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The windshield wipers slapped back and forth, fighting a losing war against the white wall descending on the mountain pass. I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned the color of old bone, though the shaking in my hands had nothing to do with the plummeting temperature inside the cabin. Hot tears streamed down my cheeks, burning trails through the foundation I’d carefully applied that morning for a date that never happened—or rather, a date that ended with me screaming in a parking lot while Brad drove off with his "cousin" in the passenger seat.

The humiliation burned hotter than the heater in my little hatchback could ever hope to match. I should have turned back miles ago. I should have listened to the weather advisory flashing on the digital billboard near the highway entrance. But rage is a blinding fuel, and I had been so desperate to put distance between myself and the wreckage of my relationship that I’d driven straight into the heart of a blizzard.

The road was gone. That was the terrifying reality settling in over the chaotic noise of my own sobbing. Asphalt, lane markers, guardrails—everything had been swallowed by an endless, swirling void of gray and white. My tires, bald and utterly unsuited for anything more treacherous than a rainy Tuesday in the suburbs, spun uselessly on a patch of black ice hidden beneath the powder. The engine whined, a high-pitched scream of mechanical protest that vibrated through the floorboards and into the soles of my boots.

I eased off the gas, remembering some vague advice about steering into the skid, but memory and muscle memory are two very different beasts when panic claws at your throat. The rear end of the car swung out lazily, almost gracefully, defying gravity and friction.

Silence falls strangely in a car accident before the noise. For a heartbeat, the world went mute. The roar of the wind, the hum of the heater, my own ragged breathing—it all suspended in a vacuum of pure kinetic potential.

Then came the violence.

The front bumper clipped the snowbank, shattering the spell. The car didn't just slide; it launched. The world tilted violently on its axis. Glass shattered with a sound like crystalline bells, and the sickening crunch of metal crumpling in on itself filled the cabin. I was tossed against the driver’s side door like a ragdoll, the seatbelt biting savagely into my collarbone and left breast, knocking the wind out of me in a harsh, involuntary bark. Everything stopped with a final, jarring thud that rattled my teeth.

Darkness followed. Then, slowly, the hiss of the radiator and the howl of the wind rushing through a broken window. I hung there, suspended at a precarious angle, the passenger side of the car pointing up toward the swirling sky. My head throbbed, a dull, rhythmic ache pulsing behind my eyes, matching the frantic beat of my heart. I tried to move, but my legs were pinned beneath the crushed dashboard, not painfully, but firmly enough to send a spike of claustrophobic terror shooting through my veins.

"Hello?" I croaked, my voice sounding tiny and pathetic against the roar of the storm outside.

No answer. Just the wind whistling a mournful tune through the fractured safety glass.

The cold arrived instantly, an aggressive, physical presence that invaded the cabin. It nipped at my exposed neck, slid icy fingers up the sleeves of my coat, and settled deep in my bones. I shivered, a violent tremor that shook the entire car, causing it to groan and shift in the snow. Panic, cold and sharp, pierced through the fog of shock. I was stuck. I was alone. And I was freezing.

I clawed at the door handle, but the metal frame had torqued in the crash, sealing me inside my own icy tomb. I hammered my fist against the window, screaming for help until my throat felt raw, but the wind just swallowed my cries, tossing them away into the whiteout.

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours. The temperature dropped rapidly, turning my breath into thick plumes of fog that frosted the dashboard. Numbness began to creep into my fingers and toes, a terrifying loss of sensation that I knew signaled the beginning of the end. I rested my forehead against the cold steering wheel, tears leaking from my eyes again, hot against my freezing skin. This was it. I was going to die here, frozen in a ditch because I was too stubborn to turn around, too angry to think straight.

Then, a light cut through the gloom.

It started as a diffuse glow, painting the swirling snowflakes in shades of yellow and amber, pushing back the oppressive gray. I lifted my head, squinting through the spiderweb cracks of the windshield. Twin beams, incredibly bright and mounted high, sliced through the storm like the eyes of a great, nocturnal predator hunting in the dark. They swept across the snowbank above me, momentarily blinding in their intensity, before fixing directly on my wrecked car.

The low, guttural rumble of a heavy diesel engine vibrated through the ground, shaking my broken vehicle even before the shape emerged. It was massive—a dark, hulking shadow looming out of the mist, a behemoth of steel and iron that dwarfed my tiny hatchback. The truck stopped with a hiss of air brakes, the headlights bathing me in a harsh, exposing glare.

A heavy, muffled slam echoed through the storm, louder than the wind, followed by the crunch of heavy boots crushing the ice crust. I wiped frantically at the inside of my window, my breath fogging the glass as quickly as I cleared it, trying to get a better look at my savior.

A dark shape detached itself from the blinding glare of the truck’s headlights and moved toward me. It wasn't just a man; it was a mountain in a high-visibility parka, a towering wall of neon yellow and reflective silver stripes that seemed to part the blizzard by sheer mass alone. He moved with a heavy, purposeful gait, thigh-deep in the drifts where I would have been swallowed whole, his strides eating up the distance between the road and my ditch with terrifying speed.

As he drew closer, the ambient light caught the features of his face, and my breath hitched in my throat—not from the cold this time, but from the sheer, rugged intensity of him. A thick beard, peppered with aggressive streaks of iron gray and white, covered the lower half of his jaw, glistening with beads of melted snow and ice that clung to the coarse hair like diamonds. Above that beard were eyes set deep in a weather-beaten face, shadowed by the brim of a sodden cap, eyes that scoured the wreckage with a surgical, unsentimental precision.

He didn't rush. There was no panic in his movement, only a grim, inevitable momentum. He reached my car, and a massive, gloved hand slammed onto the roof, the impact vibrating through the frame and into my spine. He leaned down, his face filling the frame of my shattered window, blocking out the swirling chaos behind him.

He offered no comforting words, asked no questions about my well-being. He simply stared at me, his gaze raking over my trembling form, assessing the blood on my forehead, the position of the steering wheel, and the deployment of the airbags with a critical, almost annoyed detachment.

Then he shouted, his voice a deep, resonant boom that cut effortlessly through the howling gale. "Unlock it!"

The command brooked no argument. It hit me like a physical force, snapping me out of my frozen stupor. I fumbled for the lock on the armrest, my fingers numb and clumsy, shaking so violently I missed the switch twice before finally pressing it down. A dull click resonated inside the door panel, but when he yanked on the handle, nothing happened. The metal groaned, but the frame had buckled too severely; the door was fused shut, jammed tight against the wall of packed snow and the twisted chassis.

He snarled something unintelligible, a curse snatched away by the wind, and adjusted his stance. He didn't ask me to try again. He didn't go for a crowbar. He planted one boot against the fender for leverage, gripped the handle with both hands, and pulled.

The sound was excruciating—a shriek of torturing metal that set my teeth on edge. I watched, wide-eyed and terrified, as the veins in his neck bulged against the collar of his jacket. The door didn't want to give, but he gave it no choice. With a guttural roar that rivaled the engine of his idling truck, he wrenched the metal outward. The hinges screamed in protest before snapping with a sound like a gunshot, and the door was ripped violently away from the frame, swinging open into the snowbank with a shower of rust and ice crystals.

Instantly, the wind invaded the cabin, a vortex of freezing air that sucked the remaining warmth right out of my lungs, but it was accompanied by a new heat source—him. He filled the open doorway, blocking the exit, looming over me like a dark storm cloud.

"Legs," he barked, leaning into the cabin. The smell of him washed over me—old tobacco, diesel fuel, harsh soap, and the musk of a man who worked hard and sweat through layers of flannel. It was intoxicatingly earthy compared to the sterile, coppery scent of my own fear. "Can you move them?"

"I... I think so," I stammered, my teeth chattering uncontrollably. "They're stuck... under the dash."

He didn't wait for me to try. He invaded my space completely, his massive upper body intruding into the small hatchback. His gloved hands were roughly the size of dinner plates, and he reached down, brushing against my thighs with a heaviness that sent a jolt of electricity straight to my core. He found the steering column, his shoulder pressing hard against my chest as he leveraged himself, groaning as he pushed the crushed plastic upward just enough to free my shins.

"Pull," he commanded.

I scrambled, gasping as I yanked my legs back, wincing as my knees knocked together, but they were free. Before I could process the relief, he was moving again. There was no gentle offer of a hand to hold. He reached across me, unclipping my seatbelt with a sharp click, the strap retracting violently across my chest.

"We're going," he stated flatly.

He slid one arm behind my back and the other beneath my knees. I gasped at the contact. Even through his heavy coat and my winter layers, I could feel the density of the muscle beneath, hard as oak. He didn't struggle; he scooped me up as if I weighed nothing more than a bag of groceries, pulling me out of the crushed metal shell of my car and into the biting fury of the storm.

The transition was jarring. The wind whipped my hair across my face, blinding me, and the cold stung my exposed skin like needles. But then he pulled me in tight, crushing me against him to shield me from the worst of it. My cheek smashed against the rough, damp canvas of his jacket, and beneath it, I felt the solid, unyielding slab of his chest. He was like a furnace, radiating a powerful, animal heat that seemed to seep straight through my clothes. I instinctively wrapped my arms around his thick neck, burying my face in the crook of his shoulder, clinging to him as the only solid thing in a world that had dissolved into white noise.

He adjusted his grip, hitching me higher effortlessly, his large hand splayed possessively across my thigh to keep me stable. As he turned and began to trudge back toward the behemoth truck idling on the road, dipping and swaying with the uneven terrain, I








































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
A% howed-In"Age Gap Romanca 1
~“ EMBER FROST






