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Aiden

I don’t realize how dark a road can get until I’m driving down one alone, in a storm, in a town I’ve never been to. My GPS keeps “recalculating,” which feels like a polite way of saying, You’ve really screwed this one up, buddy.

I grip the wheel tighter as the sky cracks open with a flash of lightning, illuminating the stretch of trees on both sides of the road. They’re tall and wild, like something out of a storybook—one of the darker ones where kids wander off paths and never come back.

I’m not lost.
I refuse to say the word “lost.”
I’m... directionally creative.
My moving boxes are stacked in the back seat, the top one daring to slide every time I hit a bump. Half of my life is in this car. The other half is in a storage unit three hundred miles away, which—honestly—is a pretty decent metaphor for how my life feels.

I left my apartment this morning with a shaky feeling in my chest. Excited. Nervous. Relieved. Mostly relieved. When you walk away from a relationship that should’ve ended a year ago, the air feels different. Lighter. Like you finally exhaled after holding your breath too long.

But new beginnings?
Those are expensive.
And messy.
And apparently full of thunderstorms.
My phone buzzes low battery again, and I glare at it like it betrayed me. “You and me both, buddy. Just hold on.”

I’m moving to Willow Creek for a job—well, for the promise of a job. The small marketing firm I interviewed with said they “love my energy,” which is interview speak for, “We can pay you very little and you’ll still say yes.” And right now? They’re right.

A new job. A slower town. A life with fewer sharp edges.

At least... that was the plan.

The engine sputters.
Just a hiccup.
Then another.
My stomach drops.
“No. No, no, no—don’t you dare.”

The car shudders once, like it’s sighing dramatically, and then dies completely.

The rain keeps pounding like it’s personally invested in humiliating me.
“Cool. Amazing.” I lean forward against the wheel. “I love this for me.”
I close my eyes and inhale, trying not to think about Kyle—his disapproval, his sarcasm, his uncanny ability to make every mistake feel fatal. He’d love this moment. He’d replay it for weeks. Funny how even after leaving someone, their voice still echoes in your head.

This is why you can’t function without me.

Well, look at me functioning.
Stranded on a road that might not exist on any official map.
A beam of light fills my rearview mirror.
Headlights.
A truck.
It slows, pulls over behind me, and the door opens. A man steps out, shoulders squared against the storm. The wind shoves rain sideways, soaking him instantly, but he moves like he’s done this a hundred times.

I open my door and stagger out, getting slapped in the face by rain that feels like ice pellets.

He approaches with a flashlight, boots splashing.
And even through the storm, I notice him.
Broad shoulders under a soaked denim jacket.
Dark hair plastered to his forehead.
Stubble along a strong jaw.
Eyes steady, like nothing surprises him—not even finding a stranger broken down in the middle of a storm.
“You alright?” he calls out.

His voice is deep and warm, even over the wind.

I push wet hair off my face. “Totally. I love standing on the side of the road in a thunderstorm. It’s kind of my thing.”

His lips twitch—not quite a smile, but close enough to knock something loose in my chest.

He shines the light at my dead car, nodding slowly. “Figured. Folks around here don’t get stranded on Miller Road on purpose.”

“I’m new,” I say, as if that explains everything. “Very new.”

“That checks out.”

He steps back, jerks his chin toward the truck idling behind us. “Come on. You’ll freeze out here.”

He starts walking, and I follow, trying not to stare at the way his jacket clings to him. When we reach the truck, he steps ahead of me and pulls the passenger door open, bracing it against the wind so it doesn’t slam shut.

The gesture is simple, instinctive. But it hits me—how gentle it is, how natural he seems doing it.

“Careful,” he says. “Step up.”

And I do.

I slide into the seat, dripping everywhere, while he closes the door firmly and jogs around to the driver’s side. The truck rocks slightly as he climbs in, shaking water from his hair before glancing at me with a quick, quiet check-in.

“You okay?”

No one’s asked me that in... God. Months? Maybe longer.

I swallow. “Yeah. I think so.”

He nods once. “Good. I’m Sawyer.”

Of course he is.
Of course he has a name that sounds like small towns and strong hands and men who can fix things.
“Aiden,” I say softly. “Just moved here.”

“Well, Aiden...” He shifts the truck into drive, eyes flicking to the storm ahead. “Let’s get you into town.”

***
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Sawyer

The kid’s still shaking beside me, pretending he isn’t. The storm is hammering the truck so hard the roof sounds like it’s being pelted with gravel, and the wipers can barely keep up. But Aiden sits up straight, chin lifted like he’s determined to look braver than he feels.

“You’re new,” I say, just to get him talking. Storms hit different when someone’s quiet.

“Yeah,” he says, blowing out a breath. “I’m just now getting into Willow Creek, actually. I was heading to the motel to check in before I start looking for something more long-term.”

“Long-term?” I ask.

“Yeah. I already got hired at a small marketing firm in town.” A small smile flickers across his face. “I start next week. I figured I’d get here early, get settled, find an apartment... try to start this whole fresh-start thing on the right foot.”

Makes sense.
More sense than most people who show up here with nothing but a dream and a prayer.
“Starting a new job and moving at the same time,” I say. “That’s a lot.”

“You’re telling me.” He rubs his arms for warmth. “I haven’t even seen the town yet. I was just trying to get to the motel tonight so I’d have a place to sleep.”

“Well,” I say, trying to keep my tone steady, “you made it this far. Storm’s not helping, though.”

“No kidding.” He glances at me. “So... thank you. For stopping. I’m sure you had somewhere to be.”

“My house,” I admit. “But it’s not exactly livable tonight.”

He turns toward me, curious. “What do you mean?”

“I’m redoing the place,” I tell him. “Floors are ripped up, kitchen’s torn apart... plumbing’s shut off until I finish the work. Whole downstairs is a construction zone.”

Aiden’s brows rise. “Wow. You’re renovating the whole thing yourself?”

“Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “Comes with being a contractor. Cheaper to do it myself than hire someone else.”

“So your house isn’t livable right now?” he asks.

“Not really. Not unless you enjoy cold showers and stepping on stray nails.”

He laughs—quiet but real. “Pass.”

“So,” I add, “I’m staying at the motel too. At least for a couple of nights.”

Aiden nods slowly, like that makes him feel... less alone somehow.

Lightning flashes ahead, lighting up the glowing VACANCY sign.

The Willow Creek Motel.

I pull into the lot and cut the engine. Rain slams into the windshield like it’s in a competition with itself.

Aiden stares at the neon sign, then at me.
He looks overwhelmed, hopeful, tired, and grateful all at once.
And I don’t know why that combination makes my chest tighten a little.

“We’re here,” I say, unbuckling. “Let’s get you checked in.”

The rain hits us sideways as we sprint across the lot. Aiden pulls his jacket tight, head ducked, trying to outrun the storm. He’s soaked again by the time we reach the office, and I push the door open so he can slip inside first.

Warm air. Lemon cleaner. Old coffee. Marla’s kingdom.

She looks up from her computer, eyes sharp enough to cut through glass. “Well, look at this. The Andrews boy and a stranger in a storm. Didn’t expect entertainment tonight.”

“Evening, Marla,” I say. “Aiden needs to check in.”

Aiden steps forward, trying to smile through the exhaustion. “Hi. I have a reservation—Aiden Hartman.”

Marla frowns and clicks her way through the world’s slowest booking system. Her lips press into a thin line.

“Oh... oh dear.”

Aiden stiffens. “Oh dear?”

She sighs dramatically. “Sugar, that reservation was canceled this afternoon. System flagged it as a no-show after six. Storm hit early, roads closed... I figured you weren’t coming.”

Aiden blinks at her like he’s trying to understand a language he doesn’t speak.
“Canceled? But... I’m here now. I—I need a room.”
“I got no rooms left.” Marla winces like it physically pains her to say it. “Storm stranded half of Willow Creek. Folks been checking in all night.”

Aiden sways just a little—barely a shift, but enough for me to notice.

He looks tired.
Frozen.
Like life just yanked the rug out from under him again.
“I...” he whispers, throat tight. “I don’t know where else to—”

“You got nowhere to put him?” Marla asks, eyes jumping to me like this is somehow my responsibility.

“I—” Aiden starts.

“No,” I cut in, before he can finish or panic.
The word comes out instinctively, sharp, protective.
“He’s not sleeping in his car. Not in this weather.”
Aiden looks at me, eyes wide, startled.

I look away before I start overthinking it.

Marla taps her pen against the desk and looks at me. “Well, honey, the room checked into earlier was the last one I had.”

Aiden’s gaze darts to me again, soft but panicked.
“So... what do I do?”
I take a slow breath.

This is simple.
Storm’s getting worse by the minute.
Miller Road might wash out.
He has no car
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