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The rain slams against the city like a fist, relentless and cold, turning the streets into a slick, deserted mess. I’m drenched, my thin jacket doing nothing to hold back the chill. My shoes squelch with every step, the cheap soles letting in water like sieves. I pull my hood tighter, but it’s no use—my hair is plastered to my forehead, and my shirt clings to my skin, highlighting every shiver that racks my body. I’m not just cold; I’m lost. The breakup, the move, the empty apartment above the coffee shop—it all weighs on me like a boulder. My wallet holds maybe twenty bucks, and the future feels like a black hole I’m tumbling into.

I wander aimlessly, the rain blurring my vision, my thoughts, my life. I pass a hardware store, its windows fogged up from the warmth inside. On impulse, I push open the door, the bell above it jingling like a faint promise. The air inside is thick with the scent of wood, metal, and something else—safety.

Behind the counter stands a man—no, a bear of a man. He’s got a silver beard that’s neatly trimmed, thick arms folded across his chest, and a deep, gravelly voice that rumbles out, “Evening. Need help with something?”

I blink, caught off guard. My teeth chatter as I try to speak. “Uh, no. Just... escaping the rain,” I mumble, rubbing my hands together like that’ll somehow dry them.

He studies me, his dark eyes sharp but kind. “You look like you’ve had a rough day,” he says, his voice low and steady. It’s comforting, like a warm blanket on a cold night.

“You could say that,” I admit, running a hand through my wet hair. “I’m Cameron, by the way.”

“Dean,” he says, extending a hand. His grip is firm, calloused, and strong. It’s a handshake that says, I’ve got this under control. “You new around here?”

I nod, my voice barely above a whisper. “Just moved. Still figuring things out.”

Dean’s gaze softens, and he gestures to a stool behind the counter. “Sit. I’ll get you something warm to drink.”

I hesitate, but the promise of warmth is too tempting. I slide onto the stool, my teeth chattering slightly as I watch him move around the store. He’s big—not just tall, but broad, with a solidness to him that makes me feel small and fragile in comparison. He grabs a mug from a shelf and fills it with coffee from a thermos, then hands it to me. “Here. Black, no sugar. Hope that’s okay.”

“Perfect,” I murmur, wrapping my hands around the mug. The heat seeps into my skin, and I take a cautious sip. It’s strong, bitter, but exactly what I need.

Dean leans against the counter, his arms crossed again. “So, Cameron. What brings you to this neck of the woods?”

I sigh, staring into my coffee. The steam blurs my vision, mirroring the tears I’m holding back. “A breakup. A bad one. I needed a fresh start, I guess.”

He nods, like he gets it. His eyes hold a wisdom that says he’s seen this before—people running from something, looking for something. “Fresh starts are good. But they’re tough, too. You got a job lined up?”

I shake my head, the weight of my failure settling in my chest. “Not yet. I’ve been looking, but... it’s hard.”

Dean studies me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, he pushes himself off the counter. “Tell you what. I could use an extra pair of hands around here. Part-time. Flexible hours. Sound like something you’d be interested in?”

My head snaps up, and I stare at him, stunned. “Are you serious?”

He smiles, a slow, easy grin that makes his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Dead serious. Unless you’re afraid of a little hard work.”

I laugh, despite myself. It’s a small sound, but it feels good. “I’m not afraid of hard work. I’m just... grateful. Really grateful.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he says, his tone teasing. “You’ll have to earn your keep. Starts tomorrow, if you’re up for it.”

“I’m up for it,” I say, my voice firm. For the first time in weeks, I feel a flicker of hope.



The next few weeks blur together in a mix of work, exhaustion, and slow, steady progress. Dean’s store becomes my sanctuary, a place where I can lose myself in the rhythm of sorting inventory, helping customers, and learning the names of tools I’d never even heard of before. Dean’s patient, his instructions clear and his praise rare but genuine. When he says, “Good job, Cam,” after I successfully assemble a display shelf, I feel a surge of pride I haven’t felt in months.

He’s a man of few words, but when he talks, I find myself hanging on every one. His voice is like molasses, slow and thick, and there’s a calmness to him that’s infectious. He’s got this way of looking at me, like he sees something in me that I don’t see in myself. It’s unnerving, but also... nice.

One afternoon, as we’re closing up the store, Dean hands me a bag of groceries. “Thought you might need these,” he says, his tone casual, like he’s not just handing me a lifeline.

I stare at the bag, then back at him. “Dean, I can’t—”

“Don’t ‘Dean’ me,” he cuts in, his expression softening. “You’re working hard, and you’re doing a good job. Let me help.”

I open my mouth to protest, but the words catch in my throat. Instead, I nod, my throat tight. “Thank you,” I whisper.

He claps me on the shoulder, his hand warm and heavy. “No need to thank me. Just keep showing up, alright?”

I nod again, my chest feeling fuller than it has in weeks.



The rain returns one evening, pounding against the roof of my apartment like it’s trying to break in. I’m curled up on the couch, wrapped in a blanket that’s seen better days, when there’s a knock at the door. I freeze, my heart racing. I’m not expecting anyone.

When I open the door, Dean stands there, his beard glistening with raindrops, his jacket soaked through. “Mind if I come in?” he asks, his voice rougher than usual.

“Uh, yeah, sure,” I stammer, stepping aside. “What—what are you doing here?”

He shakes his head, water flying everywhere, and closes the door behind him. “Saw you walking home in this mess earlier. Figured you could use some company.”

I blink, processing his words. “You followed me?”

He shrugs, peeling off his jacket and hanging it on the hook by the door. “Didn’t want you getting sick. You’re already too skinny as it is.”

I flush, self-conscious, but there’s no malice in his tone. Just concern. “I’m fine,” I mumble, leading him into the living room.

The apartment is sparse—a couch, a coffee table, a few boxes stacked in the corner. Dean takes it all in with a glance, his expression unreadable. “Cozy,” he says, his voice dry.

“It’s... temporary,” I say, sinking onto the couch. He sits beside me, his presence filling the small space.

We fall into an easy silence, the rain providing a steady backdrop. I’m hyperaware of him, of the way his thigh brushes against mine, of the scent of wood and soap that clings to his skin. It’s comforting, but also... charged. Like there’s something simmering just beneath the surface.

“You’re good at what you do,” he says suddenly, breaking the silence. “At the store. You’ve got a knack for it.”

I shrug, picking at the edge of my blanket. “I don’t know. I’m just trying to keep up.”

He turns to face me, his dark eyes intense. “You’re doing more than keeping up, Cam. You’re thriving. And I’m proud of you.”

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. No one’s said anything like that to me in... I don’t know how long. My eyes sting, and I look away, embarrassed.

Dean’s hand lands on my knee, warm and heavy. “Hey,” he says, his voice gentle. “It’s okay to hear it. You’re doing good.”

I swallow hard, my throat tight. “Thanks,” I whisper, my voice hoarse.

His thumb brushes my knee, slow and deliberate, and my skin tingles where he touches me. “You’re cold,” he murmurs, like it’s an observation, not an accusation.

“I’m fine,” I say automatically, but he’s already standing, reaching for the blanket draped over the back of the couch.

“Here,” he says, wrapping it around my shoulders. His hands linger, brushing my hair back from my face, and I freeze, my breath catching in my throat.

His touch is firm but gentle, his fingers calloused against my skin. “You’re shaking,” he says, his voice low. “Let me warm you up.”

Before I can respond, he’s pulling me to my feet, his arms wrapping around me like a wall of heat and strength. I stiffen, my heart pounding, but he holds me loosely, his breath warm against my ear. “Relax, Cam,” he murmurs. “Let me take care of you.”

His words send a shiver down my spine, and I sag against him, my resistance crumbling. His chest is solid beneath my cheek, his heartbeat steady and strong. For the first time in weeks, I feel safe.

Dean’s hands move, sliding down my back, then up again, mapping my body like he’s memorizing it. “You’re so small,” he murmurs, his voice thick with something I can’t quite name. “So fragile. But you’re stronger than you think.”

I tilt my head back, meeting his gaze. His eyes are dark, his pupils blown wide, and my breath catches at the hunger I see there. “Dean...”

He cuts me off with a kiss, his lips firm and insistent against mine. It’s not gentle, not exactly, but it’s not rough either. It’s... hungry. Desperate. Like he’s been wanting this for a long time.
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