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      It was a beautiful sight.

      Max sat dutifully at my side, my hand resting on the top of his head as I stared at the mountains in front of me.

      After my mother passed away two months ago, finally losing her battle against ovarian cancer, I packed two duffel bags of clothes, loaded Max up into my SUV, and took off on a trip across the country, living off the money I had saved for college.

      I never wanted to go back to that town. It held so many memories of my mother. And yeah, memories could be great, but for me, they were heartbreaking.

      They were a sore reminder that my mother had been taken away from me too soon.

      At twenty-three, I’d been left to my own defenses, left to figure out how to navigate life without my mom. She’d been my rock, my confidante.

      And now that she was no longer here with me, I suddenly found that the life I had planned suddenly didn’t feel like the life for me.

      I didn’t want to go to college. I didn’t want to teach math to students anymore. All of the hard work I’d done to save up money so I wouldn’t have to pull out student loans was all a waste.

      I’d instead used all of that money to live out of my car and to travel across the United States, visiting all of the places my mother had expressed to me she wished she’d had the chance to visit.

      So, as I drove, in each place, I sprinkled a little bit of her ashes so she could finally visit every place on her bucket list. And I only hoped that she was smiling down at me from wherever she was at now.

      I lightly scratched behind Max’s ear, heaving a heavy sigh. “I like it here, boy,” I quietly told him. “What about you?”

      He just thumped his tail on the ground. Tears blurred my eyes as I thought of my mother – thought about how much she would have loved this place. She always talked about one day seeing the mountains and breathing in the fresh, crisp air of a true autumn season.

      Max bumped his nose with my chin just as he’d been trained to do when he could sense my anxiety levels rising.

      The last place I had stopped was a small town, smaller than where I’d grown up. I’d driven through here during the night and slept in a small B&B. When I’d woken up to make myself a cup of coffee this morning, I’d been blown away by the view of the mountains.

      It was stunning – the kind of view you wouldn’t find anywhere else.

      “I want to stay,” I said softly. I looked down at Max. It would do him good to be here, too. The field we were sitting in was filled with brown, dying grass, the leaves around us tinted with golds, oranges, yellows, and reds. I could see snow on the top of the mountains in the distance.

      It was so beautiful.

      “Come on, boy,” I said, walking back towards the SUV. I needed to find somewhere to stay, and then, I needed to figure out what in the world I was going to do here for work.

      I was slowly driving through town when I saw it: the for-rent sign in the window of a small store squished between a restaurant and a bakery.

      I quickly pulled over and parked, getting out of my car, Max following just as he always did. I wiped the dusty window with the sleeve of my hoodie so I could better read the sign.

      Six hundred a month. To get the small, studio apartment above with it, it would be nine hundred a month.

      It would barely make a dent in the money I’d been left by my mother.

      With a small smile crossing my lips, I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and dialed the number on the paper in the window.

      I believe I’d just found our new home.
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      Opening day.

      Today was the day I finally owned my bookstore-slash-coffee shop: Warm Comforts. Shockingly, there wasn’t a coffee shop in town before today. Everyone either snagged coffee at the bakery, or they got a coffee from the restaurant.

      I would finally be the place people could get a variety of coffee. I had a teenage girl in her junior year of high school working the book counter after school, and during the day, Mrs. Eldana, a sweet woman in her mid-sixties would work the counter.

      Much like me, she’d just lost someone dear to her. Her husband had passed a month ago, and she was looking to do something to pass her time. And since I allowed her to knit between customers, she was very excited to work for me.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Eldana,” I greeted with a smile as I unlocked the front door to the shop, letting her in. “You look lovely this morning.”

      She was wearing a pair of tan slacks with a white blouse, a very flattering, knitted shawl over her shoulders.

      “It’s beginning to get chilly in the morning times,” she said as she passed me, carrying her small basket towards the counter. I set a steaming mug of hot chocolate in front of her, my smile still on my face. “Oh, honey, you’re a godsend. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, Mrs. Eldana.” I patted the counter. “If you need me, I’ll be somewhere in this building. Just page me.”

      She waved me off. “I know everyone in this town, dear. I can handle it.”

      I gently squeezed her hand before I walked off, Max trailing at my side as I moved to go arrange my book display for the day, featuring the latest smutty romance novels from TikTok. Every day, these would change, whether it was for different genres, new, budding indie authors, or well-known, traditionally published authors.

      I wanted my customers to have a variety to choose from, and I wanted the opportunity to support every type of author that I could.

      I was adjusting the last book on my shelf when a tattooed hand shot out and grabbed the book. The veins in the man’s hand stood out, a clear sign he did some kind of manual labor or he worked out a lot.

      Swallowing nervously, I jerked back. Max placed himself between me and the man in front of me. He was wearing a police uniform, and it fit him perfectly. Every part of his body was showcased in his uniform, the muscles in his arms bulging, his tattoos revealed by the rolled-up sleeves.

      I slowly raised my eyes to look at his face, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Was it possible for a man to be beautiful? Because this man was sinfully beautiful.

      He had been carved by a god.

      His jawline was sharp and angular, his cheekbones high in his face. A light stubble dusted his jaw, casting his face with
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