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For those who found warmth in the middle of the storm.
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A storm trapped them together.

A hidden photograph will change everything they thought they knew.
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Chapter 1 — The Cold Front
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The engine died without warning.

No noise. No struggle. Just gone.

Ruthie tightened her grip on the wheel as the car rolled forward, slowing on its own. Tires pressed into the snow. Then stopped.

Silence rushed in.

She didn’t move at first.

Wind dragged across the car. Slow. Heavy. Snow scratched against the windows in uneven bursts.

“Come on,” she said.

She turned the key.

Nothing.

Again.

A dry click. Then quiet.

Ruthie leaned back. Exhaled slowly. The heater had already started to fade. The air inside the car felt thinner. Colder.

“Of course.”

Her phone came next.

No signal.

She let out a small breath that almost passed for a laugh.

“Yeah. That makes sense.”

Outside, the storm thickened. The headlights pushed forward into white, but it swallowed everything a few feet ahead.

No road. No direction.

Just movement.

Ruthie wiped a clear space on the windshield with her sleeve. Leaned closer.

That was when she saw it.

At first, it didn’t look real.

A darker shape inside the storm. Low. Still. Holding its place.

Not trees.

Not shadow.

Something built.

Relief didn’t come right away. It edged in slowly. Careful.

“Okay,” she murmured. “That’s something.”

She grabbed her coat and pulled it on. The warmth was already slipping, but it helped.

Her hand paused on the door handle.

The wind pressed harder. Like it had noticed.

Ruthie frowned.

For a second, something moved outside the beam of the headlights.

Not snow.

Softer.

Slower.

White shapes drifting where they shouldn’t.

Petals.

She blinked.

They were gone.

The storm swallowed everything again.

“Right,” she muttered. “Not dealing with that right now.”

She opened the door.

Cold hit instantly.

It tore the air from her lungs. Sharp. Clean. Unforgiving.

Snow lashed across her face. Her boots sank deeper than she expected. Uneven ground pulled at her balance.

She steadied herself.

“Okay,” she said under her breath. “You’re fine.”

The building looked closer from inside the car.

Out here, it didn’t.

She pushed forward anyway.

Step.

Step.

The wind fought her. Pressed against her chest. Tried to turn her back.

“Not happening.”

Her voice came out tighter this time.

The shape grew clearer.

A wide porch.

Wood worn down by time and weather.

A sign above the entrance, swinging slightly, creaking in the wind.

She couldn’t read it.

Light flickered behind the windows.

Warm. Dim. Real.

Ruthie climbed the steps, gripping the railing. Cold cut through her gloves. Her fingers barely responded.

She reached the door.

Closed.

She knocked.

The sound disappeared into the storm.

She knocked again. Harder.

Waited.

Nothing.

Ruthie leaned closer. Pressed her ear to the wood.

Wind. Scraping. Pressure.

Then—

Something else.

A shift inside.

She pulled back just as the door opened.

Warmth touched her first. Faint. But alive.

Then him.

He stood there like he had always been there.

Broad shoulders. Dark shirt. Sleeves pushed up. Skin marked with faint lines that had nothing to do with tonight.

Snow clung to his hair, melting slowly.

His eyes moved over her once.

Slow.

Careful.

Taking everything in.

Not surprised.

Not welcoming.

Ruthie straightened.

“Hi,” she said. “Please tell me you’re open.”

“I am.”

His voice was low. Rough. Unused.

She nodded.

“Good. My car died about half a mile back, and I’m officially out of options.”

Silence.

His gaze shifted past her. Into the storm. The road she came from.

Looking.

Checking.

Then back to her.

“You walked.”

“I didn’t have much choice.”

A beat.

Then he stepped aside.

“Come in.”

She didn’t hesitate.

The door closed behind her. The storm cut off mid-sound.

Quiet filled the space.

Ruthie pulled off her gloves, wincing as feeling returned in sharp waves.

“Thank you,” she said, glancing around. “Seriously.”

“No need.”

Quick. Final.

She looked at him again.

Up close, the details settled.

A faint scar along his jaw. Lines near his eyes that didn’t come from age alone.

Controlled.

That was the word.

“You always like this,” she asked lightly, “or did I catch you at a bad time?”

A slight shift at the corner of his mouth.

“You picked a bad night.”

“That seems to be a pattern.”

Her attention drifted past him.

The room wasn’t a house.

Not exactly.

Na exam table.

Cabinets lined with supplies.

A desk covered in papers and instruments placed with quiet precision.

Then movement.

Small.

Unsteady.

Ruthie turned fully.

“What’s that?”

She was already moving.

“A dog,” he said. “Found him near the ridge.”

She crouched beside the blankets.

The dog lay curled tight, shaking beneath the layers. Breath shallow. Uneven.

Ruthie slowed her movements.

“Hey,” she murmured. “You’re still here.”

The dog’s eyes opened slightly.

She reached out. Gentle. Careful.

“You treated him?”

“I kept him from freezing.”

Simple.

Not the whole truth.

Ruthie adjusted the blanket, checking along his side with practiced hands.

“You did more than that.”

Quiet again.

Different now.

She felt his attention shift.

Watching.

Ruthie stayed there a moment longer. Listening to the dog’s breathing. The steady quiet. The storm pressing faintly against the walls.

Cold outside.

Warm here.

Something in between.

She glanced toward the window.

For a second, she saw it again.

White shapes drifting in the storm.

Slower than the snow.

Softer.

Petals.

They pressed briefly against the glass.

Then vanished.

Ruthie frowned.

When she turned back, he was watching her.

Closer now.

Or maybe she had moved.

“Thank you,” she said, softer.

He held her gaze.

Then nodded once.

“Saul.”

The name settled.

“Ruthie.”

A pause.

Not sharp anymore.

Outside, the wind rose again.

Saul glanced toward the window. Then back at her.

“You won’t make it back tonight.”

Not a question.

Ruthie looked toward the storm. Nothing visible beyond the glass.

No road.

No direction.

She turned back to him.

Something settled in her chest. Quiet. Certain.

“Good,” she said.

The building creaked.

Low.

Deep.

Not from the storm.

Ruthie stilled.

“Did you hear that?”

Saul didn’t answer right away.

His eyes shifted toward the dark hallway behind him.

Watching.

Waiting.

Then, quietly, “Stay here.”

This time, it didn’t sound like a suggestion.
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