag, tied a rubber band around it, and tossed the bag up. I caught it with ease and set it off to the side, then looked back down to see what he would do next.

      He picked up a drink in one hand and pressed his sneakered foot against the rock for leverage. Pressing up, he managed to gain just enough height for me to reach the drink and pull it to safety, before repeating the move with the second drink.

      “Now that I’ve got the food and drinks,” I said with a smile, “how about you get yourself up here to enjoy them with me, yeah?”

      “I will, just give me a moment to figure this out.” He stepped back and placed his hands on his hips. He glared at the wall like it was an unexpected bump during tax season.

      I pointed out the route that would give him the most ease, and he managed to make it up, grunting the whole way as though it was much harder than it really was.

      He liked to pretend he was terrible at climbing, but he had far fewer difficulties than most other beginners. He’d even been showing up to the climbing gym a little bit more often the last few months.

      His hand popped over the edge and I went to grab his arm to help him up. My hands wrapped around his bicep and I could feel the flexing muscle beneath. Catching my breath and remaining calm like the pro I am, I helped guide him up and over.

      Once we were sitting side by side, he reached over for the bag and pulled out a couple of burgers. “I know you haven’t had a proper meal today—well, nothing but coffee—so I thought you could use this.” He handed me a burger. “Some fuel for your climbs.”

      I took the burger with a small and awkward side smile.

      “And yes, I know what’s coming up. Now,” he bit into his burger and continued to talk around a mouthful of food, “how are we going to celebrate? Have you thought about what you want to do?”

      “I know what I want to do,” I answered. “I want to climb the Carbolitas.” I added a shrug, as though it were the most every day thing to say.

      He gave me an odd but thoughtful look, and swallowed the food in his mouth. “Okay,” he responded, and took another bite out of his burger. I had a feeling he may be trying to hint at something since he brought this up again today, but I was going to stick to avoidance if it meant keeping him out of harm’s way.

      I bumped his shoulder and he bumped mine back. We sat in silence for a while, just eating and enjoying each other’s company.

      “What are your plans for tomorrow? You’re off work, right?” he inquired.

      “Yeah, I think I’m going to relax at home some and then hit up the gym with the guys,” I answered in between mouthfuls of food. “They set some new routes I want to try.”

      “Did you bring your rope with you? I could belay you on some routes if there’s any here you want to work on today,” he offered.

      I smiled at him. He was always willing to help. “I’m good, I think today is just a bouldering day. I’ll take it easy, while still working on technique.”

      He nodded, and we finished off our burgers, both halfway lost in thought.
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      “Take!” I called to Ryan below, who was belaying me. Feeling the rope go taut, I let go of the holds, leaned back, and enjoyed the feeling of weightlessness as I was lowered to the ground.

      Taking advantage of my airborne moments, I looked at my friends below me in the near-empty gym. Ryan, Carson, and J.D. tasked themselves with staying here as late as I wanted, so I could get in as much climbing as possible. We’d been pushing ourselves hard for the last several hours, and somewhere along the way they’d all ended up shirtless. The benefit of climbing with guys—ogling their sculpted torsos. Downside to climbing with guys—if they caught you ogling their sculpted torsos.

      Once my feet landed on the rocks covering the floor near the climbing walls, Ryan loosened the rope and unhooked it from his carabiner. I undid the double figure eight knot and let it go. Ryan pulled the rope from his end, and it quickly went up and through the chains, before falling into a heap on the floor, the booming sound echoing in the deserted gym.

      It was fifteen minutes until closing and we were the last ones here. Normally, my main girl friend, Jenna, would be here with me until closing time, but she had to take care of things with taking time off from her job and getting packed up for the trip. Jenna had such positive energy that she always put a smile on my face and I could use some of that right now.

      “So, the big day is coming up,” Carson spoke up from my side, his hazel eyes sparkling in the chalk-filled air. “Have you told anyone yet? Aside from us, I mean?”

      “No, no one except Pete. At least, not that it’s happening right now. And no one can know, they’ll just try to stop me,” I said. It’d happened too many times. Whenever I brought up climbing mountains, peaks, gorges, etc., I’d get an unwelcome lecture on why it was always best to tether my mind and stay inside the box. Even my mother, who always colored her life outside the lines, now worshipped the barriers she made to bind her.

      He nodded. “I know your relationship with your parents is... complicated, to say the least.”

      “That’s for sure,” I huffed. That was greatly understated, but I didn’t like to talk about it too much. There was never a point in relentless complaining over things you could never do anything about.

      “You guys all packed up and ready to go?” I asked, wanting to make sure everything was in order.

      “Yup,” Carson replied. “Aside from our gym gear here, we have everything loaded up into our cars. We’ll be there getting everything situated with the rangers, and awaiting your presence.” He gave me my favorite toothy grin, his eyes lighting up in the process.

      Right then, my chalk bag buzzed. Sliding the strap around my waist, I reached for the pouch, unzipped it, and pulled out my phone. I looked at the screen and groaned.

      Once a year, a few days or weeks before my birthday, Steve would call. Ever since he bailed on my mom and I years ago, I could no longer refer to him as a father, and chose to use his actual name instead. Forgiveness was a tough thing to give at times and I wasn’t excelling at it.

      Now, the only communication he would have with me was one phone call a year. It was his fatherly duty, and this way he could also avoid acknowledging Clif’s birthday too. This way he could pretend he had one kid, play father of the year for a few minutes, and then disappear into his new wife’s fuck cave.

      “Yeah,” I answered with a tinge of annoyance. It was sad how far apart we’d all gotten, and my hope for our reconciliation had run out.

      “Hey, kiddo,” he slurred on the other end. He always slurred during his phone calls with me. “I just wanted to say happy birthday to you.”

      “Thanks,” I managed to get out through gritted teeth.

      “How are you doing? Any plans?” he garbled.

      I rolled my eyes. Normally I’d play along, but my patience was running pretty thin right now. Couple that with the excitement and anxiety of where I was about to go in a few days, I knew I probably shouldn’t trust my mouth to run on its own.

      “You know what this weekend is, Steve.” The other end of the line was silent. I’d given up on him so many years ago. I thought of him only as a guy who abandoned his family when they needed him the most, and I refused to call him by anything other than his name.

      Before I could control the word vomit, I continued, “It’s my birthday. Not today, but you know it’s coming up soon. And not only my birthday, but Clif’s birthday as well.” Only silence greeted me. “I know you can hear me; you haven’t hung up yet. You may have forgotten about your only son and abandoned the rest of your family as though they were dirt on the bottom of your shoe, but I’m done pretending with you. You know full well whose birthday it is. But don’t worry. I don’t expect you to actually remember him or anything.”

      “Cameron—”

      “You know better than to call me that.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I know, it’s not fair to you.” Sobs carried down the line and into my ear, startling me. Both my parents sobbing on the phone within twenty-four hours of each other was something new. “I know what you... and your brother had planned for this weekend. I just thought... that maybe... you wouldn’t carry on with it. On your own.”

      I may have crossed a line. I didn’t intentionally want to hurt people, but when you were hurting yourself, it was hard to think clearly.

      “I’m not going to be on my own, Steve,” I sighed. “I’m going to be with the few people in my life I can count on. They’re more family than you or Mom have been in these last seven years.”

      “Cam—”

      “Don’t,” I interrupted with a stern tone. “You’re a drunk who abandoned his family at the worst possible time.” Tears began to collect in my eyes and a lump started to form in my throat. “Nothing you say will make it okay, because nothing you say is ever true. It’s not okay, it never will be okay.” The first tear spilled over and ran down my cheek. My voice began to crack as I carried on, “this was supposed to be a family adventure. It’s what we all wanted. It’s what Clif wanted. I don’t give a damn about your self-pity.” With that, I hung up the phone and tossed it over to the squishy section of the mats.

      “You okay?” Ryan asked, even though I’m sure he knew full well I was, in fact, not at all okay.

      An arm slid around me and I looked up into Carson’s hazel eyes, which were striking against his dark brown hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. His green bandana was wrapped around his head, making his eyes stand out even more. He was so beautiful, and I loved the way he looked at me. Climbing was a dangerous sport, and I had to have people I could trust with my life. Somehow, I’d quickly found that with these guys. I shrugged. “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”

      “Ten minutes before closing. You want to run up once more or so? Whip or send?” J.D.’s deep voice cut through my thoughts and I smiled. Getting my aggression out was the way to go. I seemed to have a very short fuse lately.

      With a deep breath, I took one end of the rope and tied a figure eight onto the harness, while J.D. hooked the other end into his carabiner and then onto his harness. “Ready?” he asked, and we examined each other’s work, assuring accuracy.

      “Ready,” I confirmed, and stepped up to the wall. Reaching my hands back and into the bag attached at my waist, I chalked up while I glanced up at the route I was about tackle. It was a 5’12, one of the hardest grades in the gym.

      Giving my arms a slight shake, I blew out a breath and grabbed the starting holds, before placing my feet on the wall. I slowly climbed up; each movement precise. I hadn’t tried this route before, so every move was new to me.

      I reached, higher and higher, and pushed off with my legs farther up the wall. I was about halfway up when fatigue from the day began to creep over me. I grabbed on to a jug hold with one hand and crouched with my knees pulled up, hanging like a monkey as I took turns shaking out each forearm. Several seconds later, I continued.

      Once I was over three quarters of the way, I was running on fumes. The anchors dangled a few feet above my head, teasing me. This was a whip or send. Either I would successfully complete the route in one go, or I’d fall and take a whipper on the route. Whichever way, I was going to give it my all.

      Using the last of my energy, I gave it all I had and burst upward.

      I was reaching for the hold just above the anchors when my forearm pulsed and my hand slipped. I fell downwards. It was over in mere moments, but it felt like half a lifetime.

      The rope pulled taut and I was jerked to a stop, dangling midair.

      “Nice one, Cam,” J.D. called from below.

      “You said whip or send, right?” I called down to him.

      “That I did.” He grinned at me. “You good?”

      I gave a double thumbs-up, which was as awkward as possible because my forearms no longer wanted to cooperate. “I’m good.”

      I dropped my arms to my side as I was slowly lowered to the ground, and laid back, spent.

      Carson knelt down next to my shoulder. “Feel any better?” he inquired.

      “Much,” I answered.

      “You kicked ass today. Well, actually, you kick ass every day, but especially today,” Ryan praised as he walked up, his feet stopping near my head. “The only time you fell tonight was on that last route.”

      “Yeah, well, there needs to be as few falls as possible now,” I muttered.

      “There will be. You got this. You got us,” J.D. added as he joined us, now free from his end of the rope. He knelt down to undo the double figure eight from my own harness, and once I was free, he began to pull the rope through the chains, so I was going to have to get up soon.

      “Here,” Carson said, as he reached for my hand. “I got you.” He pulled me up and lifted me into his arms.

      “Oh, I could get use to this,” I noted as I laughed.

      “That could be arranged.” His hazel eyes darkened, but before I could think too much on it, J.D. was calling, “Rope!” moments before it was cascading to the floor. We packed up, and I jumped into my car and headed back to my apartment after saying goodbye to my guys. The next time I would see them would be in two days. Hopefully the anticipation wouldn’t drive me insane before then.
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      The PDA in my hand beeped as I scanned every item.

      This was going to be my last night at Rayel’s and I couldn’t be more jittery. Knowing what the next morning held for me, I was overly excited to get home, attempt and fail at sleep, and then begin heading to the Carbolitas. I’d already spent weeks packing, unpacking, and then repacking everything. I had more supplies than I needed, especially since the first part of it—except the first night when we would be in tents—would be in a cabin with food we wouldn’t have to lug up ourselves.

      “Cameron!” Sam’s shrill voice cut through my mental positivity and straight to my bones. It was not a sound I would miss at all.

      “Did you get all the sales reports done? The signs made for next week? Orientation set up for the new team members?” He fired off the questions as he drew nearer to me, barely taking a breath in between each one.

      “Yes, yes, and yes,” I responded halfheartedly. Only a couple more hours to go until freedom, right after talking with HR. The countdown was on.

      “And Cameron?”

      I cringed. How bad would it really be to deck him right here and now? It might be frowned upon, and my chances of coming back to work here later on if needed would be slim to none, if I even came back here. But how much would it be worth it?

      “Yes?” I managed to get out through gritted teeth.

      “Sam, you’re needed at the front desk.” Pete’s voice crackled through the walkie-talkies on our hips and I threw up a silent prayer of gratitude.

      “Hold that thought,” he said, as he walked toward the front of the store.

      A few moments later, Pete emerged from behind a clothing rack, and I jumped in surprise.

      “What the…” My hand flew to my chest in shock. “Did you… I thought you… didn’t you just call Sam up to the front?” I stuttered out.

      “Yeah, I did.” He shrugged. “I’m sure someone will need him on the way up there. It’s a busy day today.”

      I laughed. I was going to miss Pete. I really wanted to tell him I was leaving, but I honestly had no idea how. Surely it couldn’t be as complicated as I made it out to be in my head.

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. Yup, it really was as complicated as I made it out to be in my head.

      “So,” he began, as he grabbed some items from my cart to put away, “how’s it going?”

      I smiled. He knew I thrived off of generic ‘how’s the weather’ conversations that never expected any real answers. The less you were obligated to dive into a person’s personal daily life, the better. It was the main reason why I avoided cashiering as much as possible. That, and the obligatory personal talk with strangers.

      “Doing good,” I responded. “Really, I am. I managed to send a new 5’12.” I grinned wide and rubbed my palms together.

      “Uh, remind me again what that means?” he asked, while placing a pair of sports bras on a nearby rack.

      “To send something means you get to the top of the route all in one go. Without having to take, or stop for a rest where the belayer is holding your weight. You get up there, to the top, all on your own.”

      “And 5’12 is one of the hardest types of routes in the gym, right?” he inquired.

      I smiled and nodded. He was catching on. It was pretty impressive, and I wasn’t impressed often.

      “Excuse me, uh, do you work here?” a female voice asked, interrupting our conversation, and we turned to look at her.

      Me, being the smartass that I always was while here, looked down at the nametag on my shirt. Then I looked up at her, and then back to the nametag.

      Granted, it wasn’t even my real name because I could never seem to stop losing mine and always had to use another name, but still. It had the Rayel’s logo. The Rayel’s name. Hell, the tag even said employee. I knew that question was more of an attention-getter, but it was still one of my biggest pet peeves here. And I had a lot of them.

      I must have ticked her off, because she gave me a look of utter disgust, pulled her purse strap higher up on her shoulder so it was practically on her neck, and waddled away. Once she was out of earshot, I busted out laughing. Pete, always the gentleman, chuckled lightly beside me.

      I slapped a hand to my stomach. “Oh, that was great.” I let out a sigh, then pondered, “Pete, why do I work with people? Remind me again.”

      “Because it was the best way for you to make money while having a flexible schedule, so you could still complete all your activities,” he answered without missing a beat.

      “That’s right. That’s why I’m here,” I said, as though it caused a light bulb to go off inside my head.

      Pete chuckled. It was a soft sound, one that would lift your soul on a rainy day. A chuckle that escaped through his perfect, deep pink lips. And his brown eyes that shone through his glasses. He really did have the prettiest eyes.

      I coughed, needing to get my brain back on track. “Alright, let’s bust out these returns, then it should be about time to call it quits,” I chirped, as I picked up a sweater and moved over to the section it went in.

      Together, we finished off the cart with plenty of time to spare. I was able to get into the HR office and let them know I was leaving. After doing an impromptu exit interview without much fuss, I managed to slip out of there without running into Sam.

      Happy with how well it went, I jumped up and skipped out of the office. Only five minutes to spare, and I wanted to at least say goodbye to someone first without actually saying goodbye. He was my biggest supporter, but I couldn’t live with myself if that support cost him his life.

      I peeked my head into the various offices and break room on my way to the main part of the store, before I found Pete in the last one. He was getting his stuff together, almost ready to clock out as well. “Hey, Pete,” I called, and he spun around on his heel to face me. “Have a good night, okay?”

      “Yeah, of course.” His dark eyes pierced me, as though searching for something. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just saying goodbye. Can’t a friend do that?”

      He looked skeptical and not at all convinced. I looked at the time clock, and it was exactly 7:00 p.m. I quickly punched in my employee number and clocked out. Turning around, I threw my arms around Pete.

      He wrapped his arms around me and whispered into my ear, “I’ll see you tomorrow though, right?” he asked.

      I nodded my head. “Yeah, I’ll see you later. Have a good night.” I let him go, and walked out the employee exit and into the night.
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      A buzzing sound jolted me from my sleep and my eyes flew open. I knew what would happen today, and I could barely sleep the night before, the anticipation was still coursing through me like crazy. I rolled over and hopped off the bed.

      I quickly changed into gray hiking pants and a black tank, threw on a light jacket, and hurried down the hall to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, I took out the pre-prepped ingredients and whisked them together, then poured it into a pan on the stove to make an omelette. It didn’t take long for the eggs to solidify into a near perfect omelet, and I turned off the stove and slid my breakfast onto a plate. I took out the final contents of the fridge—strawberries and a small carton of mango juice, and gobbled it all up.

      Doing all my last-minute morning business, I picked up my pack, slung it onto my back, and attached the connector straps around my chest and waist. I knotted my favorite light blue bandana around my neck and tied my hair up in a ponytail. I pulled the locket out of my shirt and opened it up, looking at the faces that gazed back at me. On the left was a family picture taken a year before Clif’s death. We’d just completed our hardest climb yet, and the chalk and dirt that covered our hands and faces attested to the adventure we’d been through. We wore our harnesses and we were all tied into our ropes. Our arms wrapped around each other in love and victory, our faces full of triumph of the past and hope for the future.

      On the right side of the locket was one of Clif and me. It was taken the day we’d decided to go after the Carbolitas climb. The day we’d made a pact that we would one day complete that climb together, no matter what. We’d promised each other to climb it, and not even death could stop us.

      

      This locket was mine. I’d moved it onto a chain so I could more easily play with it in times when I needed my brother. I still had Clif’s locket that I’d grabbed when he fell, the only part of him I could save that day. Wearing it around my neck always crippled me, the emotional pain making it difficult to move, so I tucked it away safely inside the side pocket of my pack.

      While most people I encountered in life wanted to bury their faces in the sand and pretend it was okay to forget about him, I refused to. Today, I would take another step closer to making sure our dream came true.

      With a flick of my fingers, I snapped the locket shut and tucked it back down into my shirt after pressing a kiss to the cool, silver exterior and whispering, “I will never forget,” while my thumb grazed the metal surface of the one in my pocket.

      I turned to face the front door, took a deep breath, and walked outside. The door closed behind me with a thud.

      I’d prepaid the rent for the next two months, so if I didn’t come back within that time, everything left inside was for the taking. All that remained was furniture and other unimportant belongings. I had all I needed currently on my back, and if I needed something else, I’d figure out how to acquire it. It was only a seven-hour drive from here, but it would be far enough.

      I stepped out into the dark, early morning, placed my pack and belongings in the trunk of the car, hopped into the driver’s seat, and started up the engine. At three-thirty in the morning, I left every part of my past in the broken rearview mirror, except for the locket around my neck.
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        * * *

      

      I’d been driving for a few hours when the fuel light came on. Pulling into the first gas station I saw, I got out and inserted the pump. I leaned my back against the car and waited, listening to the steady sound of the gas flowing.

      The noise of an engine of another vehicle pulling into the gas station caught my attention, and I turned to see an SUV pulling up alongside the pump on the other side of mine. The engine shut off, and two guys and a girl, who had light blue hair, got out. One of the guys began messing with the pump while the other two hurried inside the small convenience store.

      Once he got the nozzle in the gas tank, he leaned his back against the door, crossed his arms, and looked over at me. He threw me a smile, and I grinned in return with a nod of my head.

      “Good morning,” he greeted.

      “Good morning,” I replied.

      “You look like you’re ready for an adventure.” He tilted his head at my hiking attire, hiking boots, and bandana around my neck.

      “Heading to the Carbolitas for some climbing.” I shrugged, not wanting to get into the same old ‘climbing is dangerous’ comments that I was too used to.

      His eyes got wide. “No kidding?” He crossed his arms and continued, “So are we. The Taos section part of the west side.”

      “Guess I may see you around there,” I mused. It wasn’t uncommon for random climbers to meet and continue a climb together. I’d always loved meeting others from around the world, speaking the universal climber language of adventure.

      “You have climbing partners with you, right?” He glanced at the noticeably empty car.

      “Yeah, they’re meeting me there.” They headed there a day early to get things set up while I worked my last shift. I had no idea if I would ever see that place again. When it came to the Carbolitas, I had tunnel vision. There was a certain freedom in being able to escape to the mountains and never look back, without having any idea of what awaited ahead.

      It was my only goal. The only reason I didn’t have Internet, cable, a TV, a microwave, or buy anything I didn’t need for climbing or basic survival. Not that I was ever home to even use any of those things anyways, I was always out working or climbing. This was my life, and the last seven years had been dedicated to this, the biggest climb of my existence.

      My pump nozzle clicked, signaling the end of the gas flow, and I set it back in its holster before replacing the gas cap. “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing you there.” I gave a wave and headed into the small convenience store.

      After visiting the bathroom, I was washing my hands when the girl from the SUV went to the sink beside me. Getting a better look at her in the mirror, I noticed her fair skin. Her light blue hair shone bright under the fluorescent lights.

      “Hey,” I greeted, my attempt at a conversation. Since we’d be hiking in the same area, we were bound to bump into each other at some point soon anyway.

      She looked up and the light reflected off the stud in her eyebrow. “I hear you guys are headed in the same direction I am.”

      She smiled, showing a mouthful of perfectly white teeth. “Oh? You’re going to the Carbolitas too?”

      “Yup,” I answered with a smile.

      “That’s great, we haven’t found anyone else willing to try it.”

      “Neither have I,” I told her with a laugh. “Everyone else likes to jump right into lecture mode every time I mention it. So, I stopped mentioning it.”

      “Girl, same. But people tend to fear what they don’t understand.” She shrugged and turned off the water, before reaching for some paper towels. As she began to dry her hands, her jacket sleeve lifted up and I caught sight of a small pawprint tattoo on her wrist. “Most people prefer to live their lives with their feet on the ground. Others, like us, live to fly.”

      I turned my own water off and proceeded to dry my hands. “Right? I couldn’t even tell most people I was coming out here. I just put in a last minute notice at work, and then up and left.”

      “I get it,” she said. “I was so close to doing that too. Sometimes, I would love nothing more than to run away and climb. Hell, sometimes I do do that. Then show back up later on like nothing happened.” She wadded up her paper towels and tossed them into the trash can. “The important thing is that you don’t let them bring you down. Living your life on the ground is the worst thing that could happen to a climber.”

      I nodded in agreement and tossed out my own paper towels. “I’m Cam,” I introduced myself as I thrust out my hand.

      She grabbed on and shook it. I liked a girl with a firm, calloused handshake, and I was already looking forward to running into them again soon. “Carrie,” she replied. “Well, Cam, guess I’ll see you again soon.” She turned with a smile and left the bathroom.

      Once I was back in the car, I got on the highway and continued the journey.

      A few hours later, making the trip around seven or so hours total, I’d arrived and pulled into the small area where I was supposed to meet the others. As soon as I parked and turned off the car, Jenna came bounding up. I managed to get the door open just in time before I was engulfed in a tight hug.

      “Eeep! I’m so excited,” she gushed with a wide grin. I laughed and hugged her back.

      “Hey, you made it!” Carson’s voice rang out and I tilted my head to see him and J.D. approaching us. J.D. nodded in my direction.

      “Yup. Where’s Ryan?” I asked, trying to look around the mess of blonde hair that was still in my face. I coughed and spit some out in the process. Fighting the strands from getting into my mouth was a losing battle, but I finally managed to free myself from Medusa’s hair and step away from the car.

      Right then, arms wrapped around me from behind and I squeaked as I was lifted into the air.

      “You rang?” Ryan’s minty breath brushed my ear and reached my nose.

      “Hey, you.” I squirmed, bothered by the inability to grab onto anything since my arms were pinned down at my sides. I settled for gripping my pants at my thighs. One thing with climbers, we didn’t like to be up in the air without something to hold on to, even if that something was completely useless in holding us up.

      These guys had been my main climbing partners for four years now. Most people had come and gone, but they’d stuck around. Most of the time the guys climbed shirtless, which was a distraction. I had to force myself not to react. While my heart has been so focused on this one goal in my life, my eyes still noticed. I was goal-driven, not blind. They’d been the biggest part of my life for so long though, that I was sure we’d certainly passed up the window for possible dating. I’d noticed girls eyeing them at the gym, but always tried to tamp down any possible jealousy bubbling up. We’d all tried dating other people, and no one ever worked out. Now that my lifetime goal was so close, I was more focused than ever. But I still saw them. I just didn’t know if they really saw me too.

      “You about ready to make all your dreams come true?” Ryan asked.

      “I’m so excited. So nervous, but so excited. Now put me down so I can grab my stuff,” I told him, lightening my demand with a laugh.

      He set me down, and I immediately missed his warmth as the cool air stung my skin where his arms had been moments before.

      “Alright, well, I’m ready,” I declared, antsy to get the hike started so we could make it to our first stopping point.

      “Are you sure? You don’t want to take a few more minutes to think it all over? We have everything routed and planned out, but you never know,” Jenna asked, always the one most focused on safety and organization. We were always safe in general, but we were safely reckless. That was a real term, I coined it.

      I laughed. “I’m ready, really. This is all I’ve thought about for years. Nothing is going to stop me now.”

      The sound of tires on the gravel sounded in the quiet space we were in, and I turned right as a familiar looking white jeep pulled up beside my car. I stood there, staring, with my mouth hanging open, as the driver’s side door opened and Pete stepped out. What the...

      “Hey, Pete, man,” Carson greeted, as he stepped up to him and held out a hand, which Pete took for a handshake. “It’s good to see you.”

      Pete gazed over at me and I looked back, confused and obviously speechless. “What are you doing here?” I asked with a slight accusatory tone. He was the only non-climber I’d told specifically about the Carbolitas. Well, I didn’t tell him the date exactly, so I was baffled. He climbed with us several times, but I didn’t think he was ever fully into it as anything more than just an occasional fun activity.

      “I had a feeling you were going to disappear on me. It’s your twenty-fifth birthday, so yeah,” he stated, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Did you tell anyone else I was going to be here?” I questioned, natural panic threatening to bubble up.

      “Nope. I know how private you were about everything and this. Basically, your whole life in general. I overheard you in HR. I know you left work indefinitely.” He looked at me. “I was worried about you.”

      My heart clenched at that. Well, damn. I’d never had anyone actually worry about me before. Steve was... yeah. And my mom only cared that I didn’t climb because of what happened to Clif. Not because of anything actually having to do with me.

      “Hey, Pete,” Jenna called from behind me. She walked over to greet him. “Come to cheer us all on?’

      Pete was our biggest climbing cheerleader. Well, he didn’t actually cheer, but he was the only non-climber to ever continuously hang out with climbers and watch while we climbed. Maybe that made him a climber after all. This was hard math.

      We’d managed to get him up on some walls here and there for some easy routes, but mostly he just liked to hang out. No idea why, but if I was honest with myself, I really liked his presence. I was even a little excited to see him here. I knew he wouldn’t try to talk me out of this, he’d support me, but I really didn’t expect him to actually show up. He had his own life.

      “Nope, I’m here to climb with you guys. Can’t let you guys have all the fun,” he declared.

      “Hey, what about you though?” I asked.

      “What about me?” he echoed my question back to me. He placed his thumbs in his jean pockets as he looked at me.

      “I mean you, your life. You didn’t just up and leave, did you? What about Rayel’s, and everything else?”

      “I did the same as you. I took an indefinite leave. If I still want to work there again after we finish this climb, then I’m welcomed back, same as you,” he replied, like it was something that happened every day. “So, what can I carry? I have a pack with my harness, shoes, and general light camping gear. I have some extra room if I can lighten anyone’s load. When are we heading up?” He walked over to my car and peered in the back windows, before opening the rear door and reaching inside. He pulled out my rope bag and slung it over his shoulder. He really was a good guy. Ropes were heavy, especially one this length.

      I smiled at him and popped the trunk open. Pulling my pack out, I slung it on my back and fastened the straps around my chest and waist. “Alright, are you guys all packed up? Ready to head out?” I addressed the group.

      Gary walked over. “Hey, hot stuff,” he greeted Pete, before placing a kiss on my cheek. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug. “How you doin’?”

      I laughed and shoved him off. He was one of my favorite people and it was fun to check out the hot climber guys with him. Most people steered clear because of how much he wasn’t afraid to let the world know who he was, but I admired him so much for that. In a world where everyone hid who they truly were, it was refreshing to know there was someone who chose to shine. He never let anyone else’s opinions get him down. And if he did, he never let it show.

      “Alright. Ready to finally do this.” My insides vibrated with excitement as I turned and headed for the trail.
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        * * *

      

      We began our hike to the crag. I was impressed that Pete came prepared. He must have already been packed ahead of time for this. It made me wonder how long he’d been planning on tagging along without telling me. I opened my mouth to voice just that, when he cut off my words before they could even begin to form.

      “As I’ve told you before, I’m here for you. I’ve got your back.” He smiled at me and my heart fluttered. My heart only ever fluttered around these guys, and I rarely let myself think about them in a way that I wanted to, like other than just friends, or coworkers, or climbing partners. Maybe someday, I’d work up the nerve to see if there was anything else between any of them and me.

      Bugs flew around us, incessantly buzzing, determined to drive me mad. Hopefully we brought enough bug spray for this trip. It was very buggy out.

      Squirrels skittered along the path and lizards ran rampant. The fresh air and critters helped to calm the excitement humming in my chest. It would be a good, long hike to our starting point, and today was just going to be spent getting there. That alone was difficult enough for some, with the distance, rocky terrain, and slight incline. The mountain had five legs. We’d spend a few days at each one to acclimatize ourselves to the new altitude before continuing up. We were aiming for it to take roughly a week. We’d climb a few thousand feet in between each one, and the first level, after camping at the base and then climbing the first leg, had small cabins and a convenience store with food and necessities. After the second leg of the mountain, we’d set up tents and camp. Then after climbing the third leg and the fourth legs, we’d sleep on portaledges hanging from the wall. Once we completed the fifth leg, we’d be standing at the top. My mouth practically salivated thinking about it. The one moment that I built my life around was so close, I could almost taste it.

      We stopped for lunch along the way and found a nice spot of grass off the path. We sat down and enjoyed our prepacked peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, courtesy of Gary. He even had one for Pete, which I eyed suspiciously. While we were eating, a small group of people were walking along and stopped when they saw us. I recognized some familiar faces.

      “Hey, Cam.” The new guy with dirty blond hair smiled at me. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      The two guys and Carrie walked over and joined us on the ground, settling in the spaces between us. “Carrie, you already met her. Stan, this is Cam, the one I told you I met at the gas station, who was also headed here. Cam, this is Stan.” He pointed at the one who must have been Stan, and he smiled and waved. Then he turned to my group and introduced himself. “Hey, I’m Dave.”

      My guys and Jenna greeted him and introduced themselves. It was a minute filled with murmurs and handshakes.

      “So, you met Cam on the way here? That’s fun,” Jenna remarked with a gleam in her eyes. She found a lot of guys attractive and I had to suppress a grin at her latest interest. She was a master flirt, and no matter how hard I tried, I was never able to successfully learn her technique.

      “I did indeed,” he confirmed.

      We chatted during the remainder of our break, the two groups melding well together. Dave and Jenna really hit it off. She kept tucking an invisible strand of hair behind her ear, and he couldn’t tear his eyes off her. They quickly became lost in their own little bubble, ignoring the goings on of the rest of the group. Every time I looked over at them, they had scooted a little closer together.

      Soon enough, it was time to get back on the trail. We packed up our belongings and continued along to our next destination. I slowly drifted to the back of the group where Jenna was, and pulled her closer to make it easier to whisper.

      “So, you and Dave, eh?” I murmured, and she grinned.

      “He’s really nice. Maybe I’ll hit it off with this guy and for once, he’ll stick around. He seems like a good one,” Jenna responded.

      “What about, um, your guys? Carson, Ryan, and J.D.? They’re good guys.” It hurt to say that, to recommend them to her, but I didn’t want to dwell on that feeling. I had no idea why I’d even thrown their names out there. It wasn’t as though I’d ever witnessed the possibility of anything more.

      She laughed melodically and strands of her blonde hair fell loose as she shook her head. “What about them, Cam?”

      “What do you mean, what do I mean? Exactly what I just said.”

      “I can’t go after them. They have no interest in me,” she said, linking her arm through mine. “They made me promise not to say anything to you, but I can only keep something from you for so long.”

      “What do you mean? You all get along great. There’s a handful of them, we’ve all been together for years. They love you,” I argued. I didn’t want to push them on her, or vice versa, but it was coming up like word vomit. My brain wanted to stop, but my mouth wouldn’t listen. I couldn’t even figure out how to change the subject and get my mouth under control.

      She shook her head and leaned in closer. “They love me as a friend and nothing more. But you don’t get it, do you? You don’t realize what’s been going on in front of you all this time.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “They have no interest in me, because they are all interested in someone else,” she told me, and lowered her voice even more.

      My steps faltered and my heart fell at Jenna’s words. I hadn’t let myself consider any feelings for them, and I hadn’t noticed them having feelings for anyone else. Sure, they’d dated before, like I had, but it had never led anywhere and they wouldn’t talk to me about it. I couldn’t even think of who they could possibly be after. But hearing that they were interested in other girls hurt me a lot more than I expected. It shouldn’t have surprised me, I was always focused on one thing, and they had their own lives to live too. The world always kept turning no matter how long we stayed still ourselves.

      “Cam, you’re paling.” Her voice was loud and alerted the others, who stopped in the middle of the trail.

      Carson walked up to me and his gaze skittered over my face, his eyes filled with worry. “You don’t look so good. Let’s stop for a break, and get you some water and a snack.”

      “How are you feeling? Anything feel off at all?” Ryan chimed in with his own questions as he reached us.

      “Here, I got you.” J.D. took my arm and led me off the trail, and down onto a large rock leaning against a tree.

      Carson handed me an open water bottle and Ryan passed me a small baggie of trail mix.

      “I’m fine, you guys, I promise.” I sounded unconvincing, and they all knelt down and stared at me. It made me particularly uncomfortable to have so many eyes on me at once. “Why is everyone watching me? That’s kind of creepy you know.”

      “You look like you’re about to be sick, Cam,” Carson said, not taking his eyes off of mine. “Drink some water.”

      Knowing them, they weren’t going to let me up until I did. So, I lifted the bottle and took a good gulp, hoping that would be enough to satisfy them. I looked over at Jenna to see her grinning. What was she so happy about?

      I took a few bites of the trail mix for good measure, making sure they saw each movement. Annoyance was quickly replacing whatever feeling I just had, a feeling I was afraid to look closer at right at this moment.

      “You know better than anyone the dangers of climbing when you’re sick. You looked like death just now,” Ryan said.

      “That bad, huh?” I asked.

      “I think our actions can answer that for you,” J.D. countered.

      “One minute you were fine, the next minute you were completely white. White as a ghost,” Carson noted. “Feeling any better?”

      “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty good now. We can keep walking,” I said, wanting to get out of this uncomfortable situation. The last thing I needed right now was everyone thinking I was too sick and forcing me to turn back before I even got started. The worrywarts could be extra stubborn when they wanted. I needed to talk to Jenna some more too.

      “Rest a bit more. The farther we get from civilization, the longer and harder it will be to get any help if anything goes wrong,” Ryan warned. “There are medic tents on the early levels, but they’re nowhere near equipped to handle anything more than the basics.”

      “Okay fine, but can you stop watching me like this? It’s kind of freaking me out,” I told them. Though really, I needed to get back to Jenna and get some more answers. “Give me some time with Jenna. She doesn’t look like she wants to dissect me and take out my innards.”

      J.D.’s lip twitched. “Alright, but we won’t be far.”

      “Got it,” I replied, with a poor attempt at a salute.

      Jenna sat down beside me and they gave us some privacy.

      “So…what was all that about?” she asked with a smile on her face, as though she knew something I didn’t. Which she very well might.

      “What do you mean?” I feigned ignorance.

      “You turning white as a fucking ghost on its death day when I told you the guys were interested in someone other than me, that’s what,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “I must’ve been dehydrated. The water and trail mix have helped.” I shoveled another small handful of trail mix into my mouth to make my point. I had no idea how to react to any of this, so I defaulted to avoidance. It wasn’t going well.

      “Bullshit,” she said. I looked at her, completely unsure how to respond to that, and she studied my face for sincerity. “Do you have any idea who I was even talking about?”

      I laughed. “I’ve been so focused on my parents’ shitshow and making sure I, and we, were ready for this climb, that relationships—let alone the relationships of my climbing partners—have been the furthest thing from my mind. They could be married to each other for all I know.”

      She giggled. “Wow, you really are as unobservant as you say you are.”

      I raised an eyebrow at the poor insult.

      “All four of them are interested in the same girl.”

      “Four?”

      “Ryan, J.D., Carson, and Pete.”

      “Oh?” Was all I could say in my moment of utter eloquence. If they were all with the same girl, well, then I wouldn’t judge. I’d probably tease them at times because it was just what I did. And I may simmer with silent jealousy at times. Why was it so hot outside today? The weathermen never did get the temperature right.

      “You.” Her words swept through me like a fast-moving current of ice water. It froze my brain and iced my veins.

      “Me?” I tried to wrap my head around the one simple word.

      “They’ve been interested in you for years. Believe me, if I’d found out much sooner than a few weeks ago, you would’ve known long before now. But, ever since the day you first stepped foot in the gym and kicked some chalked-up ass. They haven’t had eyes for anyone else, only waiting until this trip was complete before trying to make a move.” Jenna’s words penetrated my ears, but I was already lost in my own internal sea of confusion. “They know how much this trip means to you, and they’re willing to wait however long it takes before coming on too strong. Their only priority has ever been you.”

      My heart fluttered. Something I’d been secretly hoping for, but had tamped down in an attempt to not entertain the thought, was suddenly possible. “What do you mean all four of them though?”

      “I mean each and every one of them. All four,” she clarified. “As in, you could probably have them all if you wanted. They’ve all been waiting for you and they all know about each other.”

      “Pete too?” I had trouble wrapping my mind around this information.

      “Yup. It’s not even that strange if you think about it,” she mused. “There’s a hell of a lot more guy climbers than there are girl climbers. Dating as a rock climber is difficult enough when the other person is a climber as well. There’s jealousy over who you let belay you, shit like that. Then you date outside of your climbing circle, someone who’s not a climber at all, and there’s jealousy because of how much time you may or may not dedicate to the sport. The non-climber gets jealous and then you spend less and less time climbing until you just abandon it altogether.”

      I’d heard of stuff like that happening. We’d lost some good climbers at our gym because of jealous significant others who refused to be a part of the climber life. Most climbers I knew were single, because it was always a choice between climbing and a relationship.

      “This way,” she continued, “you get the best of both worlds.” She winked at me. “You get some amazing guys that you don’t have to choose between, you get to climb your heart out— hell, they’re even stepping back so you can do just that—and the one who doesn’t climb regularly encourages you and even jumps into this crazy world just for you. You are one lucky bitch.” She punctuated the last sentence with a shoulder bump.

      “Well, when you put it that way…” I laughed. “So, if they were going to wait until the Carbolitas climb was over, why are you telling me now?”

      “Because you brought it up in the first place. Me dating one of them? Ha! Yeah right. Plus, I can’t believe you’ve ignored all the unbelievably obvious signs over the years,” she chided.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ve been a little focused.”

      “Yeah,” she scoffed, linking her arm through mine once again. “That’s for sure.”

      We continued on without another mention of it. We all took turns falling back or moving forward to make some small talk with each other. I even had a conversation with Carrie, who I looked forward to getting to know even better. I’d have to get her and Jenna together with me for a girls’ night or something once this was all completed and we went back to civilization. Turned out, Carrie only lived two hours from us. She went to the climbing gym closer to her though, and it was a shame we hadn’t bumped into each other much sooner.

      After a few more hours of hiking, we neared the base of the rock wall. This was where we’d make camp for the first night and plan out our route. It was a multi-pitch climb and if done right, could take a week or two bare minimum. While I’d scoured every inch of every route on paper, I didn’t want to fully plan it all out ahead of time. The unplanned things sometimes turned out to be the best part of any trip.

      I set my pack down and knelt on the ground, then opened it up and proceeded to dig some things out.

      Pete placed my rope bag on the ground next to me and dropped his pack as well. He unhooked the straps, reached in, and pulled out a tent. The guy really had come fully prepared.

      “Um, Pete?” I asked, now that it has dawned on me.

      “Hmm?” he replied, still rummaging around in his own pack.

      “I was too stunned by you showing up here, I never did ask.”

      “Yeah?” He stopped his rummaging and turned his full focus onto me. The twinkle in his eye was the brightest when he looked at me. Thanks to Jenna’s words, I was now looking at him in a different light. Well, it was the same way I’d always looked at him, but now I didn’t try to stamp down my feelings where I’d always kept them buried in the past. Maybe not right this moment, but now I could allow myself to be honest and admit internally that I liked him. That I wanted him. All of them. It wasn’t conventional, but it was a feeling I couldn’t help all this time, and now my mind was being blown wide open.

      This was going to get complicated. But then again, when wasn’t life complex?

      “So, there’s a good chance that this could take a while to climb. It could take a couple days. Or weeks. Who knows, we’re just winging it,” I quipped, an embarrassingly poor attempt at a joke. And not even a good joke at that.

      “I know. I brought my own gear. I don’t want to hold you guys back, but I want to be there. I want to support you in this. I’d already talked to the guys, and I’m aware. I’ll mostly be there as a backup if any help is needed, or even just an equipment carrier, whatever you need,” he explained. “Although, realistically, you’re more likely to be backup to me.”

      “You talked to the guys about this?” I couldn’t help but wonder if he meant only the trip, or if he was referring to me too. Now, I had no idea which lines I needed to read between. Dammit, I hated this whole will they won’t they thing. My life was about to turn into a reverse harem book. “Hey, thanks for coming out here with me,” I said, deciding not to dig too deep into things right this moment. “I mean it.” I gave him a smile, which he returned, his dark eyes warming my soul in the process.

      “You’re welcome, Cam.”

      I nodded and moved on to putting up my tent. We’d agreed on having two per tent for less items to carry, but now with Pete here, since he’d brought his own tent, I assumed he was sleeping on his own. Jenna and I had already planned to tent together. Speak of the devil, she appeared out of nowhere and grabbed the other end. Together, we got it up in no time.

      We’d decided to forego the cabins on the first leg of the climb, since they were constantly booked and always near impossible to get into. I’d bought every book on the Carbolitas that I could find and used up all my monthly data to research everything I could. The tents were going to get good use tonight.

      Standing up, I turned around and saw Dave, Stan, and Carrie just finishing setting up their own camp nearby.

      “Hey, you guys want to join us for dinner?” Ryan called over to them.

      “Sure!” Stan’s rough voice called back.

      Carson was setting up the little portable propane gas stove burner when the other three walked over carrying a couple bags and a cooler.

      Gary sat down next to me and placed an arm around me. “Hey, good lookin’.” Carrie raised an eyebrow as she approached and I snickered inside. Gary was one of my favorite people in the world. He could be overly flirtatious sometimes, and it was hilarious when it made other people uncomfortable. Not everyone liked to be hit on all the time, but we had a fun game that was forever ongoing.

      “Right back at ya, hot stuff.” I leaned into him with a kiss to his cheek.

      The other three set their bags and coolers down. They were small coolers, only big enough to hold barely a few cans of beverages, but also made of fabric and very easy to smash down and stuff inside a pack.

      Stan opened one and took out a beer. “Beer? Anyone? We have extras.”

      “I’m good,” I replied while shaking my head. I’d completely sworn off alcohol for the last month. At least until I accomplished this goal. I wasn’t going to let anything, no matter how small, get in my way.

      I pulled out my astronaut food. The chicken and rice was my second favorite. I’d brought a few of them. I’d already learned the macaroni and cheese one did not at all taste like macaroni or cheese. The others seemed to enjoy it, but that was the one and only food I was picky about, and I was relentless when I found a kind that I just couldn’t stomach.

      After adding some of the boiling water that Carson was heating up, I let it cook for a couple minutes. I then took out my travel spoon and began to eat. I drank from one of my disposable water bottles, which could be emptied and thrown in a trash can here at the base of the mountain, and would be a little bit less weight to carry. The one that mattered the most was my CamelBak. It would be the most useful, and could provide hydration while doing the actual climb.

      We spent the night getting to know each other even more, since our conversations during our lunch break had been so short. The new climbers were nice. We decided that while we came here in individual groups, we could join forces to help each other get up the mountain.

      That was one thing I loved about climbers. They were always willing to lend a helping hand. They had no problem talking to people they didn’t know, and made new friends fast. I wasn’t always like that myself, but the few times I did, it was nice.

      That night, Jenna and I shared a tent. Ryan and Carson were in one, J.D. and Gary shared another, and Pete had his own. Despite the massive amount of things going through my mind, I somehow managed to find some sleep that night.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke while it was still dark out. Jenna was asleep and I hadn’t heard any one’s alarm going off yet. I was wide-awake, as though my body may have been out, but my mind was running at full speed all throughout the night.

      Looking at my watch, I groaned when I saw I still had about twenty minutes before I had to be up, so there was no point in falling back to sleep again. As soon as I’d close my eyes, the alarm would sound. That was how it usually seemed to work.

      Making up my mind, I did the awkward shuffle to put on a sports bra without taking my shirt off. I was still baffled as to why this wasn’t an Olympic sport.

      After throwing on a light sweater, I quietly unzipped the tent flap beside me and crawled out into the cool morning air.

      I hobbled around in the dark, having left my headlamp behind, and found some bushes in what felt to be a decent spot. After taking care of my morning business—and hoping I hadn’t found any poison ivy in the process— I moved away to a new nearby spot, sat down on the cool ground, and laid on my back. I looked up at the clear, dark sky still filled with stars.

      A sound behind my head surprised me before a body flopped down next to me, and I turned my head to see Pete’s outline. My shoulders tightened and stomach dropped before I could even register exactly who it was. I startled easily.

      He turned his head and smiled. “Good morning,” he greeted. The moonlight glinted off his glasses as he turned his head toward me.

      “Morning,” I returned, trying to keep my voice even.

      He pulled his hand up and I noticed a flower in it. Lifting it up closer to me, he brushed some hair behind my ear and placed the flower there. “Happy early Birthday, Cam.”

      My grin spread from ear to ear. “That’s actually one of the best gifts I’ve gotten in years.” That was the honest truth, and the gratitude in my voice conveyed that.

      His smile grew, and I continued, “And I don’t just mean the flower in my hair.” I reached over and grabbed his hand with mine, and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you for coming on this trip. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Any time.” He squeezed my hand back. “I’m really glad to be here.”

      Okay, so I hadn’t dated anyone in a while. I had no idea how to go about this relationship stuff. Or, more importantly, how to even start this relationship stuff.

      Maybe I should continue to focus on getting up this mountain. But this, right here, with him, alone under the stars, seemed like a really good time to do something. To tell him something. To tell him anything.

      I bit down on the corner of my bottom lip, then decided to just bite the bullet and tell him, “I’m really, really glad you’re here.” There I go again, saying words that weren’t the right ones. Words I had literally just said seconds before. I was like a broken record, trying to figure out how to play the next track without repeating the same thing.

      “Cam.” He leaned his face closer, but hesitated. Instead, he continued to look at me. “I’ve been wanting to tell you something for a long time.”

      “I know,” I replied. It was now or never. “I like you.” My heart slowed, and the moments between the beats seemed to stretch on for an eternity. I was suddenly terrified that I’d said the wrong thing. That maybe I should have held off a little bit longer until we were finished with this journey, and then I really could focus on something else.

      Before my brain could continue to spiral out of control, soft lips were on mine, and I was surprised with a smooth and sweet kiss.

      Once my brain caught up with what was going on, I clenched my fingers tighter around his, and returned the kiss, enjoying every taste. I took pleasure in the brushes of his soft lips against mine, blowing my mind away. His grip tightened, as though to hold on, like it would be the last thing he ever did.

      After a few seconds, which felt more like millennia, we parted in that slow way you see in movies. I instantly missed the taste of his cherry chapstick, and the warmth of his lips on mine.

      I opened up my eyes again and caught his dark brown eyes staring back at me with a strange mixture of awe and worry, with a little bit of panic mixed in. I smiled, attempting to relieve any ounce of doubt he might have had.

      “So, I wasn’t going to do that until this was all over,” he rushed out, trying to explain himself.

      “I’m glad it happened. I’d been wondering about some things lately,” I responded, trying to play it all casual-like.

      “Like what?” His eyebrows knitted together. He was so cute when he looked concerned. And he was very concerned right now. “Like... good things? Bad things? What have you been wondering about lately?”

      “Just... I don’t know.” I honestly didn’t know how to phrase it. Did I tell him I’d been thinking about having my own harem of climbers, plus him? How does one even approach this topic?

      Alarms began going off behind us. In no time, the others would begin to stir. Our hands separated and we sat up. The others’ sleep-filled heads began to pop out of the tents as they stumbled out, finding their way around. Everyone greeted one another, did their morning routine, and sat down.

      We used the small, outdoor camping propane tank to heat up some water then made breakfast. This time, mine was scrambled eggs with hash browns and a bacon type of bag thing. It was decent, and would become even more amazing each day we were out here.

      Dave, Stan, and Carrie all joined us too. Biting into my astronaut eggs, I looked around me. Several years ago, I lost everyone in my life. Some of them were even lost while still breathing. Every one of these people, sitting around me, slowly inched their way into my life, and they were still here on the greatest adventure of a lifetime. I couldn’t possibly be more grateful.

      Once everyone was done with breakfast, we packed up camp and were ready to move by the time the sun rose. We harnessed up, tied up our hiking boots, slung our packs onto our backs, and faced the mountain. I tilted my head up and gazed at the place where the mountain cut through the clouds, and imagined myself up there, climbing past it. Excitement buzzed along my skin at the thought of being above the clouds, seeing the world from a new location.

      A clipping noise caught my attention and I turned around. Stan was clipping his toenails. That was a brilliant idea actually. Everyone soon realized and it had a domino effect. Within minutes, ten people were sitting on the ground clipping their fingernails and toenails. Perhaps this was one of the reasons why normal people found climbers to be odd.

      Once finished, I slid the clippers back into the pocket of my chalk bag and pulled on my climbing shoes. Slipping my hand into the side pocket of my pack, I squeezed the small metal locket before removing my hand, standing up, and walking over to the wall.

      J.D. got his rope ready and we prepared ourselves to begin the first ascent. “Almost-Birthday girl first,” he offered with a smile.

      I stepped up and tied a double figure eight knot to my harness loop, and he secured his carabiner. After checking over each other’s work, our eyes met and one last time, he asked me, “Excited?”

      I let out a breath and grinned. “I’ve never been more excited about anything in my life.”
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      The first climb at the Carbolitas would be a warm-up climb for the area. This first pitch of the first leg was a one hundred foot trad route. It was one of the easiest ones here. I was already in my harness and shoes, and ready to go. I was so eager to get up this wall, that I couldn’t even stand still, which I took as another sign that I needed to climb.

      I grabbed onto the rock wall and reached up. Pressing myself flat against the stone, I slowly made my way up. While chalk helped a lot for indoor climbing, it didn’t work as well with outdoor climbing. I still always kept it on me though, just in case. It was better to be over prepared than not prepared enough.

      I placed a small cam in a crack, and secured it by adding a draw and then hooking the rope into it, so I was now on belay.

      Sticking one hand into the crack, I made a fist and pulled, making sure it held, and then did the same with the other fist. Maneuvering my legs and hands, I shimmied my way up the fissure until I was a good distance away from the device below me, before placing another one. At the top, I secured another device and anchored myself in. Pulling myself over the top, I slid until I was a couple feet from the edge.

      A tree conveniently growing there made for the perfect location for me to wrap slings around its trunk, and secure myself in by my harness, before untying the knot and dropping it over the edge, and down below.

      I sat down and enjoyed the view. I couldn’t see anyone climbing from where I was secured, so now it was just a waiting game.

      It was still early and birds were singing and flying around. A small blue bird pulled a worm from the ground and flew away. I loved the early mornings. Most people were night owls, but climbers loved the mornings as well as late nights. Basically, we just never slept. Those were the best times to get in some great climbs before the heat of the day burned everything. Climbing with blisters was always doable, but never pleasant.

      A mop of scraggly, dark hair popped over the rock ledge and Ryan’s face appeared. His eyes pierced mine and he grinned. “Fancy finding you here, darling,” he said.

      He heaved himself over the ledge and moved up to get into an anchored position. Once there, he secured his harness to the same tree I had, before untying the rope from his harness and plopping down next to me. Strands of his dark hair fell into his dark eyes as his butt bounced off the ground with the force of how hard he landed.

      “One step down, many more to go,” he commented in a cheerful tone, while very lightly bumping his shoulder against mine.

      I laughed and bumped his shoulder back. His gaze didn’t leave mine as he reached a hand up to tuck a stray hair behind my ear—the flower from there, that Pete had given me earlier, was now weaved into a loop on my chalk bag—and his hand stayed there for a couple seconds longer than normal.

      Remembering what Jenna said, I figured what the hell, might as well get this over with. I couldn’t continue all of this without wondering what-if. So, I decided to take a chance. I leaned forward and placed a kiss on his lips. Startled, he pulled back in shock, and for a moment I thought I did something wrong, perhaps Jenna was mistaken. All my insecurities of the past came flying to the forefront.

      These guys had been some of my only friends for so long, I probably should have thought about how this would affect all of us first. So, I quickly backpedaled. “I’m sorry,” I rushed out.

      “Cam, why?” Ryan looked so confused, and I couldn’t handle it.

      “I don’t know, I just thought...” I trailed off, unsure what to say. I had no idea what kind of excuse to use that would make this seem normal. I was not an expert in normal.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just... I’ve liked you for so long, but I wasn’t sure if you’d feel the same. I was going to wait until after this trip to talk to you. Actually, we all were,” he quickly explained, with his hands facing palm out, as though to calm me down.

      I heard some noises below, signs someone else was on their way. Best to get this sorted out as soon as possible. “I like you guys too,” I admitted. “I know I’ve been so focused on my own goals, and I’ve been blind to so many things...”

      “Hey, you have every right to be. And no matter what happens, we’ll all still be here to support you.” He smiled a wide, toothy grin only Ryan had.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “We can figure out this dating thing later, whenever you’re ready. But don’t worry, none of us are going to go anywhere,” he assured me.

      “Neither am I.”

      He leaned forward and kissed me. Not a long, passionate one, but more of a peck on the lips to let me know we’d sort it out. “I’ll wait for you however long you need me to, pretty girl.” My heart fluttered at his words.

      “What if I said I didn’t want to wait any longer?” I questioned.

      His eyes flamed. “Do you mean that?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I stated, staring as intently at him as he was at me. “I’ve liked you guys for so long. I’ve dedicated my whole life to this trip. Once this is over, I have no idea what to do next. With my life, with anything. All I know is that I want you guys in it,” I confessed.

      “I can’t speak for the others, even though I know they feel the same, but I’ll always be in your life for however long you want me to be,” he promised.

      “How about starting now?” I challenged.

      We both leaned forward and our lips met once again.

      “Well, it’s about damn time.” Jenna’s voice interrupted us, and we pulled apart and looked over to see blonde hair poking out of a hot pink helmet, as she lifted herself over the edge and scooted toward us.

      “Well, you sure know how to make an entrance,” I joked.

      “Always, darling,” she answered, and pretended to flip her hair back with her hand, but only managing to smack her hand into the edge of her helmet with a thunk. After scooting over to the tree and hooking herself in, she untied the rope from her harness, yelled “Rope!” and pushed it over the edge with her foot. She linked an arm through mine and demanded, “So, tell me all the dirty details. You finally getting it on with these guys who have been after you for years?”

      She grinned, practically beaming with pride, and my cheeks heated. Ryan gave an awkward cough from my other side.

      “Thanks for not making this awkward, Jen,” I muttered.

      “You’re welcome,” she singsonged as she smiled.

      One by one, the others joined us. We were all anchored into the tree, and then Dave joined us. He hooked up as a belayer to the Grigri and proceeded to belay the last guy that was still down below, Stan.

      It was only a matter of time before Stan joined us too. He cleaned all the trad devices as he came up, and appeared over the edge with a harness full of dirty and colorful equipment. Trad climbing gear was only ever shiny once in its life. After it was used for the first time, it was impossible to get it looking brand new ever again.

      J.D. and Carson opened up the small snack packs they had and pulled out some delicious protein and energy bars. We enjoyed a light lunch together while looking out at the view. It was going to be a great day, and this was the most perfect way to start it.

      The guys were different around me now. Thanks to Jenna for being the ever not so subtle one that she was, and the ever-growing tensions between us, we now had something other than the outdoor climbing adventure to focus on. Now, I got to take the one greatest adventure of my life and turn it into a rom-com.

      Ryan went over to talk to Dave, and Carson sat down next to me. He looked at me and smiled, and that was it. I stared back at him and the awkwardness grew. We kept looking at each other, his smile growing bigger with every passing second.

      “What’s with the smile?” I finally asked.

      “Just thinking,” he responded.

      Once everyone was done and it was time to continue climbing, we packed up our gear and got back into the swing of things.
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      We spent the rest of the day climbing to the second landing spot. It was about a thousand feet up—nine hundred and eighty-four feet to be exact—and took us the rest of the day to get everyone up there. The heavy, gear-filled packs on our backs slowed us down some, but it was worth it.

      I led the whole way up, and we separated into two groups so we’d get up faster. Others had the chance to lead in the second group, but I was determined to lead the entire way up the Carbolitas. This was the thing I’d been looking forward to most since Clif’s death, after all, and I was going to be as stubborn as I needed to be. Fortunately, none of my climbers had a problem with this. It was a big reason why Stan, Dave, and Carrie wanted to break off. I didn’t blame them though; they came here for the same adventure we did.

      This route had three pitches, and easy holds to make for a quick and smooth climb. Our calloused hands had prepared for this for years. While it wasn’t the most difficult climb in the world, it was the only place where you could find these blue-thorned flowers. There were plenty of other, more amazing climbs out there, but for some reason this was the one that caught Clif’s and my eyes all those years ago. I was going to be leading this, so I had to be the most ready that I’d ever been.

      We could’ve done this for any birthday, any time at all, but everyone always told me that life started to go downhill once you turned twenty-five, saying there was nothing else to look forward to. At age sixteen you could drive, at eighteen you were a legal adult, at twenty-one you could buy alcohol, at twenty-five you could rent a car, and then every birthday after, you continue to age. Sure, they were mostly joking with that, but we wanted to make sure it was a time to look forward to, not a time to dread like we’d always been told.

      Once at the top of this leg, we checked in at the small post where we were registered, picked up the key, and proceeded to the cabin we’d be staying in for the short time we were here. Each leg had small cabins, and the higher we’d go, the fewer there were. This level was the most touristy, since there was a tram that drove up and around the other side of the mountain so tourists could enjoy the view. We could’ve done that too, but that would’ve taken some of the adventure away for us. Not many sightseers would continue to venture much farther upward.

      Once we got to our cabin, Ryan inserted the key and opened the front door. As soon as I stepped over the threshold, my senses were overwhelmed with the smell of fresh pine from the cleaning products. The cleaning crew must have just finished.

      Immediately inside the front door was a living room, with a kitchen off to the left. I turned to the right and proceeded up the stairs. At the top was a narrow hallway with three doors—two bedrooms and a bathroom. I walked inside the first bedroom and dropped my pack by the door, claiming the room for myself and whoever else I’d be sharing it with—most likely Jenna.

      Placing my hands on my hips, I looked around. A king-sized bed took up most of the room, with a small dresser along one wall and a nightstand on either side of the bed. Without warning, I was flying through the air for a moment before bouncing off the mattress and being engulfed in big, strong arms.

      “Oomph,” was all I managed to get out, before the arms closed around me. Long brown hair fell from his shoulders and tickled my forehead. “Carson?” I laughed. “What are you doing?”

      I tilted my head up to look at him and his lips pressed against mine. My tongue darted out to lick the ever-present taste of coconut rum that seemed to have become a permanent part of him from his years of working at a distillery.

      He pulled away from my lips. “I was told a little something.” He paused to give me a quick kiss. “And decided to see if it was accurate.” Another kiss on the lips. “So, did I hear correctly, or am I being a complete creep and need to run away?” He lingered with his mouth inches from mine, his breath fanning my lips as he waited for my response.

      With a smile, I raised my arms, laced my fingers together around the back of his neck, and pulled myself up to close the distance between us, stopping only when my mouth touched his. He wrapped an arm around me, his hand on my back supporting my weight, and pressed his mouth harder against mine. My mouth opened for his, and his tongue darted inside, battling for dominance. I was so happy in this moment that I’d let him win whatever he wanted.

      A knock at the door startled us, and we pulled back slightly as our heads snapped toward the door. Ryan was standing in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, and a big grin lighting up his face.

      “So,” he drawled, “I see you beat me to it. Nice work.”

      Carson dropped his side onto the bed and pulled me into his chest. “That first leg of the mountain must’ve worn you out too much to climb those stairs any faster. You really gotta work on your endurance, man.”

      Ryan grabbed one of the pillows that had found its way to the end of the bed and tossed it at Carson, who turned his body to shield me from the volatile object of fluff. “Gary should be back any minute with the pizzas.” He paused, and a smirk crossed his lips. Pizza was the main thing to eat on this level. It was a good thing it was something we really enjoyed. “Or we could go downstairs later. Make sure the bed is nice and warm for tonight.”

      I reached for a pillow behind my head and chucked it at his chest, laughing. “Normally a girl gets a first date before getting mauled by a threesome.”

      Ryan frowned. “We’ve been friends for a few years. While you may have thought it was normal friends hanging out, we saw it more like dates. Or, at least, the closest that rock climbers can come to dating when dangling a hundred feet in the air every now and then.”

      My heart fluttered at his heated gaze. A door downstairs slammed shut and I heard Gary’s voice carry up the stairs, as he shouted, “Pizza’s here! Come and get it before I devour it all.”

      “Alright boys.” I tapped on Carson’s chest. “You heard him. It’s always important to listen to the person with the food. He holds the key to dinner. Let’s go.”

      Carson pushed underneath my back to help me sit up, and Ryan reached his hands out. I grabbed them and he pulled me off the bed. As soon as my feet touched the floor, I took off running toward the stairs. In a small cabin with five hungry guys, it could be a bloodbath just to get one slice. Pizza was too precious to lazily miss out on.

      I walked into the kitchen to see a mass of guys practically devouring the pizza boxes that were ripped apart on the counter. Judging by the size of the faceless mountain of muscle, Dave and Stan must have come in when Gary did.

      Jenna motioned to me from the door on the other side, holding up the box of pizza she was carrying, and Carrie was holding the door open in front of her. I carefully slid around the guys, careful not to bump them too much in their hungered state, and made my way over to the girls. We hurried outside, away from the pizza massacre. I gave a mental prayer that Ryan and Carson would be able to pick up some of the scraps, because it was hard to say if there’d be any left.

      “That was a close one,” I said as I took my plate from Jenna.

      “That was a madhouse,” Carrie added. “Trying to eat with Dave and Stan is one thing. But add three to four more guys to the mix? That was terrifying.” She picked up a slice of pepperoni pizza and took a bite.

      “Speaking of Dave and Stan…” Jenna smoothly steered the conversation. “How well do you know them? How’d you meet?”

      Carrie swallowed her bite before answering, “I’ve known them for about two years now. I’d just moved to a new town for work and went to check out the climbing gym. I’d already been climbing for a few years, but I had to start all over again trying to find people I trusted enough to climb with.” I nodded, understanding the struggle in that. Whenever one of my climbing buddies moved away, they were nearly impossible to replace. I always had to spend time climbing with others until I’d find the ones I’d want to stick to like glue.

      Jenna’s knee was bouncing up and down next to me in anticipation of getting the information I knew she’d really be after. “You’ve known them for awhile then?” Jenna asked. “Have you ever, you know… dated?”

      Carrie coughed as she was trying to take her next bite in that moment. “Oh, hell no,” she exclaimed with a laugh, her blue hair flying around as though she were trying to shake the question away. “They’re my best friends, nothing more. They’re more like brothers to me.”

      Jenna let out a relieved breath, and Carrie raised her eyebrow, the metal stud throwing light around from where the waning sunlight bounced off it.

      “You like him, don’t you?” she inquired in an amused tone.

      Before anyone could answer that, the door opened and all seven guys piled outside with their plates full of pizza, spreading out as they each found a spot on the ground.

      “I’m amazed there was any pizza left,” I announced in surprise. “From what I saw when I came down, I thought you guys had demolished the whole stash.”

      J.D. grinned at me before he shoved a slice of pizza into his mouth.

      “Nah, I made sure to set aside a separate box for the ladies,” Gary replied as he sat down on my other side, at the only other chair at the table.

      “It’s true,” Jenna confirmed. “That’s the only way we even got any. He’s a real gentleman.”

      “Now, if only I could get some other guys to see that.” He winked before diving into his own pizza pile.

      It wasn’t much longer before every last bite was gone and the sun was setting. We all sat there, silent, stuffed, and satisfied. The first two days had come and gone and were more amazing than I ever could have imagined. My birthday was over a week away, and we’d be climbing the next leg of the journey soon. Even better, I’d be doing it with people who cared for me as much as I did them, and some new friends.

      Jenna got up and moved to sit next to Dave and started up a conversation with him. This really would be a trip full of everything.

      Pete filled Jenna’s empty seat and rested a hand on my thigh. “You sure you’re okay with this? Because I mean, we’d make sure you got up there, but it’s going to get tougher the higher we go,” I asked. “It’s not too late to back out and take a tram down. I really don’t want anything to happen to you.” He’d been in pretty good shape for as long as I’d known him, but I still couldn’t help but worry.

      “Yeah. Actually, I’ve had some extra climbing lessons with the guys over the last few months. Thanks for worrying though.” He lifted my hand and placed a kiss to my knuckles.

      I raised an eyebrow at that. “Oh, really?”

      Gary was taking a drink of water at that moment, and slightly convulsed as he tried to keep from spitting it out across the table.

      “Yup. I wanted to make sure I could be as handy as possible.” He squeezed my knee. The little shit. But that put my mind at ease some. At least I was assured I wouldn’t be throwing him to the wolves on this climb.

      Turning my head forward, I noticed Ryan sitting on the ground a few feet in front of me, facing us, and staring at Pete’s hand on my knee. Not in anger and not entirely jealousy. Just with a look in his eyes that said he wished it was his. The hand on my knee squeezed again, and I looked up to see Pete smirking at Ryan. This was going to be a great adventure, but these guys might just drive me insane. Mostly in a sexually frustrated way.
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        Carson

      

      

      Having the girl of my dreams on a mountainside all to myself and away from civilization was everything I’d always wanted. Having my best buds with us, and also each possessing a piece of her heart was something I never considered until a while ago.

      One night after climbing in the Red River Gorge, she’d fallen fast asleep with her head in my lap. That was when the rest of us had our talk. We’d agreed that if she wanted one of us, then the others wouldn’t stand in the way. Back then, we had no idea she’d admit to having feelings for all of us later on.

      Looking around, the others had noticed Pete’s hand on her knee and it was only a matter of time before one of the other guys did something about it. There was no jealousy amongst us, but it shouldn’t be a surprise we all wanted our time with her. Ryan had already noticed the hand on her knee, and his eyes were scrunched up as though he were trying to decide whether or not to get up and make a move.

      Deciding that I’d already waited long enough, I stood up and walked over to her. I took her hand, and Pete’s slid off her knee as I pulled her up and out of her chair, before walking off with my girl at my side. I could feel eyes at my back as we sauntered away.

      The questions and protests of the others faded into the background as we dipped into the trees, and I didn’t even bother to hide my smirk.

      A slight breeze came through and I felt her hand shudder in mine. I gripped it tighter, and pinned her arm in between my own and my body, trying to transfer some heat. It was a relatively nice day, but the higher we climbed, the colder it was going to get. I looked down at her and frowned at the faint goosebumps pebbling on her bare arm. Luckily the amount of time she spent planning, preparing, and packing for this trip left no doubt in my mind that she’d packed a warmer layer that was back at the cabin.

      A few moments later, the clouds moved and the sun peeked through, cascading a warm glow upon us and I watched as the goosebumps slowly began to fade.

      Once we were a little ways away from the cabin and fully blocked from view of prying eyes, I turned, spun her toward me, and planted my lips on hers.

      Opening my mouth slightly, my tongue darted out and licked the stray pizza sauce from her bottom lip. My free hand came up to cup the back of her neck, and I rubbed my thumb along her jawline, feeling every bit of her soft, fair skin, and the motion of her jaw as her mouth moved in rhythm with my own.

      My other hand still held hers, and I felt every callous that was there. Each one represented a story of the tribulations she’d gone through over the years. Every climb she’d done, every fall she’d taken, every triumph she’d accomplished, and every moment of training, whether good or bad. I was filled with nothing but pride for her. She never failed to astound me.

      She was pressed up against my front, and there was no way she would fail to notice my excitement for her. At least this time, I wouldn’t have to try and hide it.

      After a few moments, we pulled away. My hand remained on the back of her neck, keeping her close.

      “Hi,” I said. My brain couldn’t seem to think of anything else to say.

      “Hi,” she replied. “Just the kind of dessert I was hoping for.”

      The corners of her mouth turned up, causing the edges of her eyes to crinkle. Her eyes, that lit up every time she set her sights on a new climb, were the color of milk chocolate converging with a deep, forest green. Sometimes the two colors seemed to swirl together, like moss creeping over rich soil on the forest floor.

      They said that eyes were the windows to the soul, and hers were filled with life. Filled with so many emotions, and dreams, that no one word could describe it all.

      Eyes that held fire that had been consuming me since the day she first walked into my life.
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        Cam

      

      

      Carson’s hazel eyes bored into mine, as though he were trying to see into the very depths of who I was. I wanted to be fully open with him, with all of them, but I still couldn’t help being worried about what he’d find there. I’d always tried to be positive and focused on new goals, but deep inside was a little ball of doubt and pain I hadn’t been able to squelch.

      Regardless of whatever he found there, his eyes never wavered and his smile never faltered. He looked at me the same way he always did, but now I was seeing it with wide-open eyes. He didn’t even try to hide the way he cared for me. Instead, he said it with every flicker of his gaze and each stroke of his tongue. He said it in other ways, too, that he didn’t even bother to hide.

      I stood up on my tiptoes and placed a quick kiss on his lips, smiling as I rested back down on the heels of my feet. His erection pressed into my stomach, and I smiled at the thought that I could so easily cause that reaction in him. I briefly wondered how much more time would go by before I’d experience some more of it.

      His hand dropped from behind my neck as he turned and we walked through the trees, hand in hand.

      “Is this trip going the way you wanted it to?” Carson asked, breaking the silence.

      “No,” I answered truthfully, to which his head snapped around in concern, and I laughed. “No, it’s not going how I wanted it to,” I repeated, as I watched his eyebrows knitted in confusion. I hopped up to plant a light kiss on his nose. “It’s going even better than I’d ever hoped for.” I held his gaze with my own, conveying the honesty in my statement.

      His shoulders sagged with relief. “You had me worried there for a moment that I’d done something wrong.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, still smiling.

      “Just wanted to make sure we weren’t disappointing you.”

      “You could never disappoint me.” I squeezed his hand.

      Leaves and rocks crunched underneath our feet, the only other sounds out here besides the occasional flutter of wings from various flying insects and the little blue birds that frequented this mountain.

      After a while, we headed back toward the cabin. We made it back right as the sun was setting, the last of the evening rays disappearing with each step we took.

      I pushed the front door open to find everyone else seated across the living room floor, playing cards.

      “Wad up?” Gary greeted us without taking his eyes off the stack of cards in his hands. I walked over and sat cross-legged on the floor next to him and peered over to see his cards, which he immediately clutched to his chest, exclaiming, “Hey now, no cheating!”

      “I’m not even playing, dork. I just got here.”

      “It’s about time too. I was beginning to think your wooded make out session would never end.” He smirked as he pulled the cards back out just enough for him to be able to see.

      I looked over to Carson for some backup here, but he was leaning with his back against the wall by the door, arms crossed over his chest, and his knee up as he had one foot pushed up against the wall. His dark brown hair fell down to his shoulders with the absence of his bandana, and his face held a light that said he was going to enjoy this bickering, so he’d be no help at all.

      Turning ninety degrees, I scooted across the floor so I was sitting next to Jenna, who did the same thing. She clutched her cards to her chest to hide them from view and shooed me. “Hey, hey, hey. Get your own cards, or do me a favor and peek at the cards of your harem here and tell me what they are.”

      I lightly shoved her shoulder, before letting out a long yawn.

      “Yeah, having a harem can get exhausting,” Gary helpfully chimed in, resulting in chuckles around the room.

      “Alright,” I announced. “I’m going to bed.” I stood up and headed to the stairs. “Because, you know, having a harem is exhausting.”

      I snickered as I made my way upstairs and pushed open the door of the room I’d laid claim to. I didn’t know who was sharing a room with who, so I guessed I would find out in the morning who else was sleeping in the bed with me.

      Without further thought, I grabbed a change of clothes and headed to the bathroom. I quickly turned on the water, dressed down, and stepped into the shower. The gentle water pelted my skin, washing off all the dirt from the day.

      Once clean, I stepped out, dried off, and wrapped the towel around myself. Finally, I opened the door a crack to let out some of the steam and took a breath of the clear air. Relief filled me when cool air crept inside, fighting with the steam-filled air, and I continued to comb the rest of the knots from my hair before using the tiny blow dryer. Going to bed with wet hair wasn’t always the most comfortable thing to do. Once finished, I changed into cotton shorts and a tank, then headed back to the bedroom. After stretching, I flicked off the light, and crawled beneath the covers.

      The softness of the bedding was so soothing that it might be the best night’s sleep I’d get for a long while.

      I felt the mattress dip as a heavy weight settled in behind me. The smell of lemons filled my nose as giant arms wrapped around me, and I relaxed into the warmth of J.D.’s chest. His breath sent a shiver down my spine as his mouth hovered above my ear.

      “Everyone else got their time with you. Now, it’s my turn,” he whispered. “I know it’s only going to be a matter of time before someone else comes in here, but for now, you’re all mine.” He placed a kiss on the spot behind my ear and I turned in his arms to face him.

      He stopped my turn with his mouth, his lips landing on mine, before I could fully settle into the new position. His arms were still wrapped around me, pressed against my back and my head, pulling me closer to him. My hands flew up, palms landing against his bare chest, and my fingers grazed the bit of hair that was beneath them.

      I opened my mouth and let him in, our tongues tangling immediately. His heartbeat sped up, the steady thumping beneath my right palm signaling his excitement.

      His lemony scent swirled around us, invading my senses and driving me wild. I raised my hand so I was cupping the side of his face, keeping him there with me for as long as I wanted. He soared to a spot at the top of my heart, and I had no intention of ever letting him go.

      I wanted to deepen the kiss, but we were already as close to each other as we could be without going any further. Although, I sure wouldn’t be opposed to going any further with any of them.

      I pulled away for a moment to take a breath, and he took the opportunity to kiss along my jawline, before trailing kisses down my neck. The calluses of his fingers gently grazed my upper arm as he reached up to pull down the strap of my tank top.

      His mouth met my collarbone, and his hand held a tight fist in the fabric of my top, holding it down as he kissed and sucked on my bare shoulder.

      The moonlight streamed in through the open blinds and illuminated his blond hair in the dark room. The cartilage piercing on his left ear stood out as the only other thing I could see. Otherwise, it was nothing but hands and lips all over my body. My tongue flicked out to lick his ear piercing, and he sucked harder.

      He pulled my top down farther, as far as it would go, until my breast popped out. He wrapped his warm lips against the nipple and sucked, while his hand continued to trail down my torso, then my hips, until his fingers were dipping into my cotton shorts and underwear. My breath hitched and I arched my back, pressing against him. The anticipation of what was to come began to build up within me.

      His two fingers circled around my clit a few times, teasing me, before dipping into my entrance, where he received a slick welcoming.

      Slowly, he pumped in and out, and my breath quickened. The faster he thrust, the harder I breathed, until finally he curled his fingers, hitting my sweet spot, and immediately his mouth was on mine, swallowing my screams.

      He pulled out and I nearly whimpered at the feeling of emptiness, but he wrapped his arms around me once more and held me close to his chest. His breath fanned across my forehead, the warm air soothing.

      I kissed his chin, the only part of his face I could reach, and nestled my head underneath his neck.

      We fell asleep like that.

      At some point, I was awakened in the night to someone snuggling up behind me. I began to stir, but was immediately shushed with the taste of strawberry chapstick on the corner of my mouth. I drifted off not long after, safe in the arms of guys I cared about.
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      “Wanna go for a walk?” Pete asked, as I finished filling up the coffee maker and hit the start button.

      “Yeah,” I piped up, “let’s go. I’ll get my shoes on.”

      I tied up my hiking shoes and gave one last longing look to the coffee pot. It would take a little while to brew the full pot and would be ready when we got back.

      We walked along, and chatted with fellow climbers and hikers that we came across. We ran into an elderly couple and had a nice, long conversation. They were so sweet and explained how they’d been together for decades. They said they loved young love and asked us how long we’d been together for. When we told them technically just barely a few days, they said we were just the cutest and warned him not to let me out of his sight, or else someone else would quickly try to snatch me up. When we explained that I also had three other boyfriends, the old lady clutched her chest. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d had a heart attack right then. The old man gave us all these warnings about what a proper relationship should look like, but when we parted ways, the lady turned and winked at me before turning back to her husband. I smirked and took Pete’s hand in mine, and continued on our way.

      “So,” I started, “guess you better keep a good eye on me or else I’m going to be snatched up by the first guy who sees me alone.” I smirked at him, popping open my water bottle with one hand and bringing it to my mouth.

      He laughed. “I mean, I guess the others might not mind if I watched.”

      My steps faltered and I choked on my water. I heaved forward and water spilled out of my mouth. “Wait, what?” I sputtered.

      He laughed some more and took out a wad of tissues, and handed them to me to clean my chin. “Well, I guess that could be awkward. Not entirely what I meant, but I mean, if this is how it’s going to be, I... guess we’ll see.” He shrugged.

      “So, for the sake of changing the subject,” I said, “how about a race?”

      He eyed me. “What’s at stake?” he asked. “Mostly because I want to know how much of a landslide I should beat you by.”

      Cocky fella.

      I thought it over, remembering the stamina and endurance he had when running. “Uh... maybe just for fun?” I suggested.

      “Don’t think you have a shot against me?” He smirked that damn smirk I always loved so much, especially when it was aimed toward me. It brought his dimples out to play and I fought the urge to place a kiss onto each one.

      “Fine. Loser has to feed breakfast to everyone for each day we’re at a rest point on this mountain,” I decided.

      “Even if that means no dill in your food?” he threatened.

      I placed a finger to my chin, thinking it over hard. He was a good runner, mostly good with endurance running, but I was in good shape too. “That would be a risk I’m willing to take. Yes. But how about we make it only one breakfast? You know… because there’s a lot of people in our group.”

      He chuckled, not wanting to go easy on me since we both knew I’d most likely be the one to lose. “Alright. Then it’s a deal.” He held his hand out, I grabbed it, and we shook on it.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. “Alright then, how far do ya wanna go?” I asked.

      “How about one mile? It’ll be a quickie,” he replied.

      I snickered. “I’m all for a good quickie. Better make sure this one is fast,” I quipped.

      He looked at me with a knowing smile, and for a moment I wasn’t sure if we were both actually joking or not. “There are some trees about a mile from here,” he said.

      “There are trees everywhere!” I threw my arms wide, motioning to the mountain range we were in.

      “Yes, true, but there’s some trees about a mile from me. One of them has a blue scrap of fabric hanging from one of the branches. We’ll go to there,” he told me.

      “How do you know there’s blue fabric, and why?” I questioned. I was beginning to feel as though there was more to this than what he was letting on.

      He shrugged. That was it, just a shrug. As though blue fabric tied to a tree on the side of a mountain was the most normal thing in the world. He didn’t say anything, only looked at me, waiting for me to respond.

      “Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll race you. But if you win, just remember. Dill goes in everything, especially breakfast food.”

      “That’s right. You like it in your eggs too. I’ve never met anyone else who does that.”

      “Yeah, I’m weird. I’ll own it.”

      “What if you win?” he inquired.

      “Well if I win…we’re going to need to stock up on all of the dill that’s available here,” I responded with an evil grin. 

      “We’re going to eat it so much that you’ll all be sick of it and give me all of your portions, and then you’ll have to wait until lunch to eat, because there won’t be any options for breakfast other than the beloved and sacred something-with-dill,” I answered, quite proud of myself for having a plan and the greatest incentive ever. Now, I really had to win, for the sake of dill.

      “Okay,” he drawled. I must have made him speechless. I hoped I didn’t just give him even more of an incentive to win. It was only one mile though, so I’d give it all I had. I was going to win, I was determined.

      He drew a line in the dirt with the toe of his shoe. “We’ll start here. First one to grab the scrap of fabric, wins,” he instructed.

      “Got it,” I replied, and placed my feet apart. One foot forward, toe at the line, and the other one behind my back, ready to kick off and get this started strong.

      “On your mark,” he said.

      “Get set,” I added.

      “Go!” he yelled, and we both kicked off at the same time, leaves and dirt flying up in our wake.

      We remained neck and neck for most of the way, both of us pumping our arms and legs to go faster. I leaned forward, urging my body to increase its speed by the fraction of a second that I’d need to win. I pulled ahead just a little and felt butterflies of victory when I saw the scrap of blue fabric come into sight, but then right at the last leg of the race, he pushed ahead and got the fabric first.

      I was right behind him and knocked into him, since I was still going full speed. We fell to the ground, both laughing. He was lying with his back on the ground, and my chest was pressed against his, heaving with each breath. I was laughing too hard to keep my eyes open, and I felt the rumbles of his own laughter reverberating from his chest.

      After a minute, he stopped. I opened my eyes, still laughing my ass off, but then stopped when I saw him looking at me oddly. His hands both reached up and cupped my face, pulling it closer until our lips were touching.

      After a nice, hot, passionate kiss, I pulled back and said, “Well, if that’s what I get for coming in second place, then I’ll take it.”

      “You’ll always come in first place with me.” He pulled me back down for a kiss before rolling us over so he was on top of me. I was beginning to really like this mountain even more than I’d expected. If I’d get kissed and aroused here this often, then I’d gladly come back every year. Or just not leave. This could be my way of life now.

      I paused at that and thought it over. It really wouldn’t be the worst thing. After all, it wasn’t like I really had any plans after this. But, I’d go wherever my guys went. They were always a part of me, but even more so now.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Huh?” I responded ever so eloquently.

      “Where are you?”

      I was confused. “Uh... on this mountain, with you and the guys for the climb up the Carbolitas.” I didn’t understand his question. What did he mean where was I? I was under him, duh.

      “I mean in your head.” He emphasized his words by tapping his forefinger against my temple. “I know you’re physically here with me, but what’s going on inside your head?” he clarified.

      I sighed. “A lot of things.”

      He let go of me and sat back on his knees, still straddling my torso. “What’s wrong?” he asked again.

      “It’s… I don’t know. It’s nothing,” I hedged, not wanting to ruin the moment.

      He raised an eyebrow, not buying it. I knew from previous experience he wasn’t going to let me go until I told him. At least, not until I told him something, even if it wasn’t everything.

      I sighed again. “Alright,” I capitulated. “I don’t know, I was just thinking of after.”

      “After?” he parroted.

      “Yeah, after all of this.” I waved my hands around, indicating the mountain we were on. “After this trip. Since Clif died, I’ve never thought past this journey,” I confessed. “My only goal was to get here. I wasn’t going to go anywhere until I made it to the top, and whether or not that happened, I hadn’t thought about what would happen next.”

      “What do you mean what would happen next?” he inquired, sincerely trying to understand. “You mean you might not come back to town? You don’t know if you’ll continue to climb? Or do you just mean where will you be physically, like what state or town or country?”

      “Yes, pretty much all of that except the climbing part,” I told him. “I’ll always climb, but I don’t know where. I’ve played with the idea of buying an old van, decking out the inside, and driving around to all sorts of climbing destinations. Living out of the van, without a care in the world other than will it rain that day and limit my route-climbing options. Possibly never going back to where I came from. But, until recently, I didn’t care if I ever went back. But now I don’t know.”

      “What else don’t you know?”

      “My whole life, this has been my only goal. I just never thought about what would happen if I made it past my twenty-fifth birthday,” I explained. “I don’t know what my next big goal in life will be. If, or when, I get down from this mountain, I don’t know what to do with my life. And I don’t think I can go back to an office job like my mom wants.” I let out a weary sigh. “Hell, she doesn’t even know that I left it a few months ago.”

      “Why do you say ‘if’ you make it past your twenty-fifth birthday?”

      I dragged my shoulders across the ground in a shrug, and bit my lip when a rock scraped against my arm. Smooth, Cam. Save the cuts and injuries for the wall instead. “Clif died climbing. I kind of always figured that would be how I went too.”

      Pete’s face fell and I rushed to backtrack. “I mean, I’m not going to jump off the top or anything. It’s just something you can’t help but wonder about.”

      Terrible backpedaling.

      “Have you ever thought about what would happen when you made it to the top?”

      “Yeah, I’d be accomplished.”

      The tips of his dark blond hair waved around as he shook his head. “I mean, when you get down. This whole trip is supposed to be a positive experience. Sure, it won’t be the hardest thing you’ve ever done, or possibly will ever do, because let’s face it, you’re most likely going to tackle a much harder climb in your life. But…”

      “Uh-oh, there’s the but.” I attempted to lighten the mood with no success.

      “But,” he continued, “what you don’t realize is that you’re the only one holding yourself back. You’ve accomplished so many great things and you’re well on your way to doing more. Expect yourself to make it to the top, to make it back down, and to continue to live. Life is too dreary when you let doubt weigh you down.”

      I sighed. “Well, if you’re going to throw logic and positivity at me, I guess I could give it a shot. You’re right though.”

      “And don’t worry about pleasing others. The first person you need to focus on is yourself,” he insisted.

      I smiled. “But you’re always focusing on me more than yourself.”

      “That’s because you have been my life goal for so long. I don’t care where I am or what I’m doing, as long as I’m with you,” he replied, making me blush.

      “Well, what’s a girl supposed to say to that?” I countered.

      He leaned forward until our noses were almost touching. “You don’t have to say anything. You can say and do whatever you want. The only thing I ask is that you don’t run away, unless you tell me first that you don’t want me, and then I’ll be off. I promise,” he said.

      “Of course I want you. I always have,” I admitted. I closed the final distance between us and our lips met yet again. This was definitely something I never wanted to leave behind.

      After a few moments, he pulled away from me. I gave a small whimper and he smiled. “Hold on, bronco.” He lifted his leg up and over me until he was standing by my side. Reaching up, he grabbed on to a rope I hadn’t noticed before, since I was surely distracted and for good reason, and pulled until the other end came down with a little basket attached to it.

      He clutched the handle of the basket with one hand and let the rope go with the other. He set the basket on the ground and lifted the lid. After reaching inside, he pulled out a bottle of wine and two glasses.

      “Well, aren’t you the romantic one,” I praised with a smile.

      He grinned at me, set the wine and glasses down, and then reached back in. He pulled out some clear containers with cantaloupe and whipped cream next. “I was going to get strawberries, but cantaloupe was all they had,” he admitted sheepishly before pulling out something wrapped in tin foil. “Also, a couple slices of pizza. Because a picnic wouldn’t be the same without pizza.”

      “Oh, you’re even continuing to move up the romance scale here,” I teased.

      “Yeah?” he asked. “What will I need to do to reach the very top of said scale?”

      “Mmm...” I leaned back on my elbow and brought a finger on my other hand to my chin, as though I were deep in thought. “That’s a tough one. Maybe we’ll find out someday.” I smiled at him and his eyes held such heat. His glasses never did anything to diminish the beauty that swirled inside his eyes, and I always got lost in them so easily.

      He pulled out a corkscrew and popped open the wine bottle. “Now, this wine is nonalcoholic, so don’t worry. I won’t send you up the Carbolitas with a hangover,” he noted.

      “Thanks, I was actually kind of wondering about that,” I said honestly. He knew I’d stopped drinking months ago to get into the best climbing shape I could be.

      He stopped mid-pour and looked over at me. “I’m sorry for worrying you. I’d never do anything to mess up your chances at conquering this. I promise.”

      I sat up fully and touched his arm, “I know,” I assured him. “I trust you.”

      He finished pouring the first glass and handed it to me, then poured the second glass. Once finished, he raised his glass between us. “To the Carbolitas,” he toasted.

      “To the Carbolitas,” I repeated.

      “To Clif,” he added.

      I smiled a sad but thoughtful smile. “To Clif,” I echoed.

      We both clinked our glasses together and took a sip. The strawberry wine was still cold and sparked my taste buds to life. He then set his glass down on the blanket and reached for a piece of cantaloupe. He dipped it in the whipped cream and held it to my lips.

      I decided to tease him and licked the whipped cream off the cantaloupe as seductively as I could. I delighted at the increasing heat in his gaze, taking pride in knowing I could do that to him. I then bit into the tip of the fruit and slowly enjoyed the small taste, tilting my head back in mock seduction.

      I repeated the process with the rest of the cantaloupe. He dipped it into the whipped cream each time, and I took sips of the strawberry non-wine in between each one. Once the cantaloupe was gone, he dipped his finger into the whipped cream and put it to my mouth.

      As his finger neared, I stuck my tongue out to taste, and then engulfed the creamy tip of his finger into my mouth. I held eye contact with him as I sucked his finger clean, then I popped his finger out and his mouth immediately clashed with mine.

      Our tongues tangled and frolicked, fighting each other for the upper hand, just as stubborn as the people were in real life. I was feeling extra feisty at the moment and it was showing in my kiss. I wanted to devour him like the rest of the cantaloupe.

      I’d waited so long for this. Years, even, for these guys. I finally had them, and I was going to remind them that I intended to keep them. Regardless of what happened after this adventure was done, I was not going to let them forget what they meant to me.

      Placing my hands on his shoulders, I pushed myself up off the ground and maneuvered until I was straddling his lap. I kissed him from above, pushing my mouth against his in a forceful kiss of seduction. His hands held on to my hips, keeping me steady as I got more and more into it. He was mine and I was ready to leave my mark.

      His hand traveled up, underneath my shirt, and found its way to my breast. It dipped underneath my sports bra until it found my nipple and began to tweak it, twisting it between his thumb and forefinger.

      I moaned into his mouth, letting him know how much I was enjoying the sensations. I wanted more, needed more. I always seemed to want more with these guys, but was always too worried to go and get it. Now, I was ready to take it. To stake claim to what was now mine.

      My hands left his neck and wound down toward his pants. Quickly undoing the button and zipper, they snaked into his boxers until they found what they were seeking. Wrapping one hand around his length, I listened for his breath, a telltale sign of how I was affecting him. I smiled against his lips when his breath shook the moment I touched him.

      “Cam,” he started. “I...”

      “I know,” I interjected. “I want you, Pete. All of you.” Fuck, what was up with me lately? For the longest time, my sex life had been drier than the Sahara. Now, I was ready to bang four guys in the middle of the woods on a mountainside filled with other people. And I wouldn’t even mind if it was with all four of them together either. Yup, something was wrong with me. I’d turned into the little harlot that my mother had been urging me to become for the last several years.

      He wrapped an arm around my waist, and flipped me over so I was on my back and he was on top. Somehow, my shirt ended up on the ground next to me within that same smooth motion. He sat back, still hovering over my waist, and looked at me. And I mean really looked at me.

      “Fuck, Cam, you’re so beautiful,” he breathed. I had a feeling he meant me, actually me, and not solely my body. This was one of the things I loved about him. They each had something that was irresistible to me.

      He leaned down and kissed my mouth once, before trailing his kisses toward my ear. Once there, he whispered, “You are gorgeous as fuck. I want you. All of you. Forever.”

      My heart skipped a few beats and I shivered under his breath. Or maybe it was his words that made me shiver, or perhaps both.

      Smiling, I wrapped my arms around his middle and my legs around his waist. Pushing my hips up, I lifted us off the ground just enough to shuffle us to the side, until I was able to flip us over so I was on top again.

      This was getting to be a fun game.

      I pulled his shorts and boxers down his legs and off his feet, then tossed them to the side. As I sat back up, he immediately went to work on my own shorts, and I was surprised he didn’t manage to rip them in the process. For someone who’d always been so nice and sweet, it was thrilling to see this animalistic side of him.

      Gripping the hem of his shirt, I slowly slid it up and gawked at his now exposed abs. For someone who I rarely saw actually workout, he was hiding some serious muscles. Delicious looking muscles. Very tasty muscles.

      I was unable to help myself, and my face continued to move farther down and closer. I was practically drooling on him, and while my eyes were fixed on his stomach, I was sure he was enjoying my gawking. I’d spent a fairly large amount of time checking out the bodies of every shirtless male climber, but it wasn’t until recently that I could really enjoy them even more because I knew they were mine. They were all mine—heart, body, and soul—and that made them even more delectable.

      I touched my lips to his abs lightly, and the muscles twitched underneath my touch. I moved on to the next mound of ab muscles, and placed my teeth softly on the smooth mound. I bit down very gently, and his body contracted underneath me. I kissed the spot, and then moved on to the next.

      This time, I licked the spot first before gently nibbling it, and his body seemed to enjoy that even more. I loved learning these things about these guys. All the small things that made them tick, and squirm.

      I made my way farther up his body until I was at his chest. Now his shirt really needed to come off.

      He pinched his top between his thumb and forefinger, before ripping it up and taking it off his body. He tossed it to the side and it joined the messy pile of the rest of our clothing.

      “Now, I think it’s your turn,” he stated, eyeing me playfully.

      “What?” I stopped mid-kiss, confused. “What’s my turn?”

      “Well, you’re the only one with clothing now.” He growled, lifted his torso, and took my sports bra between his teeth, biting it at the zipper that ran down between my boobs. Using the zipper in his teeth, he pulled it down until my breasts popped free.

      He took a nipple into his mouth and suckled, running his tongue over the sensitive nub. I placed my hands on his shoulders and arched my back. I moved my knees slightly to reposition myself and realized we never even took our shoes off. That was okay, we’d work around them.

      While his mouth remained on my nipple, one hand gave attention to the other breast, while his other hand migrated south. His thumb circled around my clit, building up my arousal before flicking at it. I moaned into his mouth, just about ready for what I wanted. And soon. I’d waited years for these guys, and I was done waiting.

      Grabbing a fistful of his dirty blond hair, I pulled his head back and my nipple came out of his mouth with a pop. I used my other hand, which was still braced on his shoulder, to push him toward the ground. His back landed on the dirt and I placed my hands on the ground on either side of him, bracing myself above him and grinning.

      His hand was still between my legs, unwilling to move away. A sneaky smile crossed his face, as though he knew exactly what I was thinking.

      “Pete, honey, you’re going to have to move your hand if you want something else in there,” I teased.

      The sneaky smile broadened into a wide grin. “Yeah?” he asked, and pulled his hand away.

      I gripped his dick and moved my hand up and down. He was already so hard that I really didn’t need to prep it much. His eyelids began to droop slightly, as he enjoyed every moment.

      I spread my legs, and shoved him right into my slick and waiting canal. I eased myself onto him, slowly adjusting to his size. His head fell back and he closed his eyes, his hands gripping my hips like a lifeboat.

      My hips began to roll, nice and slow, getting into a rhythm. With my palms on his chest, I held myself up, and his hands remained on my hips, guiding me.

      I increased my pace a little more with each roll, and the waves of pleasure continued to build. My heart rate sped up, and I rode him faster, harder.

      My breathing became ragged and moans escaped my throat. We were outside in the middle of the woods and I knew we weren’t the only ones on this mountain, so I tried to hold my scream in until the very end. It wasn’t going to wait much longer though, and neither was my body.

      The waves of pleasure crescendoed and racked through my body. I threw my head back and cried out in ecstasy, along with Pete, and I felt him stiffen under my hands.

      As soon as we were done, I laid on his sweaty chest, my ear against the side of his ribcage, next to his heart. His arms wrapped around me loosely, his own body exhausted and needing recovery as well.

      It was a good thing I had the implant. It was one less thing to worry about out here.

      He reached out, and lifted one of the pizza slices. My mouth watered at his slow movements, watching the slice of cold and cheesy goodness get closer to my own mouth. I opened wide, my tongue darting out to greet his hand and guide it into my mouth.

      This was what my life had become—pizza and orgasms.

      I listened to the rapid thrum of his heartbeat, his ragged breath fanning the stray hairs on the top of my head. I was at peace, and could stay like this forever.

      I was enjoying this moment so much, that I didn’t want to think about having to get dressed and head back just yet. I wanted to stay here in this spot, with this man, and in this moment.

      “That was nice,” I murmured. His chest reverberated beneath me with soft laughter.

      “It’s nice to be complimented,” he replied with a laugh. “And it was more than just nice. It was amazing. You,” his finger went under my chin and tilted my head up so he could see my face, “are amazing.”

      He placed a swift kiss on my nose and laid his head back against the ground. “I could use a nap right about now. Stay here longer,” he suggested.

      “We can’t,” I said.

      “Yeah, we gotta head back. There’s other people on this mountain,” he agreed reluctantly. “Hopefully the tourists don’t go out this far. Otherwise, things are going to get awkward.”

      “No, not that. I mean, we gotta get back,” I reiterated.

      He raised his head and lifted an eyebrow quizzically. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked straight into his eyes. “I left the coffee pot on, with the last of the grounds in the cabin, smelling delicious, with four hungry guys in the kitchen.”

      Realization dawned on him and he laughed, his glasses falling slightly askew on his face. I stared at him, waiting for him to finish laughing, but he only squeezed his arms around me even more, holding me tighter, and laughed even harder.

      “Okay,” he yielded. “We’ll head back and make sure to save the coffee.”

      I sat up. “Maybe we should stop at the shack on the way and pick up some more coffee grounds,” I mused, thinking of the days ahead. I’d packed some instant coffee to use during our time spent in tents, and wanted to take advantage of having an actual coffee pot for as long as I could.

      “Good idea.”

      I got off of him and reached around, trying to find my bra and get the clothes together. He sat up behind me and picked the leaves out of my hair.

      Once we were dressed, we began to head back in the direction of the shack for another bag of coffee grounds.

      Sure enough, when we got back to the cabin, the coffee pot was empty. I should’ve known better than to go gallivanting off into the woods with one of the loves of my life and leave fresh brewing coffee behind, but it was definitely worth it.
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      Carson’s hand squeezed my ass as I fell into him. Slacklining was a hard thing to do, and it was a skill I could never master, despite all my balance from my climbing years. There was a big difference between balancing on a vertical wall versus on an unstable horizontal slackline.

      Jenna handed me my cup as I took my spot beside her once again. “Nice try,” she said. “I really thought you had it that time.”

      “Next time I will. I’m determined to master that thing someday. I still have yet to make it all the way across.”

      I took a sip of my coffee, the warm liquid rolling over my tongue. Both hands were wrapped around the paper cup, trying to suck up as much heat as possible to get it to a drinkable temperature. I practically had to have Pete guard the entrance to the kitchen so I could pour us each some coffee before an uncaffeinated mob of climbers could catch scent of the pot of brewing deliciousness.

      Carrie was leaning against a blue spruce tree, talking to Dave and Stan. Dave’s dirty blond hair framed his eyes as they watched Jenna with a lightness. Stan smirked, his dark features focused on Dave in amusement. Gary was leaning against a tree a few feet away from them, watching them with a smirk on his face. I had a feeling I might know the subject they were talking about.

      Ryan toed off his shoes and hopped up on one end of the slackline, then proceeded to glide across with ease. He was the only one I knew who was crazy enough to slackline over canyons, so there was no way he’d ever be one to stumble across. Each foot placement was made with precision. The skill it took to accomplish that with ease was impressive, even if I did worry each time. Losing someone else I cared about to gravity was something I never wanted to repeat.

      “Show off,” J.D. muttered as Ryan hopped off, and then stepped up on it himself. I grinned. No one ever had a shot at out-slacklining Ryan, but watching them push each other to be better in every aspect of their lives was always something I found enjoyment in.

      His arms flew out to his side, swaying slightly to keep his balance. He lifted his head and straightened his neck, a look of extreme concentration in his eyes. Three steps in, he fell off.

      “Having trouble, big guy?” Ryan called, not at all innocently, with his arms crossed and a gleam in his eye. “Need me to show our pretty girl how it’s really done? I can hop up again and give it another go.”

      I giggled as I took a sip, accidentally blowing bubbles into the coffee in the process.

      “You don’t count,” Carson teased. “None of us stand a chance against you, I’ll admit that. But slacklining isn’t the only way to turn a girl on.” A mischievous grin crossed his face as he closed the distance to me, placed his hands on either side of my face, and pressed a kiss against my lips. His tongue darted out to lick the stray drops of coffee on my lips.

      He kissed me hungrily, swallowing the giggle that burst up with his playfulness. Right as the others were about to get restless, he pulled away with a grin and exclaimed, “Now that’s how it’s done.”

      “Alright,” Ryan said. “I think I know what to do now.”

      He walked over, grabbed my hand and steered me toward the cabin, Jenna’s squealing laugh cheering after us. I cried out as my cup nearly toppled out of my hand in the process and I clutched it tight, unwilling to lose it to the ground.

      As soon as we crossed the threshold, the cup was ripped out of my hand, and his shoulder went into my gut as I was lifted in the air and carried upstairs. Before I knew what was going on, I was landing on a pile of pillows and blankets, with Ryan perched above me, his eyes darkened with lust, and long brown hair falling out of his green bandana. He smiled and kissed me.

      His lips tasted like strawberry chapstick. His hand tangled in my hair, giving it a slight tug. The thumb of his other hand rubbed up and down my throat. My head tilted slightly up and back as Ryan devoured my mouth as though I were his lifeline.

      His kiss pressed deeper, and I found myself swimming in his essence. With his thumb gently rubbing up and down my throat, his fingers gripped the back of my neck. He began to kiss down my jawline, and I tilted my head farther back so he could kiss down my neck. Once he reached the bottom of my throat, he nipped at my collarbone, and pressed a kiss to it. I could feel his lips smile against my skin.

      He lifted his head and I threw my arms over his shoulders, wrapping them around his neck and pressing myself closer.

      “Cam,” he breathed. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”

      “Then let’s do something about that,” I replied with a grin. I lifted myself up and wrapped my legs around his waist, squeezing with my thighs.

      He knelt down and hovered over me. We stared at each other for a long moment, and I was in awe of this amazing and beautiful specimen of a man that looked at me as though I were the greatest climb in the world. Which... I guess that pun was intended.

      Ryan lowered his face to mine until our foreheads were touching. My heart was beating nearly out of my chest, the anticipation of what was about to happen was driving me crazy. My secret fantasies, hidden behind a determined smile and an undying dream, were becoming real.

      I twined my fingers through his hair and pulled until his lips touched mine once more, and I held him there.

      One hand lightly trailed up and along my side, until it reached its destination. He cupped my breast and rubbed my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, eliciting a soft moan from me.

      My lips left his and found his neck, where I continued to kiss until I found the spot I was looking for, the place I’d always stared at in the past. I began to suck at my favorite spot on his neck, the one at the top of the curve where his neck met his shoulder, and his other hand found its way into my hair, tugging gently.

      I wound my hands down to his pants and undid the button and zipper. I freed his erection and wrapped my hand around the base, and began to stroke.

      He buried his face into my neck and moaned. “Dammit, Cam,” he murmured between ragged breaths, before moving his head slightly to the side and latching on to my bare shoulder with his mouth. He bit down just enough and I arched my back in response. “I love everything you do.”

      I smiled. “I can do more,” I purred.

      “You don’t need—”

      My pumping sped up, cutting him off mid-sentence. He sucked on my shoulder, biting down a little bit harder with the increasing speed of my hand, until he was moaning into my shoulder and spilling his release into my palm.

      He braced himself above me, with his forearms pressing into the mattress on either side to hold his weight.

      “I love you,” he confessed, and I paused.

      “What?” I asked. I hadn’t been expecting that at all.

      “I don’t want to scare you away. I’m sorry if it scares you. But it’s true. I have for so long. This is much more than a dream come true,” he divulged.

      I met his eyes, and they were glistening with joy, his face lit up with more happiness than I’d ever seen in him. I smiled and kissed him, reassuring him that all was good and I felt the same way.

      The taste of his strawberry chapstick warmed my tongue and soothed my soul. Lips that I’d snuck glances at for so long, lips that lifted me up during a hectic training day, were now all mine.

      He began to pull back and found my collarbone again with his lips. He kissed there, and then kissed all down my torso, until he reached my pants. He pulled down the stretchy material and I lifted my hips to make it easier to dispose of the offending garment. He pulled them off and away and smiled. “So, no underwear, eh?” he teased with a lopsided grin.

      “No way, imagine that getting all caught up in there while on the wall. It’s a little more difficult to pick out a wedgie while climbing. Clothes are such an inconvenience. Hell, I’d just climb naked if it weren’t for the worst chafing ever,” I told him.

      He laughed. “Wedgies and chafing. Well, you sure know how to turn a guy on.”

      I smiled. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. His head dipped low and disappeared between my legs. “You’re good. No chafing here.” He kissed my core, my lips, and then sucked on my clit. Pleasure began to build, and he slipped his tongue inside. I arched my back off the bed to get more of him, and he braced a forearm across my hips to keep me in place.

      “Nuh-uh,” he warned. “You stay still. My turn to have fun.”

      I felt his smile against my core, and the waves of pleasure built. He slipped one finger inside, then another. Another second later, he curled his fingers to hit my sweet spot, and I came loose. I convulsed with waves of pleasure. Once the sensations turned into a low ripple, we went into the bathroom and cleaned up. 

      I decided we needed some salad to go with all the pizza we were having again, saving the climbing food we’d packed for the rest of our adventure. I’d be perfectly fine eating nothing but pizza during this whole trip though. Well... maybe my body wouldn’t be fine, but my taste buds would sure be damn happy.

      Carson decided to help out. There weren’t things much sexier in the world than a man in the kitchen. Especially when they were shirtless and ripped. I set him to work, cutting up the tomatoes, onions, and various other vegetables, while I started to get two pots of water boiling; one for the eggs, and one for the noodles.

      I walked up behind Carson and snuck my arms around his waist. I leaned my head forward and to the side, resting my cheek on his smooth, bare back and squeezed with my arms, giving him a hug without letting go.

      “Cam,” he said, setting the knife down and gripping my arms with his hands. “Watchya doing?”

      “Just... nothing...” I gave a vague answer and relaxed against him. His back muscles flexed underneath my cheek.

      He twisted in my arms until he was facing me, and wrapped his own arms around my back, holding me close. I rested my chin on his pec and looked up at him. My chest expanded as I breathed in the smell of coconut rum that was his natural scent, and recently discovered taste.

      His long brown hair brushed my temple as he bent down and placed a sweet, chaste kiss on my lips. Once he pulled away, I rested my cheek on his chest and closed my eyes, savoring my moment alone with him. He placed his chin on the top of my head, and I forgot about the rest of the world while I was safe in his arms, and simply enjoyed the bliss of being so near him.

      The sound of water boiling over the pot and sizzling on the stove top broke us out of our stupor. He loosened his arms and let me go, so I could take off the lids and place a wooden spoon across the top of each top and set the timer.

      “A wooden spoon?” he asked.

      “Yeah, somehow it keeps the water from boiling over. For some reason, water doesn’t want to touch the spoon,” I explained, as I dumped in the macaroni noodles and added some salt to one of the pots.

      “Interesting. I knew you could make some good food, but I didn’t know you had such an extensive knowledge on cooking,” he commented, and I threw my head back and laughed.

      “Yes, such an extensive cooking knowledge,” I scoffed, continuing to laugh. “It’s probably the one thing in the kitchen that my mother actually taught me when I was younger.”

      The air around us seemed to cool with the mention of my mother, and the life I used to have with my family. “She taught both Clif and I that,” I continued on. “She told him that girls like a guy who could cook, so she wanted to make sure he could take care of his future wife.” My heart dropped even more at the memory of how we were unknowingly prepping each other for a future that would never happen. “Funny thing is, she taught him way more about cooking than she taught me.”

      My voice caught in my throat and I couldn’t go on. Instead, I dropped the eggs into the water in the other pot, and watched as each new bubble rose to the surface and popped.

      A rough hand on mine brought me back to the present, and I looked up to see Carson’s eyes studying my face, filled with worry. “Hey,” he murmured, “it’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it, about any of it, but you’re always welcome to whenever you wish. I’ll never force anything out of you. But, you do know that he would want you to be happy, right? He wouldn’t have any regrets on the life you helped him have, and I’m pretty sure he’s cheering you on from wherever he’s watching from. Most likely yelling at you about a simple ingredient you may be missing.”

      I smiled. “How did I get so lucky with you guys?”

      He shrugged. “No idea. Maybe you wished upon a star? Did you blow out your birthday candles correctly one year?”

      He smiled and I laughed. “Oh, you’re funny.”

      “Actually, I’m hilarious, but I’ll let that slide,” he quipped with a grin.

      I set the timer for the eggs, turned, picked up the knife, and finished cutting up the rest of the vegetables and set them aside.

      “Now, we wait,” I told him.

      “Mmmmm, I wonder what we could entertain ourselves with while we wait?” Carson questioned, and he grinned at me with a smile that said he was up to something. He stepped closer to me but the creak of the door opening interrupted whatever it was that he had in mind.

      “Do I smell some food?” Gary called, before he and Ryan appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, with Pete following close behind.

      “Salad,” I answered, pulling a straight face. “We’re getting healthified.”

      Gary scrunched up his nose. “Aren’t we having pizza? I thought I was picking up pizza soon.”

      “What’s wrong with salad?” I asked.

      “I really like you, Cam,” Pete began as he walked into the kitchen, “but you know that we need other food too. At least, at some point in our lives.”

      “We are. And yes, you are. But you can’t live off just pizza,” I argued.

      Gary rubbed his hands together with a glint in his dark brown eyes. “Challenge accepted.”

      I raised an eyebrow, and he bounded over and smacked a loud kiss on my cheek before hopping up onto the counter next to the stove. “So, when will this be done? Should we head out to get the pizza? Has it been ordered?” he inquired rapidly.

      “It has been. I’m about to head outside for a walk soon though, right after I finish up this salad, so I’ll go pick it up too.” The timer went off and I poured the pot of boiling water into the colander in the sink. “Can I trust someone to peel and cut up a few of these eggs into the salad once they’re cooled?”

      “I got it,” J.D. answered as he ran some cool water over the pile of hard-boiled eggs. I grabbed a handful of almond and tossed it into the large salad bowl on the counter along with the freshly cut veggies.

      I crossed the living room to get to the shoe pile at the bottom of the stairs. I wanted to grab my boots and go for a short walk, enjoy the outside some.

      The afternoon sun was still high in the sky and beat down on me, but there were enough clouds for it to be comfortable. I took a breath of the fresh mountain air. I was looking forward to the point when we’d make it up high enough that there would be no more civilization, and we’d be sleeping on the portable ledges that hooked into the rock face. I’d done that so many times before and always looked forward to the next.

      Arms wrapping around me caught me by surprise, and suddenly I was lifted into the air and spun around. Before I could even begin to think about who it might have been, my back was pressed up against the nearest wall, and soft lips were crashing onto mine. Lips that were followed by a lemony smell. A small, solid something bumped the bridge of my nose, and I knew it was J.D.’s glasses.

      I smiled and threw my arms over his shoulders. Since we’d decided to come out and acknowledge the feelings we all had for each other, the guys were mauling me every chance they got. They were still going to make sure I accomplished every goal I ever set, and every dream I ever dreamed, but they were doing a damn good job at healing my heart.

      “Hey, handsome,” I greeted him as soon as I could come up for air.

      He pulled his head back and smiled at me. “Hey, beautiful. How’s it going?”

      “Pretty good. Dinner is in progress.”

      “Let me guess. Pizza? And you probably tried to sneak in a vegetable.”

      I nodded. “Going to head to the shack for the pizzas. I’m also going to pick up some dill and sneak that in the salad. Don’t tell the others though. They don’t understand the power of dill.”

      He nearly fell over at that, and would have if he didn’t have such good balance and righted himself before he hit the ground. “Okay, I think you’re going to need to explain this to me.”

      I side-eyed him. “Explain what? Dill has powerful antioxidants that help fight infection. Dill is good for your health.”

      “Ah, dill the kitchen herb.”

      “Of course dill the kitchen herb, what else would I mean?” I asked, confused.

      J.D. shrugged. “No idea. I just don’t normally hear people talk about dill so openly.”

      That didn’t make any sense to me, but guys were weird. His hand reached for mine and our fingers tangled together as our hands connected. We began our walk, side by side, and hand in hand. Like a real couple, except for the several other people who were involved in this relationship. This was going to be fun to figure out and explain to people when we got back to the real world. I was never one to care about other people’s opinions or how others saw me, but I was still worried about how all of it was going to affect the guys. They promised me that nothing could come between us, so we’ll see. For now, I would just enjoy what we have in the moment.
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        * * *

      

      The smells of hot pizza goodness teased me all the way back to the cabin. My taste buds were already in heaven when we walked through the door. “Guys! We’re back!” I called out.

      Toeing off my shoes and leaving them by the door, I skipped excitedly into the kitchen. The scene before me stopped me dead in my tracks and the blood in my veins iced over. Sitting on the stools at the breakfast bar were two people I never expected to see here. Or together. One of them, I never expected to see ever again. Yet, here they were. Mom and Steve were sitting next to each other as though everything were normal. The worst of it all? They were eating my dill salad.
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      “The fuck is this?” That was probably not the best greeting to give one’s parents, but this wasn’t a normal circumstance. This wasn’t your typical parent and daughter meeting. This was insanity.

      “Cameron,” my mom started, but I wasn’t going to have it.

      “I said,” I decided to try again, “what. The fuck. Is this?” I handed the pizzas off to J.D., before pointing between the two newcomers and then to the counter they were both sitting at so casually.

      “You know better than to use that kind of language young lady,” Steve scolded as he stood up from his chair, his hands adjusting the waistline of his pants as though he thought he’d actually have some authority here.

      “Do I, Steve? Do I? Because please, enlighten me. Tell me all the things I supposedly know,” I challenged him, but he held his ground.

      “Don’t use that tone with me, Cameron.” His voice raised, determined to be heard.

      “And don’t you dare raise your voice at me!” I yelled at him, unwilling to back down. “You can’t come into my cabin, on my adventure, interrupt my life like this, and expect me to actually respect you!” I could feel the steady movement of my nostrils as my nose flared. This was going to spiral downhill so fast, and I was a ticking time bomb. All the negatives from the past few years were speeding to the front of my memory, and taking an unpaved route to my mouth. My filter was absolutely nonexistent in this moment.

      “Oh, fuck no. It doesn’t work like that. I don’t give a shit what you two want. After Clif died, you,” I pointed at Steve, “abandoned us. And you,” I pointed at Mom, “abandoned me. Maybe not physically, but emotionally. You haven’t actually given a shit about me in years. Always trying to stop my climbing rather than support it. Trying to stop me from living my life. I understand losing your son,” my voice cracked, “was hard, but you just went cold. You didn’t bother teaching me to be safe and how to avoid accidents. You only managed to treat me like shit in your lame attempt to discourage me from living my life. But guess what?”

      I stood there and waited for their response, daring them to indulge me in this verbal fight. “I’m not the coward either of you are. Neither of you cared to even know me. It was always Clif this or Clif that, or don’t step outside because you’ll catch a severe case of the funsies. No. All you cared about were yourselves, under the guise of caring about me.”

      Steve opened his mouth to scream, but my mom placed a hand on his forearm to stop him. His face turned red from anger, but I didn’t care, I was out of the kitchen within moments.

      I had no idea where I was going, but I needed out of that room. Preferably off this planet, but small steps.

      J.D. stood at the bottom of the stairs, his face turned down in concern, and his arms opened wide.

      Tears were already falling by the time I ran into his chest. His arms wrapped around me like protective, steel bands keeping out the rest of the world, and he kissed the top of my head. He rested his lips there, just holding me. While my dreams were crashing down around me, at least I’d be safe in his arms.

      A commotion sounded behind me and I turned my head to see. Steve was trying to leave the kitchen, but all the guys were standing in front of him, blocking his path.

      I knew all along I had some good guys in my life, but that was an understatement. They weren’t even just great. They were amazing, and I didn’t want to think about where I’d be in this world without them.

      “Come on, let’s get upstairs and let everyone cool down,” J.D. whispered in my ear, and I nodded. He unwrapped his arms and took my hand in his, and led me up the stairs.

      Once on the landing, he ushered me into the room I’d been staying in. He motioned for me to sit on the bed and I did. The mattress was practically vibrating from the shock and outrage I was shaking with, and I had no idea which emotion was taking over the most.

      The sight of both of my parents sitting there, in my kitchen, in my cabin, on my lifelong dream trip, was too much to handle. They’d ruined the whole trip, and I felt like I had worked so hard for my entire damn life for nothing.

      Sure, I could always come back and try again, but I was doing it on this day, at this time, for a reason. And that reason was no longer here with me to change the date in our pact.

      No, I couldn’t let them win. I wouldn’t.

      The bed dipped as J.D. sat down next to me and wrapped an arm around my back, pulling me close to him and surrounding me with his lemony scent. Just as Carson’s lips permanently tasted of coconut rum with years of working at the distillery, J.D. permanently smelled of lemons from all the cleaning products after years of working as a veterinary assistant. One would expect him to constantly smell of dog, but his body accepted the lemon smell instead, which I was perfectly fine with.

      He rested his chin on the top of my head, and we sat like that. Me, an internally mangled mess, and him, the strong protector, sitting in silence and holding my broken pieces together.

      I lost track of time. I had no idea how much time had passed, or how long we were holed up in that room, on that bed, and in that same position. Then my stomach growled, the noise cutting through the air like a hot knife through butter.

      “Well, damn,” I muttered. “What about dinner?”

      “We’ll make sure you get some food, don’t worry about that,” he promised.

      “We’ll see.” I lifted my head and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, which glistened with the few stray tears that I dared to let fall.

      “I worked hard on that salad, and they probably ate it all,” I lamented.

      He laughed, a nice and deep rumbling sound that soothed my aching heart. “You don’t need to worry about that,” he assured me. “I promise. We gave them a decoy salad.”

      My head whipped up to meet his eyes. “A decoy salad? Is that really a thing?”

      “It can be.” He nodded. “But I have a feeling none of this has anything to do with a salad.”

      He was more observant than I gave him credit for.

      “So, I guess the next order of business,” I continued slowly, “is what the fuck are they doing here?” I couldn’t even contain my anger. Luckily these guys knew about my fucked-up family situation. Actually, they were the only people in the world who I’d let into that part of my life. These climbers and Pete were the most important people in my life. I was suddenly even more grateful for that now. I didn’t even have to try to explain my reaction.

      “So,” he began, “your mom apparently tried to contact you to say an early happy birthday.”

      “Oh...” Yeah, whoops. Of course that would alert her. She’d wished me a happy birthday every year on the day. It was only Steve who refused to acknowledge me on the actual date. She probably remembered what I’d originally intended to do for this birthday and decided to check in a little early. “Yeah, I forgot to make sure I could still get ahold of her.” So it was my fault. I’d forgotten to throw her off my scent. I blamed all the pizza and orgasms. “It’s not even my birthday yet though.”

      “Yeah, this year she apparently was going to try to talk to you every day leading up to it. Then when she couldn’t get ahold of you, she got worried, and she got ahold of your father. Then she remembered this trip,” he explained.

      “So, what baffles me the most is that they actually communicated with each other. They talked, and met up to come here together...” I trailed off, my brain not wanting to wrap around this.

      “Pretty much,” he confirmed. “They wanted to stop you. They threatened us, saying they’d make our lives living hell if we continued to let you do this.”

      I laughed. “If you continued to let me do this?” I was about ready to double over from laughter, this was so funny. “Since when do I listen to other people?”

      “Right? That’s what I said.” He looked about ready to start laughing as well. “You’re going to do this thing with or without our help. You’d climb this whole damn thing solo if you could. Which,” he held up a finger, “I would highly advise against. But yeah. Anyways, we told them to suck it, because we were going to support you no matter what.”

      “Oh J.D., I’m really grateful, seriously, but I would advise caution. My mother has a unique way of trying to make your lives miserable if she really wanted to. And I wouldn’t be surprised if she was trying to right now,” I warned.
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        * * *

      

      After some more convincing, we headed back downstairs. Mom and Steve were on the couch, separated by Gary who was sitting between them. My mother sat there with the air of calmness she carried with her everywhere she went. Steve, on the other hand, looked stern, uncomfortable as hell, and very pissed off. He looked like he wanted to throw a fist through the wall. Or to throw one of us through the wall, whichever was easiest. Or, hell, maybe even both.

      “Hey,” I greeted as I stepped off the last step, with J.D. close to my side. He kept a hand on my back, encouraging me by letting me know he was there for me, and only for me.

      I looked around at my guys and they all had the same blank, uncomfortable expression.

      “So,” I started. I was beginning to feel like that was the only thing I was saying nowadays. Always asking for an explanation. “You,” I nodded in the direction of my mother, “first. You begin.”

      She blew out a breath I didn’t realize she was holding. “Look, sweetie, I’m sorry for how we went about this.” Her gaze was locked on mine, as though she was trying to convey her sincerity. “We really do only want the best for you. And, most importantly, we want you to be safe. And alive,” she added. “I understand you’re going to do this climb whether or not we approve of it.”

      Steve stiffened beside her, and his mouth began to open in disagreement.

      “You know it’s true, Steve,” she addressed him.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, his voice low and barely audible.

      “So, I’ve made a decision.” The entire room was stark quiet. So quiet, you’d be able to hear a pebble fall in the Grand Canyon. The room took a collective breath, waiting for my mother to continue. “I’ll do this with you. I’ll climb the Carbolitas.” The room was dead silent.
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      The daggers in Steve’s eyes as he glared at my mom were sharp enough to take down a forest of pine trees in one sweep. “What do you mean, you’ll do it with her?” he growled, his tone firm and demanding.

      “Steve.” She turned to him. “You had to have known this was coming. If you ever really knew her at all during any part of her life, you’d know that there was no way she’d back down from this. We could drag her off this mountain, and she’d turn around and climb right back up again.”

      He opened his mouth to argue but she cut him off.

      “You know it’s true. You can’t argue. Which is why I brought my climbing gear. I didn’t come here to take her back. I came here to do this with her.”

      She paused, and we all stood there in stunned silence as her words sunk in.

      “Then why’d you call me here to drag her back?” he questioned.

      “I didn’t,” she replied. “I called you to come with me to climb with us. This is something we need to do together. As a family.” She looked at me. “For Clif.”

      I looked at her, trying to understand how she got to this point. It was then I took note of the new lines on her face that hadn’t been there the last time I saw her. Where my hair was light brown, hers was always darker, but was now kissed with gray in a few flyaway wisps. I got my eyes from her, and it was really the most recognizable part of her for me.

      “I knew you wouldn’t stop climbing, Cam,” she continued, and I was surprised at her use of my nickname again. I hadn’t heard that name cross her lips since Clif died, and they both decided to stop being a family. “Look, I know that I’ve spent years trying to get you to stop climbing. I knew you’d left your job at a good company and started working at Rayel’s, but I didn’t let on that I did,” she informed me. “But you’re right, Cam, we shouldn’t have stopped climbing in spite of what happened to Clif. We should’ve kept climbing in memory of him.” Her hazel eyes glistened with sincerity. This was a huge deal and if she meant it, then I’d give her the chance.

      I nodded and looked over at Steve, waiting for his opinion next. He looked part furious and part in agreement. This was the only chance I was going to give them regarding this. Either they were in, or they were out for good. “Well?” I asked him. “Are you in too, or what?”

      “I wasn’t expecting this,” he mumbled. “It’s been so long and I don’t have any gear.”

      “I have a harness for you, and an extra pack you can use. I brought you here with the intention that you’d join us as well,” Mom told him, and I grinned at her.

      Steve sighed. “Alright. I’m in.”

      A steady clapping filled the room as we all expressed our approval. I beamed at him, glad that he was going to do this, but not yet ready to run up and hug the man who’d abandoned his family at the worst possible time in their lives.

      “So…” I clasped my hands together in front of my chest. “Who’s ready for some dinner?”

      The front door slammed opened as Jenna strode in. “Alright bitches, I’m here! And I brought company.” That girl really knew how to make an entrance.

      She stopped mid-step when she saw my parents sitting on the couch, and Dave ran into her from behind. “What...” She’d met my mom once by accident, we’d bumped into her one night went we went to the grocery store for food and drinks for one of our girls’ nights. But she’d never met Steve, she’d only seen pictures of him, but he still looked exactly the same as he did ten years ago, aside from some extra wrinkles and wisps of graying hair.

      “Jenna, my mom and Steve have decided to join us,” I blurted out, figuring I’d give her more backstory later.

      “Fuuuck...” She was about as eloquent with words as I was. “So, how about that weather?” she commented, continuing her train of derailment.

      “Smooth. Alright, dinner time. Let’s go, everyone into the kitchen. It’s a good thing we have extra.” I muttered, as more people slowly filed into the ever-shrinking kitchen. Gary had stuck the pizzas in the oven to keep them warm, and the smell of melted cheese and tomato sauce hung in the air.

      The smell invaded my senses and I had tunnel vision for the trays of perfect, cheesy deliciousness. Grabbing a plate, I piled it with slices before the boys could massacre it all, then turned around to search out the salad.

      After spooning the greens onto the last empty spot on my plate, I grabbed a bottle of water from the counter and headed outside. There were two of the small, rectangular tables and not nearly enough chairs to sit everyone, but it would do.

      I picked out my table and chair and sat down, ready to dig in, only to realize I forgot to grab a fork. I sighed. Damn tunnel vision. I didn’t want to get up and lose my spot, so I began to debate my options, when a fork magically appeared on my plate.

      I looked up to see Carson’s smiling face. “You left the kitchen before I even got a chance to set the utensils on the counter. Figured you could probably use one,” he said, his pearly whites glimmering in the sunlight.

      “Thank you,” I replied as I took the fork.

      He shrugged and sat down in the chair next to me. “So, this trip should be exciting,” he ventured. “I mean, it’s already been exciting, but... just, wow. How are you handling all of this?”

      I dug my fork into the salad and shoved the massive bite into my mouth, relishing the taste of dill on my tongue. I answered with a shrug and he waited while I chewed and swallowed. So, I guess he expected an answer after all.

      “I’m alright,” I finally said between bites. “I mean, I’ve been absolutely thrilled. I’m on this amazing adventure with the best people in my life. Then I finally get you guys, really get you,” he winked at that, “and, well, you get me, whatever, however you want to look at that, and it’s even better. It’s amazing. Then my fucking parents show up and decide to climb this mountain with us? That was certainly unexpected.” I spilled out my truth along with bits of lettuce.

      A third plate landed on the table, shaking the metal top with the vibrations, and Jenna plopped down into another empty chair. “Holy fucking shit balls,” she commented. “The fuck, Cam? I leave for ten minutes and come back to find that Hell has frozen over?” Her sky blue eyes were wide, demanding some answers.

      “First off, you were gone for way longer than ten minutes,” I corrected her. “And next, yes. Hell has frozen over. Believe me, I’m still trying to process it myself.” I bit into a slice of pizza, the only thing on my plate that could calm my nerves at the moment.

      “It’ll be weird having them climb with me, that’s for sure, but honestly? I’m kind of looking forward to it, as weird as that sounds. Plus, you missed the fun screaming match that I had with Steve earlier too.” I added and her eyes widened.

      “No,” she gasped.

      “Yes.”

      She gaped. “Guess I gotta stick to you like glue. I miss all the fun stuff!” she exclaimed.

      “Speaking of fun stuff…” I lowered my voice and waggled my eyebrows. “How’s it going with you and Dave?” I asked, being the ever-persistent and nosy friend that I was. I wanted to escape from my own drama and revel in someone else’s excitement for a bit.

      She looked around and, seeing that we were still the only ones outside, she answered me. “He kissed me.” She gave a low, excited squeal. Her smile widened, much more than any other post-kiss smile of hers from any other time she’d told me about a guy. I smiled back. I was happy for her. So happy for her, she deserved all the happiness.

      “So, how’s it going with you and your harem?” she inquired next, changing the topic of conversation back to me. “Have you slept with any of them yet?” she asked, being the ever so nosy best friend that I knew and loved.

      Carson choked on his food at that point and turned his head, coughing.

      I giggled. “Way to make my harem uncomfortable, Jenna!” I laughed. “You okay, Cars?”

      Jenna shrugged. “It was an innocent question,” she defended herself.

      “Like hell it was,” I retorted.

      “Don’t do that while I’m eating!” Carson chided once he’d finished his coughing fit, and I sent a wink over to Jenna, who gasped.

      At that moment, the door opened and Dave strolled out. Spotting us, he walked over to join us. Jenna moved over one chair to sit next to me, and Dave set his plate on the table. Grabbing the last chair, he sat between Jenna and Carson.

      “Wow is it hot in there,” he noted. “In the kitchen. And I don’t mean from the food.”

      I groaned. “What happened now? Is there a screaming match?” I looked over at the cabin wall. “I don’t hear anything. Will we have to dig a grave tomorrow? Please don’t tell me I need to dig a grave. I was hoping to do something a little less deadly, like climb a mountain, or jump off a cliff.” He gave me a strange look and I continued, “If it’s for one of my parents then, well, yeah, they deserve it, but I was really wanting to do something a little more fun.”

      His dirty blond hair framed his green eyes as they narrowed at me, trying to decide how much I was joking.

      “I don’t mean anything horrible by it, just... you don’t know my family’s story. It’s a long story. I promise I’m not insane. Or a mass murderer. Well, I may be insane. Who knows? I did descend from that.” I pointed my fork in the direction of the front door.

      Silence. I looked around at the table. “Okay, guys, I promise I’m not jumping off the loony cliff. I mean,” I laughed at my own joke because of where we currently were, “wow, I’m more funny than I give myself credit for.” They all gave a shaky smile. Whether it was out of humor or from pity, at least they smiled.

      The door opened again and Stan and Carrie walked out. They looked around, spotted the second table, and set their plates down on top before dragging the table over to be next to ours, and then lowered themselves into the chairs.

      “That was intense in there,” Carrie commented before picking up her pizza. “And I don’t even know what’s going on. And for some reason, I’m not sure I want to.” Pizza sauce dripped onto her paper plate as she bit into it.

      Next came Gary and Pete, who took the last two remaining chairs at that table.

      Then my mom and Steve came out, looked around, saw me avoiding their gazes, and took a spot on the porch steps in the middle.

      The last two were J.D. and Ryan. They came out and sat down on the edge of the porch in front of the table I was sitting at. Ryan leaned back against the side of my legs and set his plate in his lap, and began to slowly enjoy his meal.

      Thanks to the dinner setback and the crazy debacle that caused us to eat later than expected, the sun was already beginning to dip behind the horizon, the orange rays dying down and giving way to the night, by the time we’d finished our food.

      Dave stood up and took our plates from Jenna, Carson, Ryan, J.D., and me before heading into the house. Steve took the plates from the others and followed him inside. It was a little while later when they reemerged, each carrying a small bag.

      They set the bags down in the middle of the porch. “Alright, we’ve got some non-alcoholic wine, sodas, and tea, both sweet and unsweetened. Everybody take your pick,” Dave offered, listing off the items.

      “I’ll take the non-alcoholic wine,” I said. It was the closest I would allow myself to get to real wine right now. Besides, if it was anything like the amazing strawberry one Pete had surprised me with earlier, I was sure to down it in no time. In a much less fun way, of course.

      To my displeasure, it was Steve who immediately went to hand me the drink. His eyes bored into mine and my skin crawled. Not with the sign that something was seriously wrong with him, just with the memory of him over the last several years that my mind would have a hard time forgetting.

      They said that forgiveness is the key to freedom. My problem was that my mind wanted to keep the mental bars strong.

      “Thanks,” I murmured, and he nodded and turned back to the bag. Once everyone had their after-meal beverage, we all sat in silence. The silence was nice. It was awkward, but it was nice.

      “What are your plans for climbing?” My mother broke the silence.

      “Well, we were going to head up the next leg of it tomorrow, with having today as a rest day,” I answered. “But now, I’m thinking we give it an extra day. Get you two up on some super easy routes. Then possibly continue up the day after that, without either of you leading of course. I know you’ve been big, badass rock climbers most of your lives, but it’s been years since you’ve touched rock and we can’t be too careful.”

      She nodded.

      “Now, what about the sleeping arrangements, I suppose we could play musical rooms and work something out,” I suggested as the thought occurred to me.

      “I brought a couple sleeping bags, so we’ll be good on the floor. I have a small tent too,” she replied.

      “We’ll get something figured out. There’s space here for a couple extra people,” Ryan said. He stood up and reached a hand toward me. I placed my hand in his, and he led me over to the side of the porch. He hopped off, turned around, reached his arms up and placed his hands on my hips, and lifted me up and over before setting me on the ground. He then took my hand and led me away and into the night.

      Once we were a short distance away, he turned his head toward me. “How are you doing, really? Honestly, Cam,” he asked.

      “I’m doing alright,” I answered. “Honestly.” We took a few more steps. “I mean, like, it’s not the greatest thing in the world right now. But it could also be worse.” I shrugged, before continuing, “And, if I was honest with you and myself, I really did want them to be here. All these years I’d dreamed of them showing up and joining me in this, and we’d accomplish this as a slightly less broken family. But I don’t know, that screaming match with Steve kind of ruined the family reunion a bit. Plus, things always go better in my head and imagination than they do in real life.” I chuckled a bit. “I honestly never actually expected them to really show up. And of their own volition too. Let alone to join in the climb, like my mother even brought a pack for herself and for Steve, complete with all this gear because she came here expecting them both to join. I just... I don’t know.” I shrugged, even though the shadows hid the movement.

      He placed an arm around my back, grabbed my upper arm with his hand, and pulled me in close to him for a side hug. “It’ll be okay, Cam, I promise. We’ll all make sure of that. Nothing is getting in the way or bringing you down.”

      “Thank you,” I said, before reaching up and placing a kiss on his cheek.

      He removed his arm from my back and we held hands the rest of the time. We walked in silence, looking up at the stars and listening to the sounds of the wildlife. It was peaceful and nice. No strained or difficult conversations, just us.

      After a little while, we headed back to the cabin. Mom and Steve took a room to themselves and were already in it, turns out the guys arranged it all. We’d see them again at breakfast.

      I looked over at Pete at the mention of the morning, when breakfast would be had. He glanced back over at me and smiled. “Don’t worry, guys,” he chimed in. “I’ve got breakfast taken care of.”

      “Really?” Ryan asked. “So, what’s for breakfast then? What do I have to look forward to?”

      “Is Pete making breakfast?” J.D. inquired.

      “What’s this about breakfast?” Gary piped up as he came downstairs.

      “Breakfast?” Carson said as he descended the stairs behind Gary.

      Pete laughed. “Cam and I had a race earlier. I won, so I’m making breakfast for everyone.”

      “How is it that you win and you end up getting stuck with all the work?” Carson asked.

      “Because Cam wanted something with dill for breakfast. So she had to win to have that,” Pete answered.

      “Which wouldn’t have mattered anyway since it’s all gone and the shack is out of it.” I shrugged. “So I wouldn’t have had it either way. At least now I don’t need to do all the work,” I teased. “Alright you guys, I’m heading to bed. Thank you for helping with all of the,” I waved my hands erratically in the air in front of me, “insanity today. You know. Just, thank you.”

      I started up the stairs then turned around and looked back. “Oh, also, is the room I was sleeping in before the one I’m still sleeping in tonight?” I inquired.

      Gary nodded. “That’s right, sweet cheeks. I’m in there too, and so is Pete and someone else. Actually, we’re all in there with you. It’s going to be one big cuddlefest. Maybe we can try and break the bed,” he joked with a double eyebrow waggle, and I burst out laughing.

      “Challenge accepted.” I hurried upstairs and proceeded to the bathroom. I got ready for bed, washed my hands, brushed my teeth, and brushed the knots out of my hair.

      My light brown hair was still long and fell past my shoulders. It was always getting tangled and I’d been meaning to go and get it trimmed and cut a little bit shorter but, you know, procrastination.

      Once the bird’s nest that was my hair had been eradicated, I washed my face and looked in the mirror.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I couldn’t help but notice the stark resemblance I still had to each of my parents. I hadn’t seen Steve in nearly a decade, but he still looked exactly the same as he had the day he left. His walk was even the same, filled with confidence that he’d conquer wherever it was he was going. He must have been in for quite the surprise when he realized, for the first time, he wasn’t going to conquer getting me off this mountain until I’d made it to the top.

      My mother still carried herself with the same grace that she’d always had. I was a little bit of both of them, a strange mixture of each. The resemblance that Clif and I had to them couldn’t be denied.

      After drying off my face and hands, I crawled under the covers and drifted off to sleep, thoughts of how to spend the next day entering my mind and flooding my dreams.
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      I woke to the smell of cheese and my chest expanded as I breathed in the heavenly aroma. Attempting to turn over and switch positions, I found myself surrounded by a pool of sweat, which was covering every inch of me.

      Sitting up, I tried to untangle myself from the mass of bodies and limbs I was wrapped up in. Hell, I couldn’t even tell which arms and legs were mine, no matter how much I attempted to wiggle. Since Mom and Steve decided to stay here and climb the Carbolitas with us, the room had been extra cramped. Jenna and Gary moved over to the other cabin with Dave, Stan, and Carrie. None of the guys wanted to sleep anywhere other than the room that I was in, so it made for a lot of hot cuddling. And not the kind of hot cuddling that turned into sex either. No. It was the kind of hot cuddling that made you sweat up a storm alongside four or more other people, forcing you to sleep in a pond of your own sticky sweat.

      I lifted my hips, trying my best to get unburied and roll off whoever was on me. Then I used all the momentum I could muster and threw myself to the right, rolling over the others and tumbling to the floor.

      “Ow.” I landed on my arm. It would be fine, it was just uncomfortable. As long as I could still climb, I’d be good.

      I stood up and looked at the bed. My escape hadn’t startled a single person there.

      Enjoying the cool air on my heated skin, I opened the door, walked out into the hall, and then trailed downstairs.

      In my sleep-filled haze, I could tell there was a familiar smell. My nose tried to convince me it was cheese.

      I reached the staircase landing, strolled through the living room, and crept into the kitchen. Pete was sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar, sipping a mug of coffee, and reading a book. I walked over and faced him from the other side of the counter, placing each of my hands on the cool marble, and leaned forward slightly.

      “Watchya reading?” I asked. I peered down, but he placed a finger on the page he was on and closed the book.

      The cover was a beautiful purple one with a magical lady, which was all I saw before he flipped it over so I could read the blurb. It was about dragons, shifters, magic, and a girl whose memories were forgotten. “Huh, I don’t think I’ve heard of that one before,” I said.

      “It came out just a few months ago,” he explained.

      “Is it any good?” I asked.

      “Actually, it really is.”

      “So…” I started, getting to the important topic. “What’s for breakfast? I thought I smelled cheese. Is it perhaps—” the sizzling from the stove behind me cut off my words and he set the book down after sticking a piece of paper inside so he wouldn’t lose his page, and ran around the counter to the stove.

      It was then I realized bacon had been cooking.

      “Bacon is done,” he called out over his shoulder. “Funny. I’ve been making the bacon all morning, but the thing that gets you out of bed is cheese? You couldn’t smell anything else?”

      “Nope,” I replied.

      The guys then appeared in the doorframe that separated the kitchen and the living room.

      “Thought I smelled bacon,” J.D. said.

      “Ditto,” Carson added.

      “Same,” Ryan chimed in.

      I laughed and looked back at Pete. “Yeah, bacon gets these guys out of bed. The key to waking me up is apparently cheese,” I teased. “So, where are the omelettes?” I looked around, confused. Omelettes should be causing the cheese smell.

      “Grab yourself a drink and a seat outside. I’ll bring it to you,” he told me before turning to the others. “Not the rest of you though, only Cam. You guys stay in here and help,” he ordered, just as the others went to move toward the door that led outside.

      I laughed and poured myself some mango juice and moved outside, taking a seat in what was apparently my favorite chair here. I relaxed in the high-backed seat and looked out at the view. It was gorgeous. There were mountains all over in the distance, and I could see all the pine trees. A deer family walked across the yard, so peaceful and not at all afraid of people, which was nice to see. This place was all around magical.

      The door opened and the guys rolled out, each carrying their own plates and drinks. Pete emerged and headed straight for me with a plate that had another plate on top of it so I couldn’t see what was underneath.

      I sniffed the air. “Well, I can smell the cheese. If I can’t have dill, then at least it smells like I can have one of my second favorite things.”

      “One of your second favorite things? How many second favorite things do you have?” he asked.

      “Pretty much everything is tied for second place. And since the cabin ran out of dill, everything is considered a win-win.”

      He laughed and set the plate down, then took the top plate off. “Ta-da!” he exclaimed, all proud of himself.

      Set before me was a plate with a massive omelette, topped with dill. I was in heaven. “Where...” I started, but he finished for me.

      “I found someone who was willing to give up some of their kitchen herbs for a woman who can’t live without it, and the poor guy who was tasked with feeding her breakfast,” he answered.

      I grinned up at him. “I could kiss you right now,” I said. “Or, actually, much more.” I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him down for a kiss, and the guys snickered and hooted around us.

      “Well, damn, if that’s what it takes, sign me up to make the next batch,” Ryan offered.

      We were halfway through eating when my mom and Steve joined us.

      “This is really good,” my mom complimented the breakfast. “Who cooked?”

      “Actually, it was Pete. You see, I lost a bet, and so he got to choose breakfast. Little did I know he was going to go with what I wanted rather than what he wanted,” I answered, and he pressed a kiss to the side of my head.

      “Awww, that’s sweet,” she cooed. “You two make such a cute couple.”

      I froze and looked around at the guys, but they didn’t seem worried about her comment. Maybe it was something that we’d just have to get used to. Or make sure the outside world got used to us.

      “Yes, we all are,” I corrected. “All five of us.”

      She stopped and stared in confusion, but I just continued to finish my breakfast.

      For the first time in my life, I was happy. I actually cared whether or not I made it off this mountain alive. And I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin that for me, no matter what. I’d proudly scream from the mountaintop how I felt about these guys.

      That thought caught me off guard, since I’d hadn’t yet thought of exactly how I did feel about these guys. I definitely liked them more than just a casual like. This was most definitely more than a crush. I believed it to even be love.

      That thought felt right to me. Everything felt right with my life. The puzzle pieces were falling into place.
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      “Take!” I called down below, and leaned back once the rope went taut, holding my weight. J.D. began to lower me, and all I had to do was wait while I was slowly brought back down to the ground.

      J.D. and I had taken off for a couple quick and easy climbs before we were to take my parents out.

      As I got nearer, J.D. positioned himself underneath me and caught me. Right as I landed safely in his arms, he let go of the Grigri and let the rope slacken.

      I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. The familiar lemony scent calmed my heart and excited me at the same time.

      With our lips still together, he started to walk away, but then stopped and pulled his lips off mine. “Uh, love?”

      “Mmm?”

      “You’re still tethered,” he reminded me in his low, sexy voice, and it took me a moment to figure out his meaning.

      “Oh!” I exclaimed once I realized what he was talking about, and pulled my arms back in, quickly undoing the double figure eight knot from my harness. “There,” I stated, and leaned back in to kiss him again, but he still pulled back.

      “That’s great, but now I’m still roped in,” he said, and I sighed.

      “So much work for a kiss,” I teased. He growled and nipped at my nose, which was adorable, but very surprising coming from him. He was normally a bear of a climber. For the longest time when I first met him, I thought his name was literally Bear, because that was what everyone else seemed to call him. But a bear nipping at your nose was a comforting thing.

      I giggled and booped his nose. He paused.

      “What did you just do?” he asked.

      I giggled. “You bit my nose so I booped yours. It’s only fair,” I declared matter-of-factly. This kind of math made perfect sense to me.

      “Oh, is that so?” A mischievous grin crossed his face and I felt a surge of excitement.

      “Yes, that is so,” I clarified, and then I booped his nose again and giggled.

      He strode forward to the rock wall and repositioned me so I had my back against it, and I hopped up, my legs wrapping around his waist in the process.

      “You’re so sexy,” he growled, before pressing his mouth against mine.

      “Yes, you are,” I mumbled around the kiss.

      He wasted no time pulling off my shirt and tossing it to the ground. “Is the shirt even necessary?” he asked. “You have this atrocity.” He slipped a finger underneath the bottom of my sports bra and tugged at it.

      “Are you saying that you’d prefer me to climb without a shirt... and without a sports bra?” I questioned him, gasping in mock surprise.

      “All I’m saying is that cavemen didn’t wear all these clothes when they were playing around in the rocks, so how necessary is it for us?” He grinned.

      “Well, for starters, chafing is not fun.” I eyed him.

      “How about pants then?” he questioned, now slipping his fingers into the waistband of my black spandex shorts. One finger trailed down and found its way to my core, circling my clit and making me give a very low moan of approval.

      “Well, again, chafing,” I replied, as he was wreaking havoc on my train of thought.

      “What if we were to...” He pulled his hand out of my shorts, gripped them with both hands, and then ripped them straight down the middle.

      “What the...” I exclaimed in shock. “J.D.!”

      He grinned an evil grin. One that was proud of his triumph.

      “I’m going to need to walk back to the cabin like this!” I snapped with annoyance. Sure most people weren’t out and about at this time of the morning, but still. The risk of getting caught did send a thrill through me.

      “You can wear my extra pair of shorts,” he offered. “I’d love to see you in my things anyways.” He pecked a kiss to my lips.

      “That’s not the entire point,” I argued. “I now have one less pair of shorts to climb in.” I was angry and I should be angry, but I couldn’t help the tiny laugh that bubbled up my throat. The bastard was ripping my clothes to shreds and thought he was merely doing me a favor.

      “So I’ll buy you a new pair. But this makes it much easier for what I want to do right now,” he said, and then he lowered his face and began to suck on my collarbone. I leaned my head back against the rock and moaned. Dammit, I’d told him one time that kissing my collarbone and neck were major turn-ons for me. It was a good thing he was holding me, because he may need to do every ounce of the work if he kept this up.

      His mouth trailed down, and he kissed and nipped at my breasts before taking the zipper in between his thumb and forefinger, and pulling it down to free my breasts from the sports bra.

      He gave a growl of triumph when they sprung free.

      One hand was underneath my butt, holding me in place so he wouldn’t need to squish me as much, even though I’d love to be squished by him. I’d been so hot for him for years and it was about damn time that this was happening.

      His other hand, however, had moved back to the front at some point, and now his thumb was circling my clit, teasing me.

      I let an arm fall from around his neck and moved my hand between his legs, but he stopped me.

      “Uh-uh,” he rasped. “This is all about you right now, my dear. I don’t need any prep. I’m already ready for you. I’ve been ready for you for years. Ever since I first saw you in the gym, climbing the lead wall in your red booty shorts. Then you crawled all across the ceiling and clipped every single damn clip until you got to the anchor, and then you got those too. You’ve had my cock for years, and you’ve had my heart since before I even met you.”

      With that, he freed his erection from his pants, and teased his tip at my entrance.

      “Come on, J.D. Please,” I begged.

      He smiled at me, the tease. Then he reached down, grabbed his cock, and teased my entrance once more. He spread my arousal around my center, before shoving it in.

      He began to thrust, slow and steady at first, giving me time to adjust to his size. Then he slowly began to speed up. He lowered his head again and nipped at my neck.

      I moaned, the neck work causing my arousal to heighten even more. His thrusts grew harder and faster. My moans grew louder and more broken, with my ragged breathing making it difficult to get them out.

      “Harder,” I whispered into his ear. “Faster.”

      “Fuck, Cam,” he moaned right beneath my ear. “I fucking love you.”

      My heart skipped a beat in the erratic rhythm it was already pounding.

      “And I mean it,” he continued. “I have for so long. And I’m not only saying it because I’m fucking the girl of my dreams against a climbing wall in the place of my dreams. I fucking mean it for real.”

      I tugged at his hair, making him go even faster. “I’m all yours,” I promised. “I always have been.”

      My breathing was ragged. My mind was shredded. I couldn’t think straight or form any more words.

      He pounded into me again and again. His thumb flicked my clit and then pressed against it, on and off. He tilted his hips and his dick hit the sweet spot and I came apart.

      My screams rose and scared the nearby wildlife. Birds emptied the trees around us as our shouts of ecstasy filled the air.

      He stilled inside me and we both rode out the waves of pleasure. Once we’d both calmed down, I wrapped my arms around him and held him tightly against me.

      “Fuck, love,” he murmured.

      “Yes, that is precisely what we just did,” I replied, making him laugh. His face was buried in my neck, and I could feel the rumbles from his laugh vibrating through my body.

      He pulled out and placed a kiss on my neck.

      “Fucking you against the rock wall is exactly what I’ve been wanting to do ever since I first saw you. And then every time I was with you after that. You just made one of my biggest fantasies come true,” he told me.

      I blushed. “Glad I could be of service,” I quipped with a salute. Why the hell did I salute to that? Why was I so weird?

      “So…” I coughed, ready to change the subject. “Wanna go another round?” I asked, and he raised an eyebrow at me. “Of climbing!” I quickly corrected, realizing my mistake.

      He just looked at me with laughter in his eyes, hesitating before zipping up his pants.

      “Well, I’m glad that wasn’t embarrassing or anything.” I took off my harness, crumpled up my torn clothing, and discarded them into the trash bag. Walking over to his pack, I found the cleaning wipes and cleaned myself up some. Then I rummaged through until I found his spare shorts and slipped them on, then replaced my harness back on over them.

      The shorts were a bit large on me and my harness barely fit over the extra material, but they would do.

      “I’m good,” he finally responded. “I got my energy out.”

      Oh yes he did. We both did.

      I pulled out a bottle of water and a baggie of trail mix, and sat down and leaned my back against the wall. He did the same and joined me, sitting down next to me.

      “So, how are you holding up?” he inquired.

      I looked at him. “After our wall fuck? Well, as you can see, I’m currently on the ground,” I answered.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I’m doing alright. Everyone keeps asking me that though. I love how concerned you guys are. Just as I told the others…” I popped a few pieces of chocolate and nuts into my mouth and chewed, thinking over my next response. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “It’s just... I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I mean, they show up here out of nowhere all ‘oh yeah, we’re going to join you on the most difficult climb you’ve done yet. We’re going to be right alongside you as you do the one thing that we’ve been trying to pound out of you for years.’ This is the thing that split the family apart.”

      I took a drink of my water, and continued, “I have no idea how I’m supposed to react. I have no idea how I even want to react. I just don’t know. I don’t know how to talk about my feelings on the matter. So I’m just going to wing it. See what happens. Although, if I’m honest with myself, I’m really eager to see how it goes and how they hold up. I’d given up hope for the family years ago, but I don’t know. We’ll see.” I popped some more trail mix into my mouth and chewed.

      He realized I wasn’t going to say anymore, and said, “They do seem to want to do this. I don’t think it’s as much out of obligation as it is for their own benefit. I know you’ve said they’ve been pretty detached for a long time. But I think they may have had a light bulb moment and realized that you’re right.” Between mouthfuls of his own trail mix, he added, “I mean, I obviously don’t know them as well as you, but just an observation from an outsider.”

      We continued to sit there in silence, the only noise was that of our mouths crunching and the bugs buzzing around us.

      He was most likely right, as he usually was. We’d just see where it took us and what happened. I’d never once thought about what might happen after this trip, but now I was super curious as to the effect this would have on my family. My parents and I.

      We shall see.
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        Ryan

      

      

      Cam’s ass hung in the air, hypnotizing me with its rhythm as it moved up. When she reached the top and I held her weight on my end of the rope, I watched the beacons slowly get closer as I lowered her back to the ground.

      Tomorrow we’d be continuing to the next section of the Carbolitas, and we couldn’t be more thrilled. The one day delay was surely needed, as neither of her parents were in climbing shape anymore. They did well, and I had to admit I was impressed. I’d heard vague things about them over the time I’d known Cam, but it was great to see them trying. Normally, once a family was broken, no one would try to stitch the pieces back together. Tomorrow they’d get on the bigger route walls, and we’d see how it went.

      “She’s doing really well,” Steve commented from my right, and I turned my head slightly to see him looking up at Cam and shielding his eyes against the bright afternoon sun.

      “She’s worked hard. She’s actually been ready for this for years. She only made herself wait until now because it was when she made the promise with her brother to do this. Otherwise, she could’ve climbed this whole thing four times over by now, I have no doubt about it.”

      “She always was stubborn. It’s no surprise to me. She takes after Susan in that area. When she was eight years old, she wanted to enter a bouldering competition.” There was an extra glint in his eye apart from the sun’s rays, and I thought I saw a spark of pride at whatever memory he was sharing. “We told her no, she wasn’t ready for it yet. Train some more and enter another one later. You know what she did?” He faced me, a smile cracking his lips in the process.

      “She did it anyways?” I guessed the only possible answer.

      He laughed a deep belly laugh. “She did it anyways. Not only that though. She forged our signatures and she came out on top. She blew all of her competition out of the water. And it didn’t stop there. She somehow managed to sneak onto the boulder for the adult competition after. She only made it as far as she did because nobody was going to lay a hand on a little girl. All those big climber guys, they were outshone by a little eight-year-old girl. That did well for their egos.” For the first time since I met him, all of a day ago, the lines and years that aged this man melted away, and I saw a glimpse of the proud, young father he once was. “Of course, once we found out, we were too proud to ground her.”

      I glanced back up, and Cam was about fifty feet away now. Her head was turned to the side, her eyes wide as she looked out at the spectacular view that you can only witness with your feet off the ground. Her hand clutched at the piece of jewelry around her neck.

      “I’d never stopped being proud of her. She was always just like Susan, and she still is, even if she can’t see it.”

      With that, the conversation was over.

      After lowering her a couple hundred feet, Cam’s feet touched the ground. We were just doing some warm-up routes today. Nothing too strenuous, nothing to wear us out for the rest of the trip, but just enough to keep us in climbing shape and keep our calluses going strong. Plus, Susan and Steve could really use the practice, since it’d been years since they’d done any climbing at all. They did surprisingly well for that.

      I let the rope slacken so Cam could untie herself. Once she was free, she handed the end off to Steve. He was next and he wouldn’t climb unless she belayed him. I quickly unhooked my carabiner and handed it off to Cam, who took it less reluctantly this time. She wasn’t too thrilled that she was the only one who could belay him, but I believed it was helping rebuild their fractured relationship, and I wasn’t going to stand in the way.

      Steve said she got her stubbornness from Susan, but after only a day with the three of them, I realized her stubbornness was the two of them combined, and much more than anyone may have realized.

      She walked away, shaking out her arms to relieve the pressure in her forearms, and went to get a drink from her water bottle.

      I checked to make sure Steve was tied in properly, and he was, with a double figure eight.

      Once Cam was finished, she closed the cap, set the water bottle back down, and took out a little baggie of trail mix. While it was an easy couple hundred-foot route, I got the feeling she still wanted to procrastinate having to belay Steve.

      She acted like she wasn’t too thrilled with this situation, but I’d seen the tiny spark of joy in her eyes when she thought no one was looking. The tiny glimmer of pride she had on her face when both her parents climbed their routes clean and with no issues. I believed it was easier for her to show a tough exterior, rather than let them in and get hurt all over again if something went wrong between them. I was going to do what I could to make sure it all went right.

      “Cam, are you about ready?” Steve called.

      I went over and stood next to her, and asked, “Are you alright?”

      She tossed a few more pieces of trail mix into her mouth and sealed the bag shut before placing it back into her pack. “Just peachy,” she muttered around a mouthful of food, some of the crumbs falling from her mouth and down into her cleavage. We both looked down at it.

      “Well, that was sexy,” she commented.

      I grinned. “Here, let me.” I smirked as I reached a finger in between her boobs, scooped the crumbs out, and put them in my mouth. “Mmm,” I added.

      “You’re so weird,” she remarked. “And my parents are probably watching,” she reminded me, as though that would get me to stop.

      “That’s okay. They know about us,” I replied.

      I raised an eyebrow. “About us?” she questioned.

      “Yeah. About all of us.” I shrugged. “They were curious why so many guys were ready to defend you in a split second with no warning and nothing to gain. Not that we really even need a reason, but we explained.”

      Her eyebrow remained raised. “That’s... okay, cool. And they took it well?” she pressed, worry in her voice.

      “Actually, your mom took it rather well. It was your dad who was pretty skeptical though. I’m pretty sure he still is too.”

      She shrugged, walked over, and grabbed the climber end of the rope. She hooked it into the carabiner and secured it onto her harness. After checking her harness and secureness, she checked his double figure eight knot. He hadn’t forgotten how to tie it, but I’m thinking that was like riding a bicycle. He checked over hers, and gave the thumbs up.

      “Ready darling?” he asked.

      “Yup. Ready.” She pulled out the slack and was in position, waiting.

      “Climbing,” he stated.

      “Climb on,” she replied.

      He grabbed on to a couple good starting handholds, and then placed his feet on the wall. He’d already checked out this route with his eyes, so he had his first few moves planned out.

      He moved swiftly up the wall, surprising us. He moved like he knew what he was doing. Guess if you spent your life climbing, the skill wouldn’t disappear with the years.

      He continued to move swiftly, each foothold methodically planned out, and each hand placement precise. I watched him carefully, just like any one of my other climbers, and studied him.

      “He has the same climbing style he had back when I was younger and we all climbed,” Cam noted. “He’s about to fall soon. The slight twitch of his calf is the same as it used to be.” Cam sharpened her focus, and her arm muscles were readied to catch his fall on instinct if needed. And sure enough, his foot slipped.

      “Rocks!” he called out. “Falling!” he yelled next, even though Cam was already being pulled up into the air.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cam

      

      

      My left hand remained on the rope above the Grigri, and my right hand held the other end of the rope down and back behind my butt. He greatly outweighed me, especially with his new dad bod, so he fell a little farther than the others would have.

      By the time he’d stopped falling and I’d stopped flying upward, we were nearly within touching distance of each other. I’d been pulled up a good twenty feet, and he’d fallen a much farther distance, about sixty feet. He was less than five feet above me now.

      “Hey girl,” he said all casual-like. As though falling over sixty feet attached to a single piece of rope was nothing to worry about. “Good to see you here. How are you?”

      I’d play along with his awkward small talk. “Doing good,” I answered, “you know, just hanging around.”

      The lamest climbing joke of all time, but it made him laugh. I looked up at him. “So, how are you doing? And I mean really, how are you doing?” I asked, all levity gone from my tone.

      He looked down at me and for a brief moment, I saw the image of Clif flash across his face and I was startled. I was glad he was taking some extra seconds to answer, because I needed that time to get myself together once more.

      “I’m doing alright,” he responded. “Not good. Not great. But just, alright.”

      “Why just alright?” I questioned, wanting to be nosy. Now that he was tethered to me, I was forced to talk with him, so I may as well make it count.

      He sighed. “I’m just alright, kiddo.” He hesitated, wanting to go on but seemingly unsure how to continue. “Candy left me,” he finally divulged.

      “Oh,” I said. I was glad for that, but I had no idea what he was getting at or where this conversation was going.

      “She said I was too attached to my family,” he added.

      I snorted. “That’s a good one. Thanks for that laugh. Unless there’s another family I don’t know about and who she was referring to. But otherwise, that’s funny.”

      “Look, Cam, I really am sorry for what I put you and your mother through all these years. You didn’t deserve that. Neither of you did. I regretted it for years, ever since shortly after I left,” he explained.

      “Then why did you?” I challenged, an accusatory tone slipping into my voice. “Why didn’t you ever come back? It’s because we weren’t good enough for you, right? You needed to surround yourself with people who didn’t remind you of him.”

      He looked down at me, his piercing blue eyes cutting through mine. “That is not at all true,” he argued. “I didn’t come back because I wasn’t ready. You both deserved so much better than what I could give you. I was a mess and I still am. I’ve been trying to get my shit together, I just don’t know. I fell into a dark hole.” His gaze became distant. “Did I ever tell you that it was my fault?”

      “That you left? What do you mean? What was your fault? You leaving was your fault, yeah.”

      “When he fell. I should’ve made sure the equipment was more secure. And he was climbing on my old rope, which probably should’ve been thrown out. But I was careless,” he rambled on.

      I studied the shell of the broken man above me. “So you’ve been blaming yourself all these years? You weren’t angry at us, you were just upset with yourself?” I confirmed.

      “Pretty much,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

      I laughed, a very inappropriate thing to do in a moment like this. He glared at me, his face full of confusion. I’m sure I confused him. Who in their right mind would laugh during a time like this? Me, of course. The fucker is me.

      “Look,” I started, “what happened was very unfortunate. It’s done. It’s been seven fucking years, so it’s about time to end your pity party and join the real world.” I was laying it on thick. But the truth fucking hurts. “There were many things that could’ve been done differently. Like for instance, Clif could’ve paid more attention to the rope and gear than to his phone. Or, he could have not cleaned the route. We didn’t want him to, because having that extra bit of protection is precious, but he did it anyways. He loved cleaning routes. Or, even better yet, I was supposed to go last. It was supposed to be me splattered at the bottom of that canyon.”

      Images flashed through my head from when we found him. Steve had set up the emergency anchoring and propelled down and I was next. My mother went last, she was still too broken on the cliff and we left her, but she still followed, leaving some of her broken pieces behind on that ledge.

      Once I got down there, there was nothing left, nothing to identify him by, other than his harness that was laying on the ground in the midst of a massive pool of blood and guts. He had a closed casket funeral, because there really wasn’t anything to actually bury, aside from his harness, which was in his coffin right now, along with what was scooped up.

      “So why are you telling me all of this?” I asked. It wasn’t like this would change the last few years.

      “Because I just want you to know that I’m sorry. I’ve lived with the guilt and I didn’t want you to follow the same path. I’ve been so selfish. On our way up here, your mother shared with me that she’d been blaming herself too. So I thought there may be a chance that you might. I’d been living in the dark for so long that I’d forgotten I wasn’t the only one there.”

      “I don’t,” I blurted. “I mean, yeah, I was supposed to go last on that climb so I always thought that maybe it was supposed to have been me. But the truth is, it wasn’t, and that way of thinking wasn’t going to get anyone anywhere. It wasn’t going to propel us forward like we needed, it was only going to hold us back. So, I got over it. I threw myself into training. I kept climbing. I set goals and made this the only priority in my life. And here I am now, all because I didn’t give up.”

      “You’re right,” he agreed.

      Of course I was right. I was always right. My hand grabbed onto the small locket around my neck and I closed my eyes. Clif had given this to me the day we’d made our pact. It was the shape of mountains. It symbolized us. We were together right now no matter what. Regardless of time and space.

      I opened my eyes back up. “Are you about ready?” I called.

      “Ready,” he replied. “I’m going to batman it on up to where I fell from.”

      “Got it.”

      He grabbed onto the rope that was the climber’s side, not the one on the side that was attached to him, but the one that was running along the wall and through all the bolts and anchors, and braced his feet against the rock wall, and pushed and pulled himself up.

      The higher up he went, the lower I went toward the ground. I could have pulled the lever on my Grigri to let out some slack and slowly lower myself to the ground while he remained hanging in the same spot in midair, but for some reason I didn’t. I hadn’t understood it, but maybe subconsciously I knew that I’d needed to have that talk with him.

      The short conversation was helpful, but it would still take a lot of time and healing to even begin to mend this family. It was actually a good thing he decided to join us. I think he needed this even more than I did. Perhaps my mother was the same way too.

      My feet touched the ground at the same time he reached his spot. I continued to take, and he hung there with his hands reaching behind him and digging into his chalk bag.

      After some rest, he began again. He started climbing and before I knew it, he was already tapping out at the anchors. “Lower!” he called down, and I pulled back the lever on the Grigri to lower him back down to the ground.

      Once he touched down, I noticed the smile that lit up his face. “That was one of the greatest things ever,” he exclaimed. “I haven’t felt like this in years. I feel like I could take on the world.”

      I gave a small, tiny chuckle. “Before you take on the world,” I cautioned, “how about you start small. Say, with the Carbolitas?”

      “Oh, you’re funny,” he teased. “You’ve still got your mom’s sense of humor.”

      I smiled. “So, who’s next?” I asked. As soon as Steve had his knot undone, he passed it on to my mom. She was next, and I just remained hooked into the Grigri.

      I expected her to go really slow, but she didn’t. She sped up the wall in no time, and I raised my eyebrow when she came down. Sure, her and Steve had been doing better on this wall than expected, but she was really flying up it more than she should have been.

      “Yeah, I’ve been climbing for the last year,” she admitted.

      I nearly choked on air. “Excuse me?”

      “Like I said. I knew you were going to climb. I was just worried and wanted to be with you. So, here we are.”

      Steve looked at her like she’d grown three heads.

      “Alright you guys, let’s check on the others. It might be lunch time,” I interjected. We cleaned up our route, rope, and gear, and moved on over to where the others had taken up residence.

      We found them only a few routes away. J.D. was climbing a couple grades harder than a practice route. We were supposed to be taking it as easy as possible, but of course he had to do something more. I smiled. He tapped out at the anchors and then hooked in his slings and cleaned the anchors. He took out the draws on his way down, and once he was on the ground again, pulled the rope through the bolts and packed up.

      We sat there, enjoying our meals of water and trail mix, before heading back for our final night in this spot.
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      The straps of my pack dug into my shoulders as I stood downstairs by the door, waiting. How was it that I, the girl in this situation, was ready and waiting on all the guys? All they had to do was roll out of bed and walk downstairs.

      They were all awake and getting ready, I’d heard them. What I didn’t understand was what was taking them so long. This was certainly not a day of patience for me.

      If Jenna were here, even she’d be standing next to me and tapping her foot. She’d stayed overnight with Dave and his friends. With the extra people sleeping in this cabin, it seemed like the reasonable thing to do. Gary had gone over, too, claiming he was the sixth wheel with my harem. They thought they were so funny throwing that word around.

      After talking with the other climbers we came across yesterday, we determined that we’d be the only ones continuing up today. Most others were only going to make it this far and stay here, while others wanted to hang out around this level some more. It was a nice little vacation spot, but it was a bit too people-y for me. Which was strange, considering just how social of a sport climbing was.

      Feet pounding down the staircase alerted me to my first companion. I looked up and saw Pete staring back at me. I smiled as he got closer, and he greeted me with a kiss, his glasses bumping askew at the awkward angle. He had to take half a step back to readjust. It was so adorable. I secretly loved when things like that happened.

      A knock sounded on the door behind me, and I turned around and opened it. Gary was standing there looking like he’d been ready for hours.

      “Are you guys about ready?” he asked, annoyance clear on his face. “We were going to head out about an hour ago, what’s taking so long?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve been waiting on everyone else too. The guys have been getting ready for ages, so I’m about to go make some more coffee,” I replied, and headed into the kitchen and filled the coffee pot with enough coffee grounds and water to fill up a mug. I hit the start button, pulled a mug from the dishwasher, and waited. As soon as the coffee maker light turned off, indicating it was done, I poured some into my mug and added a bit of sugar. The others had no idea of the coffee magnificence they were missing out on right now.

      I stirred the liquid with a spoon, watching as the sugar mixed in with the deep cocoa brown liquid, and the coffee aroma reached my nose. I then brought the cup to my lips and let the steam warm my cheeks. The smell of freshly heated powdered coffee was going to be the best smell of the day, especially since I had nothing but a sweaty climber smell on the horizon.

      After another moment, I tipped it toward me and slowly sipped the hot liquid. It ran past my lips, over my tongue, and down my throat. I stood there and let the caffeinated goodness comfort me, washing away my fears and worries down to the last powdered grain.

      The sound of a throat clearing interrupted my moment of bliss and I held the mug firm to my mouth, not wanting to break the flow of coffee, and turned to the kitchen doorway.

      My guys were all standing there, watching and waiting, and past them I could see Mom and Steve in the living room, talking with Gary and Jenna.

      I’d been waiting for them for over an hour. They could wait just a bit longer while I finished my coffee.

      It only took a few more minutes for the mug to be emptied. I hadn’t made the water so hot that it was undrinkable without immediately burning my mouth.

      I pulled the mug from my lips and set it in the sink along with the spoon. There was a cleaning service set to come in after us and prepare this cabin for the next guests, and they’d take care of this too.

      “Alright, you guys ready?” I inquired, as I walked toward them and they got out of my way to let me pass.

      “Yup, just waiting on you, pretty girl,” Carson informed me.

      I looked at him and squinted. “I’d been waiting for you guys for over an hour. You have no right to complain about waiting less than five minutes for me,” I scolded.

      Carson chuckled. “I know. It’s just fun to mess with you.”

      I walked over and linked my arms through Jenna’s and Gary’s. “Alright, let’s head out.” We filed out the door. It was a little awkward at first with our arms linked, but we did some sort of side shuffle, so it worked out.

      It was about a two-mile hike to the wall. There was a small ranger cabin to check in to when leaving this level, and two people there to monitor the base of the wall. It would take an entire day to get us all up the next leg of the climb. We were a fairly large group.

      The rangers greeted us as we approached and one came down to talk to us. He gave us a run down of all the safety advice, and told us they had a first aid kit and a chopper on standby if needed. Hopefully we wouldn’t need it. My mind flitted back to the memory from seven years ago, when my parents and I were airlifted out of the mountain range without my brother. I shuddered and shook my head free of the memory.

      I never wanted to ride in a helicopter again.

      We set our packs down where we’d start climbing and began to unpack. Dave, Stan, and Carrie were already harnessed up and roped in, and ready to start ascending. They were going to get a head start on us on this route. There were a dozen of us total, so it could take awhile.

      Dave was on belay while Stan was clipping cams, bells, and nuts to his harness to set the route.

      “Ready?” Stan asked, chalking up his hands and reaching for the first holds.

      “Ready,” Dave replied. “Climb on.”

      Stan placed his hands and feet on the rock holds and began to climb, with Dave spotting him from below, hands up and ready to break his fall if needed. He started out smooth and strong, quickly gliding up the wall with careful foot placement. He set cams and bells into the cracks, testing each one to make sure it held, before adding a draw and then the rope.

      He was already on the third draw point when J.D. locked himself into belay mode, and Gary was handing me the rope to tie in. In a motion practiced countless times over, I looped in with a double figure eight knot and got ready to start climbing. Carson popped up in front of me and kissed my forehead, before placing a helmet on my head and strapping it into place. “Be safe, pretty girl.”

      It was dawn, and the added light made it easier to see than using only the fluorescent lights from the ranger station. We wouldn’t even need our headlamps.

      With each movement careful and precise, I pulled and pushed my way up the rock face. Sharp rock pressed into my fingertips and scraped against my arms, but I paid no attention. I was focused on one thing, and one thing only—making it to the top.

      Once I made it to the start of the second leg, I anchored myself in and waited.

      Next up was Carson, and J.D. continued to belay him while I watched from above. I looked over to see that Stan was anchored in and Carrie was already halfway up their route, making steady progress.

      Carson made it up and he belayed me for the second pitch. It was three pitches up to the next part of the mountain where we’d rest for a day before continuing up again. I was now at the top of the second one, with one left to go.

      The climbing went smoothly, and my confidence was skyrocketing. I looked down below and could only make out who was who by the colors of their helmets and any shiny things they may have had hooked to their harnesses.

      Gary took over belaying and sent Jenna up next. I watched her movements from above, and saw the familiar flicker of excitement reflected in her sky blue eyes.

      Next, Gary belayed my mother. I watched her slow and careful movements, and she was joining Carson at the top of the second pitch in no time.

      J.D. went over to the other route and sent up Dave, and then Stan belayed J.D. from the beginning of the second leg, while J.D. cleaned the route as he ascended the first pitch.

      Jenna sent up Carson, and then my mother. One by one, the group was all making it up. Gary cleaned the route as he went. I was terrified for him, because if Clif had left in one piece of equipment, then it could have saved his life. I hadn’t been able to convince Gary to do that though, he’d have to leave one behind on each pitch and didn’t think it was worth it, saying he trusted us enough to never let go of the rope. So, no pressure.

      The belays were repeated the rest of the way up. It took several hours and was past lunchtime by the time we got everyone up the routes. It was midafternoon, and we were anxious for some snacks. Our stomachs growled in agreement.

      The first pitch of the route went smoothly, it was fairly simple. The climbs would only get more difficult from here.

      “First order of business,” Gary stated. “Food. I’m famished.”

      “Told you that you should’ve put some snacks in your pack you could reach,” I told him, while I unbuckled my own pack and set it on the ground. “Let’s see what the shack up here has.”

      “At the very least, they may have trail mix. I know that’s what we all have in our bags already, but tourists don’t go up this far,” Stan commented. “But, food is food.”

      Sitting down, I leaned back against my pack and folded my hands over my stomach. The others did the same. “Let’s just enjoy this for a moment. I want to celebrate each feat, no matter how big or small,” I offered.

      “We can do that. I checked in with the ranger station since we’re a day behind with the extra rest day, and we’re the only ones climbing this part today anyways. Tomorrow we have a rest day, then climbing again. Except the next will be a five-pitch route with three lines,” Carson informed us. “It’ll be fun.”

      “So, Carson is your name, right?” my mom asked him and he nodded. “Tell me about yourself. I’ve been here for a couple days now and don’t know anything about any of you, other than you’re climbers.”

      “That pretty much sums us up,” Carson replied. “But, yeah, I work at a distillery. It’s good, I have flexible hours, and can climb all I want.”

      “What about the rest of you?” she inquired, probably hoping for an answer that was something she’d approve of. She may be on this climb with me now, but that didn’t change the expectations she’d been trying to drill into my head over the last few years.

      “I’m a veterinary assistant,” J.D. answered.

      My mom looked at him in surprise. That was right, my bear of a man worked with kitties and puppies. I knew it shocked a lot of people when they found out and it was always fun to see.

      “That’s lovely,” she said. Well, at least she was being nice, or trying to I guess. “You’re J.D., right?”

      “Yup,” he responded.

      “What does that stand for?” she asked.

      “John David.”

      “That’s nice.”

      He shrugged again and smiled.

      “I’m in med school,” Dave piped up, and I wanted to laugh my butt off. My mom had immediate interest and of course she’d think I was banging him too. But no, he was with Jenna. None of my guys had the kind of job my mom was trying to sniff out. Sorry to disappoint her, but I really wasn’t sorry at all.

      “I work at a law firm,” Stan said, making all of this even more hilarious.

      “I worked at the same law firm, which was how I met Stan,” Carrie added. “We were in the break room one day talking about how we never saw the light of day and wondered whether or not the sun still came up every day. So we went outside, walked down the street to the climbing gym on our lunch break, and signed up for passes. We met Dave our first day there, when went back later to climb,” she explained. “Turns out, the sun still does rise every day.”

      “What do you mean you ‘worked’ at one? What do you do now?” My mom inquired.

      “I did, up until recently. I finally accepted the office workplace isn’t for me. So I left, colored my hair blue, and now I’m climbing, trying to figure out what to do next.”

      My mom gave a slight disapproving look, but nodded and continued. “How did you meet Cam?” She asked, mostly to Dave and Stan.

      Dave answered, “We were on our way here and stopped at a gas station. Cam was at the pump next to us. It was just luck.”

      My mom’s face fell as she realized I wasn’t actually with these guys as well. I’d only known them for a few days. “Well, that’s nice. You seem to have grown close.”

      I had to keep from spitting out my water. She was implying something she had no idea about. Of course I had to say something.

      “Not as close as Jenna has,” Gary commented, beating me to it, and everyone laughed when they realized what was going on. My mother blushed, and went back to drinking her water and looking out at the view.

      After a while, we got up and found an area to pitch our tents in. The area was small, but it was still perfect for us. I was really looking forward to this next rest day. After this, we’d be sleeping on the wall itself.
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        * * *

      

      It was later that night, and everyone was outside making fires and boiling water to add to their astronaut type camping meals. I’d snuck back to my tent to grab a jacket since I’d gone out there unprepared and it was a bit chilly.

      Rough hands grabbed me by the waist and lifted me slightly up into the air. Before I even had a moment to let out a squeak, I was landing on the sleeping bag and being covered in the few blankets we had. A weight descended upon me and I fought to poke my head out. Once I did, I was looking straight into Ryan’s smiling face.

      “Hello there,” he said.

      “Fancy running into you here,” Carson called from my other side, and I turned to see an equally grinning face filled with mischief.

      I narrowed my eyes and looked between them. “I know you’re both up to something, I just don’t know what.”

      Ryan planted a searing kiss on my lips, one filled with lust, and I kissed him back.

      A moment later, fingers grabbed my jaw and turned my head, and Carson’s lips were on mine next.

      I now had an idea of why they followed me up here.

      Carson’s kiss burned my mouth with passion, while Ryan’s hand traveled down my stomach and found the hem of my shirt. His hand dipped under it, and trailed up my stomach with the backs of his knuckles. His gentle touch tickled as it went up.

      Ryan’s hand was halted by my sports bra. “Love, do you have any bras that are not sports bras? These things are not fun to constantly get off,” he grumbled.

      “Yeah,” I laughed, “tell me about it. Trying to get both in and out of one is like swimming in a lake filled with piranhas.”

      “So, about your bra stash,” he continued.

      “No, I didn’t pack any normal bras because this is the Carbolitas. My boobs would pop out if I tried to climb in a normal bra,” I explained. Guys had no idea of the true horror women faced when it came to wearing the right bra for the right activity.

      “I’d be okay with that,” they both said in unison, and Carson took my mouth hostage again.

      Ryan somehow managed to force his fingers into the sports bra from below. He grunted in frustration, and shoved the whole thing up, exposing my breasts to the air outside. “Much better,” he commented, before taking a nipple between his thumb and forefinger and gently tugging.

      I lightly groaned into Carson’s mouth, who smiled as he continued to kiss me. His hand moved up and over, and wound itself around, cupping the back of my neck with his thumb gently caressing the side of my face.

      Soft kisses lightly peppered my stomach, broken up by a light nibble here and there. The kisses moved up to the bottom of my rib cage, nipped at the rib there, and then moved back down farther south.

      I was expecting his lips to travel back up, but they kept going. Ryan’s hand left my breast and slid down to help with the removal of my pants. I whimpered at the loss of contact and warmth, but Carson swallowed any sounds I made. He moved his hand from behind my neck and down to my breast, so it’d keep getting the attention it craved.

      Ryan’s knuckles bit into my hips as he dug his fingers behind the fabric and pulled them down my legs, and all the way down until they were completely on the ground and out of the way.

      He quickly returned to my body before the shorts had even touched the tent floor, and kissed along my core. He nibbled at the entrance, teasing me, and then licked a trail up to the edge of my stomach.

      I tried to rub my knees together, as I was beginning to think their teasing would never end, but he placed a hand against each thigh to hold them in place.

      Carson’s hand moved on to the other breast, and his free hand came up to the side of my head, tangling in my hair. His fingers ran along my scalp and I loved the sensations. He tweaked and flicked my nipple, so it was quickly standing on end just as much as the other one was.

      Ryan’s mouth covered my pussy and he sucked on my lips there.

      I arched my back, trying to push myself into his mouth. My arousal was already seeping out, and he was lapping it up with his tongue, making sure not one single drop was missed.

      Carson continued to kiss me, not letting my mouth leave his. I parted my lips, and he took advantage of the opening and slipped right on in. His tongue tasted like my favorite chocolate cookie dough Clif Bar, and I wanted to suck on it and steal all the flavor for myself. I’d have to remember later to raid his Cif Bar stash and do some tradesies.

      Ryan’s tongue slipped between my folds and inside of my pussy, as his hand came around to flick my clit.

      Fuck, I didn’t know how long these guys expected me to last, but I was going to need a lot more, real soon.

      I moved my hand around until I found the fastening of Carson’s pants. Undoing the button, I freed his erection. Mostly. I still had to dip into his boxers to find it, but once I did, it was mine.

      Wrapping my hand around his girth, I began to slowly pump my fist up and down. After a couple strokes, I used my thumb to spread the precum around the head, dragging my hand across it and continuing to caress the length of him.

      He moaned into my mouth and I smiled. It was an awkward smile, because of the kiss, but a smile nonetheless.

      Ryan’s tongue continued to dance in my core, and he inserted a finger alongside it. A few moments later, he added a second finger. He was fucking me with his fingers and tongue at the same time, while also flicking my clit. That man had me covered down there.

      Carson’s hand moved down enough so his thumb could rub against my throat. I absolutely fucking loved it.

      His kisses grew deeper and hungrier, and I ached for each one. Ryan’s advances were growing bolder and I wanted more. I needed more. I thrust my hips forward, but he pulled away and scoffed at me. “Stay still, I’m having fun.”

      I pulled away from Carson’s mouth, still keeping the rhythm with my strokes on his dick, and replied, “What about my fun?”

      Ryan smiled his lopsided smile that I loved so much. “Oh, you are having fun. I’m sure of it,” he said, and then went back down on me.

      Carson’s kisses grew more possessive and my hand tightened around his dick. Carson was already as hard as he’d ever be. He pulled his mouth from mine and moved down to my breast.

      Without something to keep my mouth occupied, I had nothing to do but lay there and take what they were giving me, and my moans grew louder without anything to silence them.

      The whole camping area would soon know what we were up to and, well, honestly, I didn’t give a fuck. My brain wasn’t working, but these guys sure were.

      I squirmed around and Carson’s hot mouth covered my cold nipple. He sucked and my orgasm grew. Ryan’s fingers curled inside of me, hitting my sweet spot, and I came apart. He licked up my arousal and Carson held me, sucking on my other nipple, while I shook through my orgasm.

      Carson moved off my breasts and sat by my side, my hand still around his dick but not moving. As I came down, I tilted my head up and looked straight into Ryan’s mischievous eyes, peering up at me from between my legs. That look meant he was up to something.

      Right as I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, he placed his arms underneath my legs and flipped me over so I was lying on my stomach. My hand slipped away from Carson with that motion, and he moved around to kneel down in front of me. A moment later, his hands were back on my butt.

      My ass was pulled up into the air and realization dawned on me. Oh, this was going to be fun.

      The tip of Ryan’s cock teased my entrance for a moment right before he shoved it into my pussy. I opened my mouth in surprise and Carson took that opportunity to fill it with his dick. I swirled my tongue around it and sucked, while Ryan focused on pummeling me into oblivion.

      My breathing quickly grew rapid, and my pleas for breath were met with more dick as he went deeper and hit the back of my throat. I hummed and he moaned loudly. His hands tangled in my hair, both of them this time, and he held me in place as he fucked my mouth.

      Ryan rammed into me harder and harder, and I felt a sticky substance drip down my thigh. His fingertips bit into my hips as he went harder, faster, and stronger.

      I puffed my cheeks to try and take more of Carson, but he was already as far inside as he was going to get.

      “Are you almost ready? I don’t think I’m going to last much longer, man,” Carson told Ryan, clenching his teeth on the last words. His balls tightened; he was about ready.

      “I’m almost there. And so is she. She’s pretty much more than read—ah!” Ryan stilled behind me as he came, Carson quickly following suit and spilling into my mouth. I came alongside them, my mouth opened wider than I ever thought possible, screaming around his dick and swallowing every bit of cum that he gave me. Once they were done, we all collapsed. Carson pulled me up, laying my head on his chest while Ryan snuggled my legs, too worn out to drag his body farther up toward us.

      I rested my head above Carson’s heart and listened to it beat, the fast rhythm was beginning to slow down, relaxing me. Ryan kissed both of my legs and I closed my eyes, relishing the peace of two of my guys before I needed to go face the chaos of the rest that were outside.

      I didn’t know how long we could get away with hiding out over here, but I was sure willing to find out.
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      “Hey, guys,” I whispered.

      “Mmm?” they both hummed, not wanting to move or speak.

      “We’re missing out on dinner.”

      Ryan chuckled. “Well, that was the appetizer and main course. What you were thinking of for dessert, love?” he asked.

      “I mean my freeze-dried beef stew. I’m going to need some actual fuel at some point,” I reminded them.

      They both chuckled at me. I asked a real, serious, life and death question—okay, well, maybe not quite life and death—and they freaking laugh at me. Ryan’s hand reached up to grab mine and I swatted it away. “Nuh-uh,” I said. “You still didn’t give me a real answer.”

      “Alright,” he capitulated. “Let’s go feed you some delicious freeze-dried beef stew. Hangry Cam is less fun than fed Cam.”

      “Bastards,” I muttered.

      “Huh?” Carson asked.

      “Oh snap, did I say that out loud?” I teased. “Whoops.”

      They laughed. “Come on, Cam. Let’s get you cleaned up and ready for dinner before anyone wonders where we’ve gone,” Ryan suggested, sitting up.

      “Oh, I’m sure they know where we’ve gone and what we’ve been up to.” Carson smirked, but began to sit up as well, pushing me up into a sitting position along with them.

      Ryan moved over to his pack, fumbling around inside of it. Soon after, he pulled out a container of wet wipes. He gently cleaned me up, making sure that every bit of arousal was wiped from my body, and then Carson dipped into his own pack and leaned back over with some deodorant and lotion.

      “Even if they know what we’ve done, we could still smell like we haven’t,” Carson said.

      I laughed. “You know, I’ve never thought of that. That’s clever.”

      “Thank you, my lady,” he replied and took a bow. Upon rising up, he squirted a dollop of lavender lotion into his palm and rubbed it onto my legs, arms, and stomach. The lavender scent drifted to my nose and I breathed in deeply. This was something I’d have to remember for the future.

      Once we were all cleaned and lotioned up, we replaced our underwear and bottoms, they each grabbed one of my hands, and led me back out into the daylight. Upon reaching the group, I saw my mom sitting on the ground, looking uncomfortable. I ignored her. If she was uncomfortable because of what just happened, then she’d have to learn to either ignore it or accept it. If she wanted to approach me later, then fine.

      We didn’t pass anyone else as we reached the fire.

      Pete, Dave, and Steve were all manning the grill. Or at least, they were all standing by the fire holding a stick. Totally not the same thing.

      The smell of cooking freeze-dried food filled the air as J.D. poured boiling water into the food pouches, and my stomach rumbled. Ryan leaned over and his breath tickled my ear as he whispered, “Sounds like you’ve worked up quite an appetite.” I squeezed his hand in affirmation and grinned. I sure did, and I hoped to repeat that activity again sometime soon.

      “Hey, welcome to dinner,” J.D. said as he turned around, and was immediately swarmed with hungry climbers. Everyone took theirs and began to down them.

      Jenna ran up and pulled me away from the two guys. “So,” she began. “How was it?” Her face lit up with excitement.

      “What do you mean?” I teased.

      “Oh, you know,” she drawled. “I was out here minding my own business when the noises crashed through the air. You weren’t exactly quiet.” She winked.

      “Does everyone know?” I asked.

      “Well, not everyone. At least not yet. Your mom, though, she wasn’t happy.”

      I shrugged. “Well, oh well. That’s not really her place to dictate,” I stated.

      We walked around aimlessly, with no destination in mind, just wanting to hang out. I felt like I hadn’t had much girl time with my best girl friend lately. “So,” I said, changing the subject, “tell me about you and Dave.” She looked at me and I waggled my eyebrows, making her laugh.

      “It’s going great,” she replied. “For the first time since I met you, hell, for the first time in forever, I can sincerely say that things are really going great. We may be together forever, we may not. We may get married, we may not. Who the hell knows? All I know is that for now, I’m loving it. And I’m happy.”

      She really was smiling. I hadn’t seen her smile that much in a long time. “Remember when we went climbing in Kentucky at night? We snuck in there at like midnight. Hopped the fence. You were belaying me and I was nearly to the anchors when they found us?” she reminisced.

      “Yeah, I remember that,” I said, laughing. “I lowered your ass down so fast, I was surprised you didn’t get air burn from that lower.”

      “Luckily it was a sport route we did, so we didn’t actually need to leave any of our gear on the wall. We just grabbed our packs, grabbed the rope, and hightailed it out of there with the rope dragging behind us.” We were stopped in our tracks and bent over from laughing so hard.

      “I don’t know how we didn’t actually get caught,” I sputtered, wiping away the tears brought about by laughing so hard. I didn’t know how I could see through them. “We saw their flashlights and they couldn’t grab the rope, it was trailing so far behind.”

      She shrugged. “Who the hell knows? But we went back the next day and acted like everything was normal. They never suspected a thing!”

      I straightened a little bit and wiped my eyes again. “When the hell did we get so grown up?” I asked.

      “No clue,” she replied. “I want to say that I haven’t grown up at all, but unfortunately that would be a lie.”

      We spent some more time reminiscing about the good old days, and random things we’d done at random times and gotten away with. She’d been my best friend for so long, and it was so weird to think that we’d been together on this mountain but still so far apart.

      “We need some more girl time,” she stated. “More specifically, us time.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “So much yes.”

      We wandered around aimlessly for a little while longer, when a guy stumbled out of the nearby bushes with his pants down. A brown beer bottle was hanging loosely in his hand and the contents sloshed around inside as he stumbled over toward us. “Heyyyy,” he slurred. “Wanna have a partay?” His garbled words were nearly incoherent.

      I scrunched up my face and grabbed onto Jenna’s shirt to pull her away with me. This wouldn’t be a good situation to get ourselves into. While this wasn’t a touristy area like down below, there were still some bad apples everywhere you went. “Come on,” I urged her. “Let’s get out of here. We need to head back to our boyfriends for dinner.” I enunciated the word ‘boyfriends’ as I pulled and began to walk.

      “Hey hey heyyyy,” he called out after us. “What’s the rush? The party is just about to get started!”

      We walked on, acting as though we hadn’t heard anything. A hand grabbed the back of my shirt and I began falling backward. The motion caught me off guard and I threw my hand out to catch my fall as I twisted slightly. Looking down, I saw my wrist bent in a position that shouldn’t be comfortable. Dread began to creep in, filling the cracks that would soon be accompanied by pain.

      The man laughed a throaty and gurgled laugh. I looked up right as he grabbed Jenna’s arm and twisted. She let out a shriek then threw a right hook and clocked him under the chin. His head flew back and drops of blood flew out of his mouth, landing on the ground around him.

      Jenna grabbed me, pulled me up, and ran, dragging me along behind her.

      We ran, fast and hard, trying to put as much distance between us and the crazy guy as we possibly could. Once we felt we were out of range, we stopped to catch our breath.

      “Fuck, Cam, are you okay?” she asked me.

      “Me? What about your arm?” I countered, recalling the screech she gave out when he had her arm.

      “It’ll be alright,” she replied, but I was unconvinced. She wasn’t moving it and her face was scrunched like she was trying to keep her pain at bay. But if she didn’t want to talk about it, then I wouldn’t press right now.

      I held up my wrist and tried to bend it, but it hurt. “Ow.” I couldn’t keep the worry out of my voice. “Jenna...” I didn’t know what to say.

      “Okay, don’t worry, we’ll get this figured out. Let’s take a detour to medical,” she suggested.

      “I don’t know if I want to,” I hedged. “What if they say I can’t climb, Jenna?” I began to panic, the reality of what was happening was freaking me out. I’d worked my whole life for this. If I couldn’t achieve it because of some stupid, drunk asshole, I didn’t know what I would do. I needed to be able to do this.

      “Give it a day, maybe it’ll be better tomorrow,” I pleaded.

      “Cam, we’re going today. Right now. At the very least we can slap a brace on it and still get you up the wall. It will happen, I promise you that. We won’t let you fail. Even if we need to stay on this mountain until you’re healed. We’ll make it happen,” she vowed, desperate to reassure me.

      “Okay,” I conceded. “Let’s go.”

      We made a detour to the medic tents. The longer I sat there waiting, the more pain I was in. After the medic felt around my wrist, hand, and arm, while asking questions, he told me it was a mild sprain, and wouldn’t take longer than two or three days to heal, so we wouldn’t get too far off track. The medic gave me some ibuprofen for the pain and swelling, and then went to talk with Jenna separately.

      “Well, so much for continuing on up the mountain in a couple days,” I muttered, trudging back to camp. “Unless it would be all better by then.”

      “Stop it, Cam. Shit happens. We’ll wait,” she reassured me. I really needed to tamp down my panic.

      I felt tears begin to well at the corners of my eyes. I knew she kept saying it’d be okay, but I just couldn’t stop the fears from overwhelming me. My mind was already going to a dark place.

      Several colorful tents came into view and I slowed down, wanting to prolong the moment that I’d have to face the onslaught of questions, because of course they’d all need to immediately know what was wrong.

      Pete was on the edge of the clearing and the closest to us. He walked out to meet us and as he neared, he saw the light blue brace that was over my wrist. I didn’t have a way to hide it, but I may as well just get it over with. Maybe he could tell the rest of them. I really didn’t want to have to repeat the same story nine more times if I was going to have to do each one individually.

      “What happened?” he asked, the usual casual coolness in his voice was now nowhere to be found. He took my wrist in his hands, softly touching it with his gentle fingers. “What happened to you? Are you alright?” His eyes were filled with concern. A wrist in a brace was a terrible thing for a climber, and he knew that, but he was worried about more than just the sport. He was worried for me, and how it would affect me rather than my climbing.

      “I’m okay,” I answered in an attempt to calm him down. His eyes were growing wild with each passing second I didn’t answer him. “Really. It’s a small sprain. It hurt a lot, but it’ll heal fast. Maybe even in just a few days.”

      His eyes snapped to mine. “You’re in pain?” he repeated for clarification.

      “Just a little. I have some pain meds.” I reached into my pocket with my free hand, pulled out the small bottle, and shook it, letting the pain meds rattle inside.

      “You still didn’t answer my question,” he reminded me.

      I looked up at him, confused.

      “You didn’t tell me what actually happened,” he reiterated.

      I said nothing, so he turned his head to Jenna, not once taking his hands away from mine.

      She looked at me with a telepathic apology. “Sorry, Cam. Everyone’s going to know anyway,” she apologized. “This guy—”

      Pete’s eyes flared with anger as his mind imagined the worst.

      “No, it wasn’t like that,” I rushed to explain, but Jenna cut me off.

      “This drunk guy stumbled out of the bushes with his pants around his ankles. We tried to get away, walk away, but he grabbed the back of her shirt and she fell. She caught her fall with her hand, but her wrist just barely managed to survive the impact,” she recounted.

      Pete’s eyes flamed even more, if that was even possible. “Where was this?” he growled.

      “It was about a mile northeast. I punched him and we got away, we went straight to the medic without looking back,” Jenna explained.

      Pete slowly lowered my wrist and walked away without another word. His silence was so eerie. He was usually such a positive guy. He may not always talk a whole lot, but he was always so calm and positive. This new demeanor of his frightened me, and weirdly turned me on at the same time. I began to turn and head after him, but Jenna grabbed my other arm and pulled me more to the tents.

      “Come on,” she insisted. “Let’s get this over with. Gary has already spotted you.” She tugged on my arm again.

      I looked over and Gary, sure enough, was waving at us erratically like he tended to do. We moved closer and he ran over to meet us. “Hey, where’s Pete heading?” he asked. “The latrine is free if that’s—what happened?” he exclaimed, as he saw my wrist in a brace.

      I sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      “A drunk guy pulled her back and she fell to the ground. She threw a hand out to catch her fall and landed funny.” Well, I guess that was a much shorter story than I’d thought. Jenna continued, “We went to the medic immediately and they said it’s just a sprain. She has some pain meds and a brace, and now just has to wait a few days and see how it’s healing.”

      “So, Pete is going out there to find the guy,” he concluded.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      He placed a kiss to my cheek and headed off in the same direction that Pete did.

      As soon as I turned around, Ryan and J.D. were standing in front of me, with Carson not far behind. I sighed. Once Carson caught up, Jenna told them the same story and they took off after Gary. Of course they would.

      “So, should we tell the others? Maybe they want to go find this guy too?” I partly joked with Jenna, but I knew it wasn’t really a joke. I was worried about the consequences they may face. Assault was a big deal on the mountain. I’d told the medic what had happened, and they took a description and would have someone out looking for him. I shuddered to think how they’d find him if my guys found him first.

      We reached the clearing where Steve and Dave were relaxing against some trees at the edge of the clearing.

      “Hey Cam, how’s it—what the hell happened to you?” Dave reacted a little more than I’d expected him to. I mean, I didn’t really know the guy, so I didn’t expect him to respond like that. “Are you two alright? What happened here?” he asked again, when we both failed to answer.

      Jenna quickly told him the story in an attempt to calm him. Steve listened intently, eyeing my wrist with a hardened look and his mouth turned into a straight line. He crushed his empty can in his hand, set it down, and took off after the other guys.

      “Come on, let’s get you a cold pack,” Dave said, the only one thinking straight. Rather than going off on some macho manhunt, he was more concerned with taking care of us. Good man. “I assume the others wouldn’t need me.  With six of them against this one guy, my time would be better spent here,” he explained, as though he could read minds. And for a moment, I kind of let myself wonder if he actually could.

      We went over to his tent and he reached in and pulled out a small first aid kit. “A disposable and biodegradable cold pack. It’ll last about fifteen to twenty minutes. I have a few extras if needed too.” He snapped the small metal button inside of it to activate it, and handed it to me. I could feel the coolness spreading throughout the pack and placed it against my wrist. Within moments, my mom was standing in front of me, looking concerned.

      “Why do you need the cold pack?” she questioned. “What happened?”

      Her eyes landed on my wrist, and I internally groaned at having to hear the explanation yet again. We should have had them all together at once and explained it that way.

      I reluctantly opened my mouth and told her the story, also explaining where all the others were. She looked at Jenna, who nodded, and then walked over to join us and sat down on a large rock beside me.

      Carson moved over to my side, placed his arms around me, and pressed a kiss to my head. “The others have it taken care of. I came back to take care of you.”

      Stan and Carrie walked over, saw the ice pack in my hand and the brace on my wrist, and asked what was wrong. I then proceeded to drop my head into my hand, banging it on the calloused flesh. It should be the last time either of us would have to explain it to anyone, but still. Luckily, Dave took over. They nodded and Carrie’s eyes flamed with anger. Dave took her by the shoulders and led her away.

      “It’s much better now,” I told the few people around me. “I have a brace, an ice pack, and some pain pills. I’ll be okay, I promise. It just apparently needs a few days to heal, but I’ll be okay. I’m still climbing,” I looked over at my mother, “and nobody can stop me from that.”

      She placed a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “I know you are, honey. I just want you to be safe while doing it. Of course you’re still going to climb. You’ll still have all of us to back you up.”

      I undid the brace and set the ice pack directly on my wrist. After some time, it was pretty numb from the cold and seemed to have been enough time, so I set the brace back into place. Shoes on gravel alerted us to the others coming back, so we got up and turned around to greet them.

      Pete strode over, holding a white rag to his hand with blood seeping through. He paid us no attention as he ran over to his pack, grabbed a water bottle, and began pouring water over his hand.

      “What the hell happened?” Jenna asked.

      “He found the guy,” J.D. answered succinctly.

      “What happened to the guy?” Jenna pressed.

      “He got taken care of,” J.D. stated.

      My hand flew to my mouth. “He didn’t...”

      Ryan saw the look of horror in my eyes and rushed to reassure me. “No, no.” He raised his hands and waved them in front of him. “He’s still alive. He shouldn’t be, but he is. He just roughed him up a bit.”

      “I do have to say,” Steve spoke up, “it was impressive. I trust him with your protection. You’re in good hands with these guys.” With that, he went back toward his tent.

      J.D. walked up to me, wrapped his arms around me with his hand pressed against the back of my head, and pulled me into his chest. I turned my head so that my ear was against his sternum and I could hear his heartbeat. It was a little faster than all the other times I’d listened to it. I hated the thought that it could be because of me.

      I breathed in his lemon scent.

      A hand rubbed up and down my back, and I opened my eyes to see Ryan before me, looking at me with an intense stare.

      “I’m okay,” I answered his unspoken question. “I promise. You guys don’t need to do all this comforting.”

      “You’re our girl. We’ll comfort you when and how we damn well want to,” he responded, and continued to rub my back.

      I huffed and pushed myself off of J.D’s chest. “I’m going to go check on Pete,” I told them, which was what I should have been doing. He was the one that needed comforting, not me.

      I headed toward the direction Pete took off in, and jogged to catch up. He’d already made it to the spigot, a single pipe coming out of the rock that had running water from the stream running along another side of the Carbolitas.

      I walked up and saw Pete standing over the spigot with his hands underneath the water. He was staring at the liquid washing over his hands, the blood now all gone, but something about him worried me.

      I walked over to him and placed my hand on his back. “Hey,” I greeted, unsure exactly how to approach him. “How are you?”

      He didn’t answer. He stayed standing there, watching the water.

      “Pete?” I called softly. “You’re worrying me.”

      He looked up. “I’m so sorry, Cam.”

      My brows furrowed. “What are you sorry about?” I asked. “What would you possibly have to be sorry about?”

      “I saw the guy and I remembered how he hurt you, and how far he could’ve tried to get if things had been different. He laughed when I confronted him about you, and then I just lost it. I went crazy. I pummeled him until I was dragged away. The other guys, they literally had to pull me off of him and drag me away. I don’t really want to think of what I would’ve done if they hadn’t been there,” he murmured.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’ll be okay,” I soothed, lacing my fingers through his. “It’s okay to be okay.”

      We smiled at each other and headed back toward the little campsite where the others were.

      We all sat in silence, aside from a few instances of awkward jokes and forced laughter. Nobody really seemed to be up for much conversation. We went to our tents shortly after and I fell asleep in the arms of Pete, surrounded by the rest of my guys. We had the most compact five-person tent we could find. Despite climbing being postponed for a couple extra days, it would be okay. As long as I had my guys by my side, nothing could bring me down.
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      The next day and a half went by quickly enough. The guys waited on me hand and foot, and I got annoyed at them for treating me like I was fragile. I could tell by the tightness of their eyes that Mom and Steve wanted me to give up on this with the slight injury, but they held back whatever they wanted to say.

      Everyone knew how stubborn I was about this, and that no attempts at convincing to give up would work. Sure, it was only a mild sprain, but when fingers attached to that wrist were the only thing holding me up at any point, there could be a cause for concern.

      My real concern, though, was Jenna. I’d noticed her not moving her arm much. They say I’m the stubborn one, but if she was injured and not saying anything, then she’d win the stubbornness award. The guys wouldn’t leave me alone long enough to talk to her.

      Low sounds of snoring filled the tent and I smiled. All four of my guys demanded to sleep here. They took up so much space on our sleeping bags that I was never able to move. They’d tried to convince me that was actually a good thing, because then it meant I couldn’t bang my wrist on anything in my sleep. I called bullshit though, they just wanted to snuggle.

      I lifted my arms in the air and undid the brace. I flexed my wrist and grinned at the lack of pain. It was so much better now. It wasn’t perfect, but it was pretty much mostly climbable.

      The coloring looked mostly normal, with only some light bruising on the wrist.

      “You doing alright?”

      I looked over to see Pete still groggy from sleep, and he scrubbed his hand down his face to rub some wakefulness in.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “I’m doing pretty good actually.”

      He smiled and reached for my hand. “That’s good to hear.” He gently guided my hand to his mouth, his fingers on my forearm, and kissed my palm, and then placed another equally gentle kiss on my wrist.

      “Let’s get in a tiny practice climb today, or at least some small bouldering,” I suggested. “I want to see if it’ll hold up. I don’t do too well staying on the ground. Hiking doesn’t cut it. I need some vertical exercise.”

      His eyes flared. “I can give you some vertical exercise,” he purred.

      I laughed and smacked his chest with my free hand. He let my arm go, and I rolled over J.D., who gave an, “Oomph,” as I slid over him and then onto the ground. Standing up, I looked around, grabbed my climbing shorts and a sports bra, and proceeded to change clothes right there with Pete watching from the middle of the boy pile. I was enjoying teasing him. He was trapped in a sea of guys and couldn’t do anything about it.

      Once dressed—or perhaps barely dressed in shorts and a sports bra—I opened the tent flap and bounded across the ground to the fire pit to boil some water for coffee, and prepare to get on the wall again. There were enough people here that one of them would belay me.

      I had a bounce in my step when I reached the supplies, and placed some water over the already stoked fire to boil. Someone else was up. Watching the tiny bubbles rise, my mouth nearly watered just thinking of the mug of beautiful amazingness that I would soon be consuming.

      I added the salted caramel powdered coffee to the cup, poured water into it, stirred, set it down to settle, and turned around in search of some food. There were some muffins the guys had brought up, which were leftover from another breakfast. How they were still around with this many people here was beyond me. I was certainly baffled.

      Lifting the tin foil cover, I snagged a muffin and skipped back over to my steaming cup of coffee. Sitting down, I stirred the caffeinated liquid and took a small sip.

      I then proceeded to enjoy my breakfast of coffee and muffins. I was surprised Pete hadn’t made it out yet, and I snickered at the thought of him being trapped in a pile of men. Perhaps he tried to get off the bed, got stuck, and then gave up and just went back to sleep. That wouldn’t surprise me. Why would anyone in their right mind wake up any earlier than they really had to? I was just an odd salamander that never made any sense. I ran more on dreams than logic.

      I sipped my coffee and watched the wildlife play. Squirrels scampered across the ground, their cheeks puffed out with acorns to take back to their homes. Birds pecked at the damp soil, working to get their morning worms. One bird stood out from the others, a bluebird. They were pretty much the mascot for Clif and me when we were younger. When we’d read about the mountains where the blue thorns grew, the only place in the world where you could see them, we also read about the bluebirds that hung out around here. I’d seen quite a few since we’d started this trip, They reminded me to never give up and the reason I was doing this climb—for both Clif and myself.

      I looked down at my wrist where I had a small tattoo of a bluebird and some blue thorns. In a small, fancy script, were the words “You are not in the mountains. The mountains are in you.” It was one of my favorite quotes, penned by John Muir, the Father of National Parks and the person of whom Muir Valley in the Red River Gorge is named after.

      The tattoo was a reminder to always keep climbing higher, to always have my hands above my head, pulling me farther up. Although, technically with rock climbing you pushed with your legs, but still, it was the meaning behind it that mattered more, along with the actual words.

      I was about to take the first bite of my blueberry muffin when I heard footsteps approaching me from behind.

      I turned my head to greet my new companion and froze. It was the drunk guy from a couple days ago. His face was twisted up into a gruesome smile, and he was sporting a blackened eye and his arm was in a sling. He walked with a limp and his scowl deepened with every step he took.

      “You bitch,” he gritted out between clenched teeth, and then spit off to the side. How unsanitary. “You see what you did to me? You ruined everything. I just got out of medical today and I can’t climb.”

      “How is that my fault?” I shot back. That’s right, Cam, upset the angry guy even more. You’re really rocking this common sense stuff. “You’re the one who attacked me first. If it weren’t for you, I’d be at the top of the Carbolitas by now.”

      “You just had to send your hellhounds after me?” he snarled, increasing his limped speed, and I got up off the ground and stumbled to my feet, spilling my coffee everywhere. The mug fell to the ground with a clatter and I cursed at the wasted coffee. This guy really had a knack for pissing me off.

      I raised my hands, ready to fight, but was concerned with getting injured again and being set back even more. Every minor injury could have a grand effect up here. So instead of using my own body, I looked around. There really wasn’t anything nearby to use, so I grabbed the log I’d been leaning against and raised it up and over my shoulder, ready to throw if needed. It was a whole lot heavier than I anticipated, so hopefully I’d get this over with soon.

      He chuckled. “Come on. Attack me,” he goaded, his malicious grin deepening. He limped a few steps closer and I threw the log with all my might. He simply raised a hand and knocked it away. Well, so much for that.

      “Looks like you’re all out of tricks, little girl,” he sneered, as he moved even nearer, and I took a step back to get away from his rancid breath that carried across the distance between us.

      He reached out and I stepped back again, my foot meeting nothing but air. Pulling my foot back to the rocky ground, I ran and ducked underneath his arms. I kept running until I barreled right into Pete’s chest. He wrapped his hands around my biceps and glared over my shoulder at the strange guy. I didn’t want him to always have to fight my battles for me, so I reached around him, grabbed the hiking pole that was resting up against another log with some of the packs, and turned around.

      Lifting it up and over my shoulder, I ran toward the guy and swung, clocking him right in the face and knocking him back. “You really don’t learn lessons very well, do you?” I yelled, looking down on him as he clutched his head in his hands and cried out with a mixture of pain and rage.

      Hopping over to stand by him, but just out of his reach, I tossed the pole between my hands, teasing him, ready for another swing if needed. “What do you say now?” I taunted.

      “Fucking bitch,” he seethed.

      “Wrong answer,” I replied, before swinging again and connecting the hiking pole with his thigh. There wasn’t enough momentum this time to do any real damage, but it was just enough to get my point across. That point being that you don’t fucking mess with me.

      A hand landed on my shoulder and I looked up to see Pete’s smiling face, and his eyes beamed with pride. “I think you’re good now,” he noted, his voice light. “Any more and it passes self-defense.”

      I lowered the hiking pole and looked down at the pathetic guy beneath me. “I’m reporting you, but just remember, no means no, you scumbag,” I growl, spitting the words out at him, before turning to walk away with Pete by my side. “Oh damn,” I muttered as I walked back to where I was before, and saw my spilled coffee mug on the ground. I walked over and picked it up. “He made me spill my coffee,” I whined.

      “Come on,” Pete insisted. “Let’s head toward the tents. We can report him and make you some fresh coffee. Wake up the guys and I’ll head over to the ranger station, because I don’t want you to be alone right now.” He held his arm out to me and I walked toward him, and he placed his arm around my back, guiding me toward our tent.

      He told them I’d explain what happened when I was ready, and then ordered them to make me some more coffee while he headed out to report the drunk ass. I looked out of the tent flap, and after a little while, the drunk man crawled to his feet and began trying to hobble away. When I saw small vehicles off in the distance, I smiled. I knew Pete was a fast runner, but still. They responded fast. There was a benefit to being in this area. Everything was close as long as we didn’t wander out too far.

      J.D. walked up carrying two mugs of coffee. He handed one of the cups to me and took a sip of his own, before dipping inside the tent with me following behind.

      “Thank you,” I told him, taking a nice, long sip.

      “You doing alright?” he asked.

      “I’m doing great. I think it’s the drunk asshole that you should worry about though.” I snickered. Pride filled me that this time I was able to defend myself much better—and without receiving any new injuries.

      Moaning sounded from behind me and I turned to see Ryan sitting up from the pile of sleeping bags. His arms were stretched as wide as his yawn was. “I smell coffee. Where’s the coffee?” Pete entered the tent and handed him a cup.

      “I figured someone would want this.” He shrugged. “We probably should’ve brought some more coffee mix,” Pete noted, looking at all the caffeine fiends that were coming to consciousness.

      “Not for me,” Gary said as he entered the tent with a can in hand. “All I need is a Red Bull and I’m good. No waiting time for that.” He brought the can to his lips and took a gulp. “Uh, hey guys, what’s going on outside?” he inquired. “I barely got in here, but needed to make sure my Cam Cam was okay. If there’s trouble, it’s always the pretty ones at the center of it,” he teased, then smiled. “And since I was perfectly fine, the next one to worry about would be Cam.”

      “I’ll accept the awkward compliment,” I declared.

      “There are even more rangers pulling up now. And…is that the drunk guy who hurt Cam?” His voice lowered to an angry growl as realization hit him and he went outside.

      “The fuck?” Ryan snarled, following after him with the others in tow.

      “Oh yeah, don’t worry, I took care of him,” I supplied helpfully, before sipping my coffee and trailing after.

      “What’s going on, Cam?” Carson asked, coming to stand by my side. “Please don’t tell me you were alone with that fucker.”

      “She took care of it,” Pete stated. “By the time I got out here, she had it all under control. She took a hiking pole to his face then to his leg, and scolded him.”

      “She scolded him?” Ryan repeated.

      “Scolded him,” Pete confirmed.

      I laughed. Scolding that guy is what they chose to focus on, not even batting an eye at me having just beaten someone with a pole.

      Fluttering my eyelashes, I looked up at the guys. “What? You think little ole me couldn’t do that?” I questioned with feigned innocence.

      J.D. looked at me with a serious face. “I’m just surprised you didn’t break his dick,” he replied.

      “Oh, believe me, I would have if Pete had let me keep going.” I gave an airy laugh.

      “Why’d you stop her?” Ryan asked.

      Pete shrugged. “Honestly didn’t think I could ever make her do anything she didn’t want to.”

      The other guys looked at me.

      I shrugged. “He had logic.” That was all I said.

      The rangers already had the guy in the back of one of their vehicles, and he was growling the whole time.

      “Don’t worry,” one of the rangers said to us. “We’ll take care of him and make sure he leaves the Carbolitas.”

      We all nodded and mumbled our thanks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I was walking through the woods with Jenna, Pete, Ryan, and Carson. Most of the trees around here were pine trees and nearly impossible to climb.

      I spotted some other trees with reachable branches. As an idea crossed my mind, I grinned and broke into a sprint, pumping my arms, and heading for the tree that was in my sight. When I reached the tree, I bent my knees and pushed off the ground with great force. I reached my arms out and wrapped my hands around the lowest branch, careful to put most of my weight on my good wrist. Once they made contact, I turned my body sideways, kicked off the tree for a little bit of added momentum, and swung one leg over the branch.

      I remained crouched on the branch, taking a moment to enjoy my victory. It had been a long time since I’ve climbed a tree for fun. It was a lot different than climbing rock walls, but still doable.

      With some scraping sounds and whooshing wind, Ryan and Carson were on the next lowest nearby branches, with Jenna remaining on the ground.

      “Someone’s going to have to explain to the medics why a handful of skilled climbers all broke every bone in their bodies,” Jenna teased. “I know it’s crazy, but this looks to be more difficult than climbing cliffs. I don’t know about you, but I can’t read these three bark routes at all.”

      “Climbing trees is very different than climbing rocks,” Ryan told her.

      “It’s much harder,” Carson chimed in.

      “So, since I can’t climb rocks quite as well as you guys, I may not have a shot at climbing a tree, then?” Pete inquired, raising an eyebrow.

      “Ha, I doubt it,” Carson laughed. “First off, you’re surprisingly skilled for someone who hasn’t trained quite as hard as the rest of us. I’m impressed. Second, good luck with tree climbing. It’s damn hard.”

      I smirked. I didn’t think the others knew what I knew about him. Before he moved to town, he’d been a yoga instructor living on the Gulf Coast. He started Tree Yoga, which was a real thing there. He knew his way around any tree in the world better than anyone. This could be fun.

      Pete answered, “Challenge accepted,” and ran straight for the branch I was on. I hopped forward just a little bit to give him some room, and he jumped and bounded up the tree and onto the branch next to me. After pecking a quick kiss to my cheek, he stood up, placed a foot against the tree trunk, and hopped over one branch farther, so we’d each be on our own and I could be closer to the trunk. I had an idea of what he was going to do.

      “So, what kind of fun can we have in trees?” Pete asked.

      Ryan looked at him questionably. It looked like he had an inkling that something might be up, but he wasn’t sure what. If anything. “I don’t know, man, just stand here?” Ryan shrugged. “Don’t normally spend time in trees. On the rock walls, it’s normally just climb climb climb, then fall fall fall. But in a tree,” he pointed around us, “there’s not many places to go.”

      “We could just branch hop like Pete just did, except continuously,” Carson chimed in.

      I placed a quizzical finger to my chin. “Hmmm,” I began, pretending to think. “How about... some... tree yoga?”

      “What the heck is tree yoga?” Jenna asked, overly confused. She scrunched up her eye in confusion as though I were asking them to scale the wall of Taco Bell—which, actually, we did once.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, I just say weird things.”

      “That’s for sure,” Ryan commented and winked at me. I stuck out my tongue at him in response.

      “How about we do a tree pose?” Pete suggested. “A tree pose in a tree, wouldn’t that be fun?”

      I giggled. “I’m in, let’s do it.” Luckily, he’d taught me some yoga moves during our breaks at work and sometimes outside of work. It really helped with my stress and balance, I just never told the others about doing it with Pete.

      “I’ll give it a go. Show us tree pose,” Jenna agreed, always up for anything at all, no matter how strange it may sound.

      Pete did tree pose and the rest of us mimicked him. It was pretty funny to watch the other two guys struggle for balance. Jenna did pretty well, considering I didn’t think she’d ever tried yoga before. She did have some good balance in general however. They always said in climbing workshops to “climb like a girl” in reference to balance, climbing with your legs rather than your arms, energy conservation, etc. So maybe that had something to do with it.

      Pete moved through the poses, each one slightly harder than the one before it. I was hanging on perfectly fine, but the other two guys looked like they were about to be on the verge of either giving up or falling out of the tree.

      Next, he went into warrior pose, and Ryan fell forward out of the tree. He managed to grab the branch so he was hanging from it by his hands, before dropping the rest of the way to the ground and landing with a thud.

      “Yeah, guys, be careful,” Pete warned, as he eased into the pose. “Don’t want to get hurt, you have a big climb tomorrow.”

      Ryan kicked at some dirt and sat down with his back against the tree, watching me. He didn’t take his eyes off of me the rest of the time.

      Next was triangle pose, so we stayed in warrior pose but twisted our torso to the side, straightening our front leg, and reached down with one hand, the tips of the fingers touching the branch and resting up against our shoe.

      A moment later, I heard the rustle of leaves as Carson fell over, catching himself on the branch the same way Ryan had, and then dropping to the ground. He sat down next to Ryan and joined in staring at me.

      “How long are we going to do this for?” I asked.

      “Why? Think you might be next?” Jenna called from below, the amusement in her voice showing that she was enjoying this quite a bit.

      “I was just wondering how much longer until those two stopped grinning and staring at me from the ground,” I answered.

      Jenna laughed and would have toppled over if she’d been in the tree with us.

      “You guys have got to be careful,” Pete said, standing up straight. “I can’t go back there with three injured climbers. It wouldn’t sit well with the others, and it would put a serious dent in my reputation.”

      I laughed and caught myself before I fell off the branch, deciding to kneel down instead. “You have a reputation now, do you?”

      “Don’t laugh at me like that. No one will want to climb with someone who convinced three climbers to participate in tree yoga, and they all ended up hurt. I wouldn’t be able to show my face anywhere else ever again,” he replied.

      “Alright,” I agreed, slipping my legs off the branch and hanging down by my hands. I dropped to my feet and landed in a crouch. “I’m good. There’s no way I’d have a chance against you. Let’s go back and find some food.”

      “Didn’t you just have breakfast?” Carson asked.

      “Not really. I had coffee and the first mug was spilled in my mission to beat a guy with a pole. And the guy showed up before I could even take my first bite of the muffin of magnificence. I never got any food,” I informed him.

      “There’s twelve people total. Someone should make sure you eat,” Ryan suggested.

      “Really? Twelve people here, and they should all be focused on what I do and don’t eat?” I nearly laughed. “That’s a good one, Ryan. I’m sure they all have some much more exciting priorities. Like feeding their own selves, for one.”

      My stomach rumbled at that precise moment and Pete landed next to me, took my arm, and began to lead me back to the tents.

      “We’re going back right now,” he stated. “I’ve seen her hangry, and that isn’t anything anyone wants to see. Especially in a store filled with innocent people.”

      “Innocent?” I scoffed. “Nobody is innocent in that place,” I corrected him. “The customers are evil. The cafe workers are constantly banging in the backroom, and the backroom workers just sit there and watch. Who the hell is innocent there?”

      He looked at me.

      “What?” I asked. “It’s a legitimate question.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pete

      

      

      Once the convoy of climbers’ tents came into view, I motioned for the others to keep going and pulled Cam aside.

      She smiled, like she was expecting this to be some fun surprise rendezvous.

      “Cam,” I started, wanting to get this over with, but she interrupted my words with a kiss. My hands went up and wound their way through her hair. The strands of light brown had never felt so good or so smooth, but I pulled back.

      “Look, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Her face immediately contorted into a startling mixture of panic and curiosity, but it looked like the panic was winning out.

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not going to continue up the Carbolitas with you.”

      She stood there, stunned, before she finally managed to get some words out. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m not going to be able to continue up. This is about as far as my climbing ability can take me. I know it’s not the most difficult climb of the year, but the rest is for more experienced climbers. And I’m just not at that level.”

      The look of shock still marred her beautiful features, and I hated myself for making her feel that way right now.

      “I’m still going to be cheering you on. I’m going to be taking a helicopter up every day to see you climb. I will be there at the top waiting for the moment your beautiful face pops up and over the edge of the mountain. I’m going to be there to see the look on your face when you first set those beautiful hazel eyes of yours on the blue-thorned flowers you’re working so hard to see. I’m not leaving you, I promise. I’m just going to continue helping you in a different way.”

      Her silence worried me, and I began to sweat in the cool shade we were standing in. I reached out and grabbed her, and was relieved when she didn’t pull away. I drew her into my chest, and wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight. I kissed the top of her head and we stayed like that for a while, until she was ready to pull away.

      “Okay,” she rasped, finally finding her voice. “I understand.” She took a deep breath before continuing, “One question though, what about my parents? I’m actually not sure who’s in better climbing condition right now, you or them.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      Her eyes got wide, waiting.

      “They were going to tell you later, but they’re having to do the same thing. While they lived their lives climbing for all those years, they just don’t have the same endurance and ability in them anymore. At least, not for the rest of this mountain. They were absolutely beyond thrilled to have climbed with you here. But they said now it was time to let you continue on, and they’ll be there at the top cheering you on as well. Right alongside me.” I pulled her in for a deep kiss, washing away any doubt about all of this that she may have had, before continuing on to camp.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cam

      

      

      I looked around the area, taking everything in. The way the sunlight trickled through the tops of the trees as it slowly rose, the birds searching the ground for their breakfast, squirrels scrambling across the ground as they woke up. This was my last morning here. My wrist was healed enough to continue on. It wasn’t in perfect condition, but it was good enough to climb, and that was what mattered.

      My hand subconsciously reached up for the locket that was around my neck, like it’d done so many times before. I rarely ever took it off, and if I did, it was only to shower or something like that. My finger rubbed over the engraving. On the front was a mountain, and on the back was inscribed, “Beyond the Carbolitas.” We’d had it engraved when we were twelve. He did his on his favorite watch, which was buried with his harness. The only reason we had a coffin and actual burial was so that our parents would have a physical place to visit, even if most of him wasn’t even actually buried there.

      “Cam?” My mom’s soft voice reached me and I spun around to see both my parents standing there.

      “I heard you’re not going to continue,” I said.

      They both nodded and stepped forward. Mom pulled her hand out of her pocket and reached it out to me. “This is for you to continue carrying up.”

      She placed a folded piece of paper in my hand. Opening it up, I realized it was a picture of the four of us. Tears began to well at the corners of my eyes. It wasn’t just any picture, it was the last picture of the four of us together. Our grins were wide and faces bright with joy, our hearts filled with endless possibilities.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and gave them both a hug. “I’ll make sure this gets to the top.”

      They both kissed the top of my head and walked away. Burning the image of the picture into my heart, I folded it up, and placed it in the side pocket of my pack.

      Arms wrapped around me from behind, stirring me out of my thoughts. The smell of lemons wrapped around me and I leaned back into J.D.’s chiseled chest, enjoying being surrounded by his scent.

      “You about ready?” he asked.

      “Yup,” I answered. “Just making sure I got everything.”

      Ryan walked over at that point and began to look around. He peered under every rock and behind every twig, and every nook and cranny he could find. “Looks like we got everything,” he announced. “The others are all waiting. We got everything packed up. Including the coffee. Whether grounds or instant, we made sure not to leave that behind.” He winked at me.

      J.D. kissed the top of my head and unwrapped his arms before leading me away. We met everyone else and made sure everything was accounted for.

      Dave, Stan, Carrie, Jenna, and Gary were all huddled together, talking in low murmurs. I signaled to them, and we all began to head out, beginning the hike to our starting point.

      When we reached the wall, I gawked up at its magnificence. Now this was climbing the Carbolitas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Jenna

      

      

      “Uh, Cam, before we get started,” I hedged, and watched as her head turned toward me and her eyes bore into mine, curious with a hint of worry. “This is as far as I’m going.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. “What…”

      I rushed to explain. “My arm is more injured than I thought it was. I can barely lift it, let alone climb.” My throat closed off at the words and my eyes welled with tears, but I still forced the words out. “I’m so sorry, Cam. I so badly wanted to do this with you. I was in denial, hoping it would be much better by now, but it’s not.” I looked down at my feet, where my tears were already begging to puddle in the dirt around my shoes. “I’ve talked with the rangers, and they’re going to helicopter me to the top on the day you’re predicted to arrive.” I looked up and could see water welling at the corners of her eyes as well. “So, I’ll still be up there to watch you make it to the top. I’ll still be with you on the top of the world. I just won’t be able to help you get any farther than this, and I’m so sorry.”

      Cam ran forward and engulfed me in the tightest hug we’d ever had. I broke down, letting all the tears fall as fast and hard as they wanted to. She gripped me tight, like she never wanted to let go. But she’d have to, it was the only way to continue going forward.

      “I don’t want to do this without you,” she lamented.

      “You can and you will,” I stated. “You’re going to continue to do great things, and this is only one of the many steps you’ll take. Not everybody can climb to the top of the world with you. Keep moving up and keep being strong.”

      We held on for a few more seconds, neither of us wanting to let go, but eventually we did. I held on to her as we pulled apart, and pressed my thumb to the corner of her eye to wipe away some stray tears.

      “Now,” I began, sniffling, “go up this mountain and do what you were always meant to do. Get up there and climb the damn thing.”

      She gave a small laugh. “I will go up there and climb the damn thing.”

      We smiled at each other before parting. “Take care,” she called, “and don’t make that arm any worse. I expect some real competition when we get back to the gym, so I can kick your ass.”

      I let out a laugh. “There you go, there’s the Cam we all know and love.”

      Cam smirked and tied in. She stood there, looking up at the wall while chalking up her hands. A moment later, she was climbing so well, she’d give Spider Man a run for his name.

      A hand landed on my shoulder and I looked up into Dave’s piercing blue eyes. “You doing alright?” he asked, concern evident in his tone.

      I smiled. “Yeah, I’m alright.”

      “I could stay here with you and meet them at the top.”

      Ice-cold shock flooded my veins. The look in his eyes told me he was serious. “N-No,” I stammered, “there’s no reason for that. This is all me. I’ll see you at the top.”

      He gave my shoulder a small squeeze and turned around. Two steps out, he paused and turned back. Before I knew it, I was being engulfed in the sweetest kiss I’d ever experienced. “Stay safe,” he said once we pulled apart.

      I nodded. “I’ll see you at the top.”
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      Leaving some of the people I cared about most down on the ground was the hardest part of this trip yet. It was even more difficult than seeing my parents together in the cabin when I walked in, it was harder than them saying they were going to stick around and support me, it was tougher than when I’d injured my wrist and worried about whether or not I would be able to continue. It was just hard. Leaving them behind wasn’t what I’d trained for. All I knew how to do was to go up, so continuing to go up was what I would do.

      The small crimp holds of the wall bit into the tips of my fingers as I reached, grabbed, and pulled myself up. Small beads of blood began to collect on my hands, but I kept going. Giving blood to the wall was just part of the climb.

      The eight of us that were still continuing up were doing this on two lines, rather than the three we’d originally intended. Gary was leading the route next to me, and we were nearly neck and neck. I’d be damned if I was going to let him beat me to the top though, so I pushed harder. Not that it was a race, really. I was fairly certain none of the others would actually reach the top before I did. They were all such gentlemen.

      Once I reached the two bolts that signaled the first anchor spot, I unclipped two draws from my harness, clipped them onto the bolts, hooked the rope through, and let J.D. hold my weight since he was currently on belay. This anchor set was conveniently placed above a ledge, so I was able to stand rather than just hang from the wall. It would make this section a bit easier for the belayer.

      Then, I unhooked the slings attached to my harness, clipped them in, called to J.D. to loosen the slack, untied my rope, and hung there, threading the rope through the rings and back down to the ground for the next person to follow on top rope.

      I enjoyed the view while I waited, looking around. Gary was locked into his anchor point as well, and threw me a cheeky grin and a salute before looking back down to his companions. Before I knew it, Ryan was joining me on the ledge.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” he said, with the widest, most cheesy grin. “Do you hang around these parts often?”

      I busted out laughing. That was the single most hilarious pickup line I’d ever heard, and I was pretty sure that was because it came from Ryan’s mouth. These guys sure had a way of making me laugh.

      After anchoring himself in, he immediately went for a kiss and a sneak boob grab. I pulled away from his mouth and his lips turned up into a prideful smile. He wasn’t at all sorry for feeling me up on this climb. He then turned and looped the rope through the rings, before tossing it back down.

      “Well, if that’s how you say hello, I may need to up my game for the next time,” I replied with a mischievous grin. “If you do a boob grab, maybe I’ll do a ball grab.”

      Ryan’s mouth dropped, ready to protest, but I turned slightly so I could see the next person below.

      I saw long, dark hair tied in a bandana coming up next. That was Carson, and I eagerly waited for him to get here with us, but we needed to keep moving so the pitch anchors wouldn’t get too crowded.

      “I must admit, I was impressed with my parents’ perseverance. I honestly thought they’d touch the wall and then turn right back around,” I told Ryan. “I’m really glad they decided to give this a shot and get as far as they could.”

      “I’m not at all surprised. They had the greatest motivator out of anyone—you,” he said. “Attempting the difficult is what we thrive on.”

      I nodded and gave a small smile. While it would take time for my small family to heal, at least we were on track. My only hope was that things would continue to improve when we got back on the ground.

      Eventually, Carson made it up and anchored in next to us. After the brief break, Ryan took the rope out of his bag, which was heavy as fuck for him to climb with—it was like a thirty pound rope along with his pack—and he hooked himself into the rope with his Grigri. We were off to the side a few feet over from the first route, so we could drop the rope down below without it hitting anyone else. For now, it would sit on the ledge for the first stretch so I wouldn’t have added weight pulling me down. The ledge we were on was too small for three people and a rope.

      I quickly tied myself in and checked us both over. Gripping on to the wall, I hopped up about a foot and stuck a cam into a crack as far up as I could reach to make a safety point for accidental falling. Next, I added a draw, hooked the rope in, and then lowered myself back to the ledge. Now ready for climbing, I unhooked myself from the anchor point and reattached them to the loops on the sides of my harness.

      “Climbing,” I called.

      “Climb on,” Ryan replied, pulling out the slack.

      I reached my arms up, stuck my fingers into the fissures of the mountainside, dug my feet higher into the earth, and pushed and pulled myself up. I repeated the motions, graceful and smooth, never once faltering.

      I climbed higher, the anticipation of all these years coming full circle. The excitement bubbling up in my chest was almost too much to bear, every moment of this whole trip leading to this. Now, I would stay on the wall until I finished. There was no going back, only going up.

      Wrapping my hand around a good rock hold, I reached toward my harness to pull off a nut and stuck it in a crack. I tugged on it to test it and it didn’t budge, so I added a draw and clipped the rope in. The downside to leading was the pressure of making sure each and every piece was safe for myself and all the climbers behind me. I was responsible for making sure every single piece of equipment was placed correctly and would hold if someone fell. The worst thing that could ever happen would be for someone to fall and then the device not catch them. I shook my head a little bit, trying to keep the horrible memories at bay.

      Every single hand and foot placement was very particular. The higher I went, the more careful I was.

      Pretty soon, I reached the anchor point and hooked in. Taking a deep breath, I sent my end of the rope back down for the next climber and looked out at the view. The kind of view you could only witness with your feet dangling thousands of feet in the air.

      On the route next to me, Gary had just reached his anchor points. He clipped himself in and gave me a double-thumbs up to go with his massive, lopsided grin.

      A bit later, Carson was behind me, clipping into the anchors. He greeted me with a wet, slobbery kiss to the cheek.

      “Ewww,” I teased, using my shoulder to wipe away the excess sweat and slobber. “Warn a girl before drowning her in bodily fluids.”

      He stared at me and my eyes widened when I realized what I’d said. “No, no, no, no. You know what I meant.”

      “Yeah, I did.” His eyebrows waggled uncontrollably. “By the way, I love watching you climb.”

      “Why is that? Because you get to stare at my ass?”

      “Precisely,” he said. “I like to take advantage of the best part of belaying someone—staring at their ass while they risk their life to climb one of the toughest mountains.”

      I looked at him. “You weren’t belaying me on this one, Ryan was.”

      “That doesn’t mean I still can’t take advantage of it.”

      I bent over, laughing, and a searing pain crossed my forehead as it scraped along the rock. “Ow,” I gasped through my wheezing fit of laughter.

      “Dammit, Cam, don’t injure yourself any more.”

      He reached into the side pocket of his pack and pulled out a Band-Aid. “Now, stop moving so much while I put this on. Can’t have you bleeding from the head the whole way up.”

      I still chuckled, but I managed to remain still while he applied the Band-Aid. “This will be fun to explain to the others,” I murmured. “Carson’s jokes gave me a head injury.”

      He snickered and we waited for the others. I did have to agree with the ass staring though, especially now that our feelings and relationships were out in the open.

      The best part is, I could now shamelessly stare at my four guys from below. Well, on other climbs where they go up first. Plus, Gary wouldn’t mind that at all. Hell, he’d encourage it. We always had a lot of fun staring at hot guys together. I could stare at Jenna’s ass too, but hers wasn’t quite the same. I mean, it was a good ass and all, but still not the same.

      Ryan joined us next with a grunt as he heaved himself up and clipped on to the anchors. J.D. would be the last one of us to get up this route and Ryan would belay him from above while Carson sent me up the final pitch of the day.

      We repeated the process, climbing up to the next set of anchors with me leading the way and the guys following behind. This next pitch went the same smooth way as the others, but still held the right amount of challenge I needed to feel successful and pushed.

      Ryan was the first to join me and leaned in for a kiss.

      “Enjoy the view of my ass?” My question halted him inches from my lips.

      “Yup,” he answered, right before closing the distance, and then leaning back with a grin.

      The other two joined us with J.D. bringing up the rear. He reached the ledge and anchored himself in. Now, with four people on the ledge, each with their own heavy packs on their back, it was a bit of a tight fit.

      We pulled the rope up and hooked it onto J.D.’s pack. Climbing up the wall with a pack full of food and camping gear was one thing, but carrying the rope on top of all that was another. Luckily, it’d only be attached to his pack while we were resting.

      “It looks like you’re one nut short,” I observed, counting the gear on his harness. The other two snickered. Boys, they never grow up.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t get that last nut out of the crack.”

      Ryan and Carson busted out laughing, and I couldn’t blame them. Climbing puns were the best.

      “How far down?” I asked.

      “A couple feet. I tried, but I couldn’t maneuver my hand right to get it out.”

      “Let me try.” I pulled up the climber’s end of the rope and tied in. “Just real quick.”

      “Well, there’s no arguing with Cam. Ever,” Carson commented, as he hooked himself into the Grigri and pulled out the slack. We checked each other over, and he lowered me down the couple feet to where the nut was lodged. I stuck my hand in just as I had when I set it in there, twisted it a bit, and it popped free. Clipping it to my harness, I announced, “Got it,” and proceeded to go back up.

      Once I got within reaching distance of the ledge, I could see the smiles on their faces. They were pretty excited for our progress.

      I was so distracted by their happiness, thinking about how much I wanted to see more of those smiles of utter joy and hope for the near future, that I failed to place my hand correctly in the crack I was reaching for.

      “Ahhh!” The only sound that escaped my lips was that silent scream people do when they’re trying to scream, but also attempting to hold it in so only a little bit of noise comes out instead.

      I stumbled, trying to turn my wrist back correctly, when my foot slipped. I was barely half a foot away from reaching the anchor when I started to go down. The world around me slowed down and I watched as the rock wall slowly moved away from me, and the rope right above my harness caught on a jagged edge in the process, fraying the rope. One by one, small, frayed pieces of the rope began to slowly pop out.

      Ryan and J.D. lunged forward, as far as their slings hooked to the anchors would allow them to go, and threw their hands out, with Ryan managing to wrap them around my own hand. I was then hanging, dangling in the air, only being held up by the guys above me.

      I used a little bit of momentum, just enough to snag the tip of my shoes into the mountainside without throwing the guys off balance, and managed to regain my own balance again.

      “Cam!” they all exclaimed at once.

      I looked down, which was something one should never do in this situation. I only had a moment of vertigo before I tamped down the panic and worked to control my breathing. I wasn’t afraid of falling, or even of dying. The thing I was afraid of was having the people I cared most about in the world watching me fall to my death, just like I had to with Clif. Especially with both my parents somewhere around here, waiting. It’d taken them seven years to even begin to heal from that. If it happened to me, it would surely break them for good.

      I looked up and smiled, letting them know that everything was alright. Or, at least, that it would be alright once I got back up there to the anchors.

      I shook my wrist out, testing it. It was still a bit tender, and I pressed it into the crack. I couldn’t seem to make a fist that could hold my weight for the amount of time needed, so I placed just my fingers in and gripped the crack from a side angle.

      I had a little bit better luck with it that way, so I regained my balance. Ryan was still gripping my other hand, and began to pull me up. I pushed up while also leaning a bit to the side, using my hand on the edge of the crack as a bit of leverage to help get me up farther.

      Once the top of my head poked up past the ledge, J.D. reached a hand down and wrapped it underneath my armpit. He pulled me up, and Ryan let go and quickly attached my slings into the anchor point one at a time.

      Once I was secured in place on the ledge, we all let out an audible breath.

      “Damn, Cam,” J.D. murmured.

      “Guys, I would’ve been fine. It would’ve only been a fall. We’ve practiced them thousands upon thousands of times,” I stated, defensively.

      “Not this kind of fall,” Ryan argued. “It’s different out here. We’d never been this far up. That was the first fall any of us have taken this whole time, and it was damn scary to watch. I don’t care if you were hooked up to top rope, that doesn’t make it any less scary.”

      “I’m sorry I scared you.” I placed a kiss on his lips, which had drained of color.

      “How’d you slip? It looked like you had that in the bag,” Carson asked.

      “Uh,” I began, “my wrist. It twisted and hurt.” I looked away sheepishly. “It’s actually been hurting, but I kept pushing it. Then I guess it was one push too much.” Embarrassment filled me, heating my cheeks as I paled at the same time. At least, that was what it felt like. I wasn’t entirely sure what I looked like right now. All I knew was that I wanted to curl up into a ball and hide from the world. “Plus,” I added, “this happened.” I held up the rope and showed them the fraying part above my harness. “Going to need to cut it here and then take a lighter to it.”

      The faces in front of me drained of any color that was left in them, and J.D.’s arm tightened around my waist.

      “We should have stayed and taken another day of rest,” J.D. said.

      “No, we can’t. We’re already behind schedule from the extra days we already took.”

      “Your life is more important than sticking to some schedule,” he growled out.

      “Alright, I’m sorry. I’m still shaken up from it. Can we just, put together the hanging platforms? I want to lay down.”

      The guys all looked me up and down, then nodded in agreement and began rummaging around each other’s packs. J.D. explained everything to the other four on the route next to us, and I did my best to block out their conversation.

      I knew I’d let them down and worried them, and the feeling began to eat away at me from inside. Aside from all that, I’d be the hardest on myself, and sometimes that was the worst kind of punishment.
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      My fingertips ran along the seam of the fabric of the portaledge.

      Neither of the guys had mentioned anything about my wrist pain and fall, which was a surprise. With something like that, I’d expected a good grilling. I flexed my wrist around and it was feeling back to normal again. It was still sensitive at times when under pressure, but it was mostly good.

      “What’s going on in your mind, pretty girl?” J.D. asked, as he carefully scooted over on the hanging platform to be next to me. There were two to three of us on each of these, all lined in a row and directly next to each other, basically making one long one.

      I sighed, unsure what to tell him. “I don’t know,” I told him. “Just thinking.”

      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with your near-fall, would it?” he inquired, spot on.

      “Maybe a little,” I admitted. “Though, I’m most likely just overthinking everything. I just don’t want to ruin my chances of getting to the top, but I also want to be able to make it up there. It’s an internal of what I want versus what I should do.”

      He looked at me, his cobalt eyes swirling with the blue of the sky we were climbing toward. “Hey, it’s okay,” he soothed. “I’m not going to grill you about it.”

      “Why not?” I questioned. “Wouldn’t you normally?”

      “Normally I would in training, but not here where it’s real. Tearing you down wouldn’t accomplish anything. I’d rather build you up and watch you succeed.”

      I was surprised and slightly speechless.

      “How exactly would it help you to tear into you for that? You’re already tearing yourself up over it. There’s no reason why I should add to it. You are always your toughest critic. Nobody else in the world could make you feel worse about yourself than you do,” he continued.

      He reached over and took my hand in his. I turned my head and saw that he was smiling at me. “You’ll be okay. You will always have us to back you up. We will always catch you every time you fall. I promise you that.”

      My heart fluttered. “You’re so good with words,” I murmured.

      He laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Normally, I’m better at talking with animals than people, which is partly why I’m a veterinarian assistant. Maybe that gave me practice talking to girls too. Who knows?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, actually, I think working with animals would help you get a date.”

      He pecked a kiss to my forehead. “Stop worrying that pretty little head of yours. What’s done is done. It all turned out okay and everyone is alright. Why is it bothering you so much? I mean, obviously it could’ve ended badly, but it didn’t. You normally learn something and then apply it to every situation where it’s needed. Why is this time different?” he challenged.

      I sighed. “I just can’t stop thinking about him.”

      J.D. paused for a moment. “Your brother?” he asked, eyeing me carefully, as though he was worried I might fly off the handle.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “All it took was one small mistake.” I opened my mouth to say more, but I paused.

      Carson’s gentle snores on the other side of J.D. cut through the silence. Today had worn them out, and the others were asleep before the sun even set. They’d put me on the side closer to the mountain. Not that it would help any at all if we somehow ended up falling, but it seemed to make them feel better so I’d obliged. Of course the only downside to that was it meant that I couldn’t be between the two. And they sure didn’t seem to be big fans of that, but J.D. won simply by taking the spot right next to me and refusing to let Carson win. So Carson settled for calling dibs on the spot next to me on the next night.

      “You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to,” he told me, and I smiled. He was so sweet.

      “No. It’s okay,” I said. “I should probably talk about it sometime. I never really do. It might be good for me.”

      He nodded, urging me to continue.

      I looked up at the top of our portaledge. “We were twelve years old when we learned about the Carbolitas. We saw pictures online and were immediately drawn to it. After a little bit of research, we discovered it was the only place in the world where the blue thorns grew.”

      J.D. nodded. He knew this part, but he was letting me tell my story anyways.

      “We couldn’t pronounce the correct name at the time, so we called them the blue thorns. And we couldn’t say Carbolitas at the time either, so we referred to this place as ‘where the blue thorns grow.’” I chuckled at the memory that flashed through my head of younger versions of us hunched over a book, trying to pronounce the names. I never did get the flower name right. I only knew it was a flower with blue petals and blue thorns. Whenever we talked about it, we never mentioned the blue petals though. They were simply always known as the blue thorns to us. Even when we got older, that didn’t change, and it sure didn’t change when I grew up.

      They were like people. Most flowers had pretty petals on the outside that drew people in. What pulled me in the most, though, were the thorns. The ones that no one liked to acknowledge existed. I always thought thorns were the most fascinating part of each person. Thorns were where the real stories lay.

      “I still have never pronounced the name correctly,” I murmured.

      “Have you tried?” he prompted.

      “Nah,” I answered. “I don’t really care to. To me, it’ll still always be known as the place where the blue thorns grow.” Then I added, “You know, we didn’t always get along. We used to fight. A lot.”

      “Most siblings do,” he said.

      “This was different though. Even after he died, everyone always commented on how much we got along. But it’s not true,” I stated. “We fought a lot. Mostly on playgrounds, where we’d fight to get to the top. We tried to push each other off a lot. We both ended up with broken arms from that. He pushed me off first and I broke my arm. I was still in a cast when two days later, I beat him to the top of the playground and pushed him off, breaking his arm in return,” I reminisced. “We both had casts and competed at everything. Sure, we were the best of friends, but our drive to compete, not with others necessarily but with each other, was what made us better,” I explained. “Then, when he died, I guess I didn’t know what to do. I no longer had anyone to compete with, or to push me more, so I pushed myself. Hard. Much harder.”

      I began to laugh out of nowhere. “We grew up around climbing. We even learned to climb before we learned how to walk. Our first steps were actually on a bouldering wall in our parents’ garage. They left us in a playpen, and when they turned back around, we were a few holds up on the boulder. We were always getting into trouble at school. Teachers quickly learned to keep an eye on us during field trips. Ever since the very first field trip we were on with preschool.”

      “What’d you do?” he asked, tilting his head to the side.

      “We climbed onto the roof of a building,” I replied. “And not just the roof from an upstairs window, no. We scaled the entire side of the building. No one had even noticed that we’d disappeared until another kid pointed us out. Up there on the roof, talking with each other about the best ways to climb down.” I laughed. “Ever since then, every school and teacher sent the new school and teachers warnings about us.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Five.”

      “What kind of five-year-old scales a damn building?” he blurted in disbelief.

      My eyes widened at him. “Do you realize who it is that you just asked?”

      He took a moment to think it over. “Alright,” he agreed. “I guess I can believe that after all. What else?” He squeezed my hand, urging me to go on.

      Talking about the past was loosening me up. I hadn’t realized just how tight and closed off I’d actually been.

      “Where we were growing up, there was this creek not far away. It had a huge hill. Like, to us, it may as well have been a mountain. We had to use raised tree roots to climb up, otherwise we had no shot. We tried, but it was the only way we could get up.

      “When we weren’t climbing in the gym, or on the boulder and walls that our parents had transformed the garage into, we were climbing that hill. Even in the rain, although sometimes on a rainy day we’d scale every piece of furniture in the house instead. We had so many races against each other, it really helped to strengthen us. I can’t even remember who won the most over the years, but I remember how much fun we had. Well, in the moment they were pretty bloodthirsty, but yeah.”

      I laughed again, then continued, “One time, our parents took us out for pizza. It was this really cool and fancy place. None of us were dressed up enough so we got a bunch of looks.”

      J.D. looked at me out of the side of his eye in suspicion.

      “Mostly because before the pizza had even arrived, we’d scaled the inside of the building up to the ceiling. It was a three-story building. It was so much fun!” I smiled at the memory.

      “So, basically you just never learned to keep your feet on the ground,” he concluded.

      “Precisely.”

      “Now what are you thinking of?”

      “Mmm?” I responded.

      “You’re so quiet all of a sudden. Run out of stories?” he asked.

      “I don’t know if I can sleep,” I admitted.

      He reached up and pulled out a book. “So, I meant to grab a rock climbing book, but I grabbed the wrong one. I grabbed my sister’s book. Imagine my surprise to find out what kind of books she reads...” He trailed off, apparently not wanting to elaborate.

      “What is it?” I questioned.

      He showed me the cover, which was a stunning purple and black cover with a floating girl on it, with scales on her legs and wings coming out of her back.

      I turned the book over to read the blurb. It was about this girl who had no memories of her past. She was trained by her guardian dragon shifter. There was a war brewing, and she had three shifter men helping her out. The author was new to me, but so was the genre. I’ve heard about it, but hadn’t dived into it yet. I was intrigued and wanted to check it out.

      “Interested?” he inquired.

      “Yeah.” I shook my head. “I think this is the same book Pete had earlier. Memories Forgotten. I recognize the cover and blurb.”

      “So that’s why this disappeared for a couple days, Pete was reading it.” He laughed hard enough that I worried it might knock our floating platform off the mountainside.

      “Wow. Yeah, I guess you guys just wanted to read up on harems,” I teased, laughing along with him.

      He placed his arm up and over my head. I turned slightly and moved over just a little bit so I could rest my head in the crook of his neck, and breathed in his scent. It had a calming effect on me. Probably because every time I smelled that scent, I knew I was safe. However many thousands of feet up I was, no matter what happened up here, I knew I’d be safe in his arms.

      He dipped his head down and looked at me with heated eyes, illuminated even more by the sun shining off his cartilage piercing. Perhaps I was living the reverse harem life after all.

      “You really are amazing,” he whispered. “Seriously. I know that those guys care about you just as much as I do, and they deserve you too, if not more. I’m glad they can see that and treat you the way you should be treated.”

      His head dipped down as he leaned in closer. Our foreheads touched, then our noses, then our lips. We shared a short and sweet heated kiss.

      Our hands still entwined, his fingers curled around mine, holding me tighter. Gripping me harder.

      He turned slightly, so that he was laying on his side with his shoulder pressing into the soft fabric of the hanging platform.

      Now, in this new position, his other arm moved between us.

      Still holding on to my hand with his, he used his other hand to grip my waist. He gave a gentle squeeze and I opened my mouth. He took advantage of the opening and slipped his tongue inside. Our tongues battled for dominance, and I really didn’t care which one of us won, I just didn’t want this to end.

      His hand squeezed my waist then continued to my hip, and he dipped his fingers inside the waistband of my shorts.

      My heart sped up at the possibility that I might be just about to join the mile high club.

      I kissed him harder, hungrier, more ferociously. I wanted him. I wanted all of him.

      He turned his hand slightly and his fingers dipped toward my core. I gripped his hand tighter, and he squeezed back even more tightly. I may very well lose all feeling in that hand soon, but I didn’t care. It would be worth it.

      I moved my legs, spreading them just enough to grant him access. I’d give him all the access that he wanted up here. And down there. Pretty much just everywhere.

      His fingers circled my clit, teasing me. My heart was speeding up and my body wanted more. This traitorous body always wanted more though.

      His fingers began to dip down closer to my entrance. He dragged his finger up and down my entrance, teasing me, before he finally pushed one finger inside.

      “Mmm, you’re so wet already,” he murmured.

      “I haven’t had sex in days,” I gasped. “For a girl with four guys, I may as well be a virgin again.”

      He laughed, his mouth still pressed against mine, but his lips curling up into a smile. “Let me see what I can do about that.”

      Before I could say anything in response, his fingers were inside me and he was pumping fast.

      My hand flew to his shoulder and gripped it tight, holding on for dear life. The faster and harder he pumped me, the more my grip tightened. My fingertips bit into his shoulder, and it was a good thing that as a climber I kept my nails clipped pretty short.

      My breathing quickened, and I suddenly became worried about waking up the rest of the people around us. Sure, Carson was asleep, or pretending to be, but there was no telling who else would be awake. Not that it’d matter right now anyway, the others had let it be known they were aware of my new relationships.

      His mouth sealed against mine and he swallowed my moans. He thrust faster, letting every bit of my arousal coat his fingers. He swallowed my groans and kissed my orgasm to the surface.

      Pretty soon, he was curling his fingers inside of me, hitting that sweet spot every girl loved so much but extremely few guys were ever able to actually find.

      J.D. was definitely a keeper. Not just for the reasons why I cared about him so much, but definitely for finding the sweet spot and stroking it with no problem at all.

      His hand tightened even more around my hand and I was very vaguely worried that he might crush my fingers, but at the front of my mind I wasn’t worried at all because this was J.D., and it would be well worth it.

      I came apart in his hands and on his fingers. He kept his fingers inside of me, milking every last bit of my orgasm, before he pulled his hand out and held me close.

      A minute later he reached back and unzipped his pack behind us. He pulled out a wet wipe, and proceeded to clean both me and his hand.

      Good man, he’ll go far in life.

      I sighed. “You really are amazing,” I whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      He briefly kissed my lips. “Luckily you’ll never have to find out. Because I plan to be at your side forever, whether you want me or not.”

      It wasn’t long before I was drifting off to sleep, snuggled up against my bear of a man who smelled like lemons.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of raindrops on the hanging platform cover. Low voices murmured nearby, Carson and J.D. speaking softly so as not to wake me.

      I groaned and turned slightly. I’d fallen to sleep safe and warm, but woke up cold and uncuddled. “What’s going on, is that rain?” I asked.

      “Shhh, pretty girl, it’s okay.” Carson was next to me, they must’ve swapped spots at some point in the night. “Yes, it’s raining and that wasn’t on the forecast,” he answered me.

      “That sucks.” It was all I could manage to get out, but it earned me a chuckle from Carson. His chest vibrated with the deep rumble of his laughter, and I loved feeling the vibrations of it.

      A blue light lit up the inside of our tented platform. J.D. had opened up his phone. “Looks like it’s supposed to stop shortly. According to the weather app, it’s just a random pop-up shower,” he said.

      “Weathermen lie,” I grumbled, earning me another deep, vibrating chuckle from Carson.

      “Once it stops, I’ll poke my head out and check with the others,” J.D. said.

      Sure enough, it was over within minutes. Figures, the one time I got to sleep in is the one time everyone else wakes up early.

      J.D. unzipped the flap, poked his head out, and started talking. Others poked their heads out too. They decided that once the rock dried in the heat of the sun, they’d start packing and heading up.

      We enjoyed a small breakfast of trail mix and beef jerky. We split a Clif Bar between the three of us too, while Ryan ate his premade sandwiches. Rather than jelly that would make the bread soggy, he added a little bit of brown sugar to the peanut butter sandwich to make it go down with ease, because peanut butter on its own would make your mouth dry.

      I was glad he premade sandwiches for this trip. Normally he brought the supplies with him, whether it was a day trip or a full weekend climb. Trail mix, beef jerky, and Clif Bars. These three things were pretty much in every climber’s bag. Then there was Ryan, who always had peanut butter and bread. Every time we were rock climbing outside, we’d take a lunch break. While the rest of us were eating our quick foods of trail mix, beef jerky, and Clif Bars, Ryan would be over there making himself a fucking sandwich.

      I smiled at the memory. It was crazy to think of how far we’d come since I first met them. We’d all made so much progress over the years, it was insane to think about.

      “The rain’s stopped, now we’re waiting for the rock to dry off,” Carson announced.

      “That’s good actually. Gives me some time to clip,” I replied, and reached into the small zipper pocket of my chalk bag to pull out a pair of nail clippers. “Gotta make sure I’m as prepared as possible.”

      Then I proceeded to clip my fingernails and toenails.

      “It’s a good thing we’re climbers and see this as completely normal. Most people would see a girl clipping her toenails several thousand feet in the air, and then proceed to dump those toenail clippings into an empty trail mix bag, ew, and run for the hills. Not us though,” J.D. commented, leaning over to place a kiss to my lips. “We run for the rocks.”

      I laughed and pushed on his chest, before closing the Ziploc baggie and placing it in the small bag we were using for our trash.

      Once the wall felt dry enough for climbing, we slowly packed up our things.

      We were all attached to an anchor in the wall with long slings to our harnesses, so if the hanging platform did fall, we’d still be attached to the wall. We also had a sling connecting one bag that had a rope and draws in it, so at the very least we’d be able to get back down by sliding the rope through the anchors and lowering ourselves down one pitch at a time, rather than just hanging there until someone came climbing up next.

      As the last things were packed away and I shouldered my own pack, I looked up. A bluebird had landed on a branch sticking out of the side of the mountain and my heart stopped. It was looking at me, watching me with its beady, little eyes. Not just the normal dark brown or black eyes that I’d normally see on a bird though. It was a bluebird with blue eyes.

      It had Clif’s eyes.

      We stayed still, watching each other. It was the strangest phenomenon. I didn’t care how crazy anyone else thought this might be, but I was pretty sure it was my guardian angel.

      “Alright, everyone ready?” Dave called from a distance to my left. The shout scared the bird and it flew away. My true guardian angel was looking over me.

      I glanced down at the tattoos on my wrist, eyeing the intricate design. I reached a hand up to clutch at my necklace and rubbed my thumb over the engravings on either side.

      “Ready,” I shouted back.

      I had this. We had this.

      We were going to the place where the blue thorns grow. Both myself and Clif.
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        J.D.

      

      

      This was it. The final time we would all be together on the starting pitch. We were going to do all of this in one go to get back on schedule. Cam was willing to leave it as it was, but the rest of us were determined to make sure she still had her fairy-tale climber ending. She needed to get to the top by the end of today, and we’d push it as hard as we needed to. She had no idea about the extra surprise that’d be waiting for her.

      We were all hooked into an anchor with a sling that was attached to the loops of our harnesses with carabiners. We were there, all eight of us. We looked around and down the lines. Dave was at one end and pulled out a cell phone.

      “Hey, let’s get a picture,” he announced.

      I turned my head and saw the look of horror in Cam’s eyes. Taking a picture while anchored in was the last thing Clif had done before he died. She quickly schooled her face though. I could tell that she so badly wanted to say something, to scold him, but she stopped herself. I reached for her hand, letting her know it’d be okay.

      Just because one thing happened one time, didn’t mean that it would happen every single time. Clif had made a mistake and clipped his slings incorrectly, so he was hanging by the plastic loops of his harness rather than from the thick, strong material. He’d unclipped the wrong end of the sling, and clipped it into the anchors in a way that would not support his weight for long.

      Mistakes were so easy to make. The hard part was learning the lesson, because you can’t learn lessons when you’re dead.

      We all smiled for the picture, and then he put the phone away back into his chalk bag.

      The sound of blades slashing through the air rose up and we looked back. A helicopter was approaching us and at the door was Pete, smiling the biggest smile I’d ever seen. Jenna’s head popped up over his shoulder, with an equally large grin. Through the window next to their faces we could see Cam’s parents, whose expressions were filled with pride. They tried to say something, but their shouts couldn’t be heard over the sound of the chopper. So they all gave a thumbs-up, with a blown kiss from Pete—which I was pretty sure was aimed at Cam, because it’d be a bit awkward if it was for me—and the helicopter continued upward.

      They’d be waiting for us at the top, cheering us on the whole way from above.

      “You about ready to lead us on the final route of this adventure? We have five pitches to go.”

      “Even with my wrist?” she asked, genuinely concerned.

      “If you’re concerned because it’s in enough pain that you can’t make a single move, then we should stay here much longer. If you’re only worried about what we’d think of it, then don’t be. You’re a very careful and skilled climber. You’re not so injured that you’d need to be taken down. Don’t worry about it, we got you. There are seven people here, with three that’ll be tied to you. None of us will let you fall any farther than what’s safe. You’ve got this.”

      She smiled.

      “Remember, it’s okay to fall, just don’t do it in a non-safe way,” I reminded her.

      She saluted me. “Sir, yes sir,” she teased. “First order of business when we get back, find some food that we can eat with dill. Maybe a nice cucumber salad.”

      I smiled. “Already planning on getting back down then?”

      She smiled. “My whole life, I never planned past the point of reaching the top. Now, finally, for the first time ever, I’m planning for my life after this climb. And I expect that to include a lot of dill. Even pizza and orgasms.”

      I gave her a weird look and she waved her hand. “Ah, that was a Pete thing. Never mind. But still.”

      “Alright, my little bluebird. Tie in,” I interrupted, breaking her tirade of awkwardness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cam

      

      

      I grabbed the end of the rope and looped it through the top and bottom loops on the front of my harness. I made a double figure eight and pulled it tight to prevent it from coming undone. Not everyone did that, it was kind of just a me thing, but I liked to be extra safe.

      Yup, that was me. The safe one. The safest one of the group. Pretty maniacal most of the time, but still safe as could be. Sometimes.

      Pausing, I reached to the side pocket on my pack and pulled out Clif’s locket. Normally it would cripple me to have it out, the crushing agony from the hole he left in my heart preventing me from moving, but this time I needed him. I pulled it up to the chest and clasped the chain around my neck, then tucked it down into my shirt, snuggled up against my own locket. This time, having his locket out would give me strength. He’d do this climb with me, with a front row view.

      “Alright,” I said. I reached my arms behind me and dipped my hands into my chalk bag. I gripped it with one hand, and pulled it out and in front of me. I lathered my hands up in chalk as well as I could, before placing it back in the bag attached at my waist.

      Reaching up, I gripped the best handholds I could find and placed my feet. Keeping my balance, I reached up, placed a cam in a crevice, pulled it tight, added a draw, hooked in the rope, and then unhooked myself from my anchor point.

      This was it. This was what I’d trained for my whole life.

      Slowly and precisely, I moved one hand and foothold after another. I very carefully made my way up the mountain.

      A bit of a ways up, over a thousand feet or so, on the final pitch, I began to panic. The reality of what was happening began to hit me hard, and I clutched the rock wall for dear life. I became a deer in the headlights.

      My pulse pounded in my ears, and I could no longer hear anything, not even my own thoughts. My breathing became quick and shallow, more than it should with the thinning of the air this high.

      Pins and needles shot through my fingers as they tightly clenched the holds they were currently on. The rock beneath my hands grew cold in my suddenly sweaty palms. The sounds of birds were like an avalanche in my ears, the only thing that could pierce through my swelling eardrums. I placed my forehead against the rock wall and, against my better judgment, squeezed my eyes shut.

      I was now in my own little world, a place safe in my mind where nobody could find me. I was no longer leading a climb up the Carbolitas. Instead, I was in the darkness of my mind with a faint blue hue, stuck in place but trying to reach my dreams.

      I stayed in my safe, internal tunnel as the nausea took over. My mouth pinched tight, and I waited for as long as necessary for the feeling to pass.

      Slowly, just as it had hit me, it all began to ease away.

      The ringing in my ears dulled, and my pulse slowed down. The pressure around my lungs loosened and I was gulping for air. I counted backwards from twenty, before daring to open my eyes. Before me was the same rock I’d been climbing, the one element I knew so well.

      I controlled my breathing, going from deep, gulping breaths of air to slow, single breaths through my nose. Feeling the beat of my heart in my ears with every pump, I exhaled very slowly through my mouth.

      Remember your yoga breathing, Cam, I told myself. It’d be what Pete would want you to do. You got this, girl.

      After a few more slow, controlled breaths, I turned my head and saw what looked to be the same bird from this morning. It was sitting on a rock jutting out of the wall, watching me. I smiled. Looks like I may have a climbing companion in winged form.

      I looked upward. I was so close. Just had to keep putting one hand in front of the other, and I’d have it.

      So, I did just that. I reached an arm up, and then a leg, and pushed. I placed cams and cowbells where needed, added the draw to each one, and then made triple sure that I clipped the rope in correctly.

      I had this. Even if I struggled, I still had an army behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I climbed up slowly and carefully. Gary was climbing to my left, leading the route for the others. Ryan was climbing alongside me to my right—he and J.D. had taken over the third route for this last part so that they’d make it to the top faster. Especially since once I’d get up there, there was the possibility that I’d be too stunned to be able to focus on them behind me. They stayed slightly behind me though, letting me be the first one of us to the top.

      I turned my head back up, wanting to keep my destination in sight. A drop of rain landed on my cheek and I paused. A moment later, another one landed on the tip of my nose and I cursed. This was not a good time for the weatherman to be wrong.

      I heard sounds below me, and I grabbed onto a large jug of a handhold, braced my feet against the wall, and looked to either side of me. Gary and Ryan had done the same, with looks of apprehension in their eyes.

      I leaned back and hung from only one arm. I’d switch arms throughout, shaking each one off so as not to get too pumped out too soon.

      “Fuck,” Gary cursed to my left.

      “I think the others are trying to tell us something,” Ryan said, turning his head to look below.

      “They’re either telling us to be cautious, or to come down. Or to keep going, I can’t tell,” Gary replied. “Everything is a jumble of words and not very well enunciated.”

      “It’s your call, Cam,” Ryan told me.

      I switched hands and shook out, then answered, “Well, you know what I’d say—keep going. It’s just a few raindrops. Maybe we could reach the top before it gets worrisome, or maybe it’ll stop after just these few drops.”

      “You know that climbing on wet rock is dangerous,” Gary cautioned. “It might not seem bad at first, but the more it rains, the worse it gets. That’s why we always had to wait for the walls to dry out at the Red first before we could climb.”

      I looked up again. “The longer we wait, the more wet the rock will get. Who knows how long it’ll be until the sun dries it out.”

      “This is a complicated circumstance,” Gary warned. “One, we’re right in between bolt points, so we’d have to either fall to get back down, or keep going to the next bolt and then take and see what happens . Two, this is the real deal. Pretty much either now or never. But it’s up to Cam. I’ll follow whatever she chooses.” I turned my head back toward him and he nodded in my direction, throwing the ball in my court.

      I was so afraid of making the wrong decision, and having them pay for it.

      A light whistle sounded by my ear and I quickly turned my head in surprise. Perched on a rock before me, right in front of my face, was a little bluebird. One with blue eyes, the one that had been following us up this mountain.

      Immediately, my decision was made. “We keep going,” I stated. “Get to the next bolt, and then go from there. I’ve come way too far to give up now.”

      With that, I reached my other arm up and placed both hands on the rock wall, each finding a good hold. I lifted one leg and placed my toe on a small crevice, then pushed up with all the strength I could through the tips of my climbing shoes.

      Once I was a bit higher, I repeated the motions. Raising my arms higher, grabbing where I could with my hands, finding even the smallest, pebble-sized fissure for my feet. The raindrops were light, not soaking anything yet. So far, luck was on our side.

      Some spots were a little bit damp, but it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.

      Next, I reached up as far as I could to get a somewhat decent grip for my hand. The wall was smooth here, and I had to reach high to get to a decent crimp grip. My foot somehow managed to find a pebble in the smooth rock and I pushed up.

      My wrist burned at the motion, but I pushed through it. I was so close to my only goal in life. I could spend the rest of my existence letting it heal if needed, I just needed to get up there.

      And that was exactly one of the problems that climbers had. Pushing through too hard when they shouldn’t. This problem became evident when I fell earlier, but this time I was ready. This time I shouldn’t let go.

      I placed a cam, then a draw, and then the rope. Now, in a moment of security, I looked up to gauge the rest of the distance. It was most definitely doable.

      The little bluebird flew past my head and landed on a spot where a rock was jutting out of the wall, and looked at me. I smiled.

      Shaking out my forearms one at a time, I continued on up. It was only a matter of time before I reached the top of the cliff. In my excitement, I had to force myself to remember to place a cam then a draw, and clip in the rope.

      My hand gripped the edge of the cliff and I threw a leg up, using a knee bar to get myself over the edge. I then scooted myself across the ground and an extra foot in for some safety.

      Moments after, I heard the grunting of my companions making it up. They scooted farther in and immediately untied, called loudly to the others, and pushed the rope over the edge to our waiting companions.

      The rain stopped the moment I touched the edge of the route. The wall shouldn’t be very damp at all, since it was such a light rain.

      They each grabbed on to an arm of mine and dragged me up to a sitting position.

      Before us was a large field of the blue thorn flowers. The little bluebird landed on the rocky dirt in front of me and walked toward them.

      I sat there in awe. The field of blue-thorned flowers seemed to stretch for eternity. Even better than that, as I turned my head around to take everything in and stand up, the four missing people from our group were standing in front of me, holding a birthday cake.

      “Happy birthday, sweetie,” my mom called.

      Jenna jumped and squealed, and then bounded toward me. She ran into me, nearly knocking me back over, but Ryan’s hand at my back braced me and kept me in place. “You did it! You really did it!” she yelled into my ear, wrapping me up in a strong, one-armed hug. She refused to let go and I eyed Pete over her shoulder. He was grinning at me, the same bright, wide-toothed grin I’d always loved on him. His usually dark eyes were now lit up with joy, and this moment would get locked away into my vault of favorite memories.

      A short while later, I heard more grunts as the next set of climbers reached the top. Gary and Ryan, who were on either side of me, were quickly replaced with J.D. and Carson. I turned my head to either side to see them beaming down at me.

      My parents walked up to us and Jenna let go. “Cam, honey, I’m so proud of you,” mom gushed.

      “You did it, baby girl,” Steve praised, before placing a kiss on the top of my head.

      “We did it together. We did it, Dad,” I murmred.

      He nearly fell over in surprise at my sudden change in name for him. I had no idea if it would stick, but for now it would do. In this moment, it seemed appropriate.

      I walked toward the field and they followed. Together, we walked into the field of blue thorns.

      A hand at my back had me turning to see Pete, and he smiled at me and I smiled back. We’d beaten all the odds and despite the challenges along the way, we’d all done it together. We’d conquered the world.

      He placed a kiss on my lips and stepped back, letting me enjoy this moment. This memory. This lifelong goal.

      Dirt clung to my knees as I knelt down on the ground and clawed at an area of soft soil in the midst of the blue thorns. Reaching up, I unclasped Clif’s locket from around my neck and held it in my hand, looking at it for one last time. I placed a kiss to the warm metal before laying it down in the hole with a whispered prayer. Clif finally made it here, and it was where he was going to stay. I covered the locket and sealed the dirt with a tear.

      Sounds alerted me to the next round of climbers, and soon Dave, Stan, and Carrie were joining us as well. Every last one of us had made it, and I stood back up with a growing grin.

      Pete took out a lighter and lit a single candle on the cake. “You did it. You made it to the top of the Carbolitas, and on your twenty-fifth birthday. Just like you’d always said you would.”

      A chorus of eleven people singing “Happy Birthday” rang out. The collective sounds melded together and echoed across the Carbolitas for all to hear.

      Once they were done, Pete said softly, “Time to make a wish and blow out your candle.”

      I couldn’t think of anything more I could possibly want. My hopes, dreams, and expectations had already come true and been surpassed. The only thing I’d ever want more of was them.

      Closing my eyes, I made a wish, and blew out the candle.

      Carson picked a blue thorn flower and stuck it in my hair behind my ear.

      “So, what do you do when all your dreams come true?” Ryan asked.

      I clutched the locket around my neck, my thumb grazing over the engraving. We did it together. We made it to where the blue thorns grow. The biggest smile crossed my face. “All thirteen of us.”

      
        
        The End
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