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      The first puff of steam rises from under my hood like a white flag of surrender, and I know I'm officially screwed.

      "Come on, Betsy," I whisper to my ancient Honda, patting the dashboard like she's a sick pet instead of a fifteen-year-old car held together by duct tape and prayer. "Just make it to the next town. Please."

      But Betsy's done. The temperature gauge is buried in the red zone, and that metallic smell filling the cabin tells me this isn't something a gas station mechanic can fix with a wrench and a smile. I coast to the shoulder of this godforsaken mountain road, gravel crunching under my tires, and stare at the wall of pine trees stretching endlessly in both directions.

      Perfect. Just absolutely perfect.

      Two weeks before Christmas, and I'm stranded in the middle of nowhere Colorado with nothing but the clothes on my back and whatever I could stuff into two suitcases before Brian figured out I was gone. My phone shows one bar of signal and twelve percent battery, which means I've got maybe one emergency call before I'm completely cut off from civilization.

      I should have stayed in Denver. Should have dealt with Brian's increasingly unhinged behavior like a rational adult instead of running away like some damsel in distress from a bad movie. But when he showed up at my apartment again last night, despite the restraining order, despite me changing the locks, despite everything, something inside me just... snapped.

      The way he smiled when he saw me through the peephole. Like he knew I'd have to open the door eventually. Like it was just a matter of time before I gave up this silly notion of independence and came back where I belonged.

      "You can't hide from me forever, Noelle," he'd called through the door, voice calm and reasonable, which somehow made it a thousand times worse. "We both know you need me. You've never been able to take care of yourself."

      And maybe he was right, because here I am, freezing my ass off on a mountain road in December, wearing nothing but city clothes and the kind of optimism that gets people killed in wilderness survival shows.

      I turn the key one more time, hoping for a miracle, but Betsy just wheezes like she's on her deathbed. Steam pours more aggressively from under the hood, and I realize I need to get out before something explodes. The cold hits me like a physical slap the moment I open the door, cutting through my wool coat like it's made of tissue paper.

      Twenty-three degrees, according to my phone. The snow crunching under my ballet flats is the kind of deep, powdery stuff that means serious winter, not the decorative dusting we get in Denver. My breath comes out in visible puffs, and I can already feel my fingers going numb despite my gloves.

      This is how people die, I think with the kind of morbid clarity that comes with genuine fear. Stranded on back roads in winter, unprepared and alone. They find you in spring, frozen solid in your car like some cautionary tale about city girls who don't know better.

      I'm fishing my phone out of my purse, trying to figure out if I should call 911 or AAA first, when headlights appear in my rearview mirror. My heart hammers against my ribs because my first thought is Brian. Somehow, impossibly, he found me.

      But as the vehicle gets closer, I can see it's a patrol car, not Brian's sleek black sedan. The relief is so intense I actually sag against Betsy's side, probably looking like exactly the kind of helpless female I've spent the last year trying not to be.

      The cruiser pulls up behind me, emergency lights painting the snow in red and blue, and the officer who gets out is... massive. Even in the weird lighting, I can see he's built like a linebacker, all broad shoulders and commanding presence. He's wearing a heavy sheriff's department jacket and moves with the kind of confidence that comes from handling emergencies on a regular basis.

      When he reaches me, I get my first good look at his face, and my brain just sort of... stops working.

      He's maybe late thirties, with dark hair that's gone silver at the temples and a five o'clock shadow that suggests he's been on duty for a while. But it's his eyes that hit me like a physical blow - warm brown, the color of coffee with cream, and kind in a way that makes my chest tight with unexpected emotion.

      "Ma'am?" His voice is exactly what I'd expect from a man that size - deep, gravelly, with just a hint of an accent I can't place. "You okay in there?"

      I realize I'm staring like an idiot and try to pull myself together. "My car broke down," I say, which is possibly the most obvious statement in the history of obvious statements. "The engine just... died."

      He nods, pulling out a flashlight and approaching Betsy's steaming hood. "Mind if I take a look?"

      "Please." I step back to give him room, trying not to notice how his uniform stretches across his shoulders when he leans over the engine. "I'm Noelle Parker, by the way."

      "Deputy Brennan," he says without looking up. "Hank."

      Hank. It suits him - solid, dependable, the kind of name that belongs to a man who fixes things and keeps people safe. I watch him examine my engine with professional competence, his flashlight beam revealing what I'm sure is a mechanical disaster of epic proportions.

      "Well?" I ask when he straightens up, though his expression—a grimace that pinches his weathered features—already tells me everything I need to know about Betsy's condition.

      "Blown head gasket," he says, methodically wiping his oil-stained hands on a faded blue rag he pulls from his uniform pocket. "I'm sorry, Miss Parker, but she's not going anywhere tonight. The damage is pretty extensive from what I can tell."

      The words hit me like a physical blow, leaving me winded and slightly dizzy. "Tonight? As in, it can't be fixed until tomorrow? Please tell me there's some quick solution I'm not aware of."

      "Maybe not even then." His voice is gentle, like he's delivering bad news to a child. "This is the kind of repair that takes time and parts we probably don't have in stock. Could be a few days, maybe a week."

      A week. I close my eyes and try not to panic, but the walls are definitely closing in. I've got maybe three hundred dollars in cash, a credit card Brian is probably monitoring, and no plan beyond getting as far away from Denver as possible.

      "Is there..." I clear my throat, hating how small my voice sounds. "Is there somewhere I can stay? A hotel or something?"

      Hank's expression shifts to something that might be sympathy. "This time of year? Afraid not. We've got the Christmas Festival starting tomorrow, brings in tourists from three counties. Every room from here to Grand Junction is booked solid through New Year's."

      Of course they are. Because my luck just keeps getting better and better.

      I must look as defeated as I feel because Hank takes a step closer, and I catch a whiff of his cologne - something woodsy and masculine that makes my stomach do weird fluttery things despite the circumstances.

      "Look," he says, and there's something different in his voice now. Less professional, more personal. "I've got a guest room at my place. Clean sheets, working heat, and I make decent coffee. You're welcome to stay until we get your car sorted out."

      I stare at him, sure I must have misheard. "You're offering to let a complete stranger stay at your house?"

      "You're not exactly a threat," he says with a slight smile that transforms his entire face. "And it's Christmas. Nobody should be spending the holidays frozen in their car on the side of the road."

      The kindness in his offer makes my eyes prick with tears I refuse to shed. When's the last time someone helped me without wanting something in return? Certainly not Brian, who turned every favor into a debt, every kindness into leverage.

      "I couldn't impose," I start, but he's already shaking his head.

      "It's not an imposition. I've got the space, and frankly, the company would be nice." He pauses, studying my face with those warm brown eyes. "Unless you'd rather sleep in your car? Gets down to single digits up here this time of year."

      The choice between freezing to death and accepting help from a stranger who looks like he stepped out of a mountain man calendar isn't really a choice at all. But there's something else, something I don't want to examine too closely - the way my pulse kicks up when he looks at me, the way his presence makes me feel safe for the first time in months.

      "Okay," I hear
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