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AIDEN

I don’t realize how dark a road can get until I’m driving down one alone, in a storm, in a town I’ve never been to. My GPS keeps “recalculating,” which feels like a polite way of saying, You’ve really screwed this one up, buddy.

I grip the wheel tighter as the sky cracks open with a flash of lightning, illuminating the stretch of trees on both sides of the road. They’re tall and wild, like something out of a storybook—one of the darker ones where kids wander off paths and never come back.

I’m not lost.
I refuse to say the word “lost.”
I’m... directionally creative.
My moving boxes are stacked in the back seat, the top one daring to slide every time I hit a bump. Half of my life is in this car. The other half is in a storage unit three hundred miles away, which—honestly—is a pretty decent metaphor for how my life feels.

I left my apartment this morning with a shaky feeling in my chest. Excited. Nervous. Relieved. Mostly relieved. When you walk away from a relationship that should’ve ended a year ago, the air feels different. Lighter. Like you finally exhaled after holding your breath too long.

But new beginnings?
Those are expensive.
And messy.
And apparently full of thunderstorms.
My phone buzzes low battery again, and I glare at it like it betrayed me. “You and me both, buddy. Just hold on.”

I’m moving to Willow Creek for a job—well, for the promise of a job. The small marketing firm I interviewed with said they “love my energy,” which is interview speak for, “We can pay you very little and you’ll still say yes.” And right now? They’re right.

A new job. A slower town. A life with fewer sharp edges.

At least... that was the plan.

The engine sputters.
Just a hiccup.
Then another.
My stomach drops.
“No. No, no, no—don’t you dare.”

The car shudders once, like it’s sighing dramatically, and then dies completely.

The rain keeps pounding like it’s personally invested in humiliating me.
“Cool. Amazing.” I lean forward against the wheel. “I love this for me.”
I close my eyes and inhale, trying not to think about Kyle—his disapproval, his sarcasm, his uncanny ability to make every mistake feel fatal. He’d love this moment. He’d replay it for weeks. Funny how even after leaving someone, their voice still echoes in your head.

This is why you can’t function without me.

Well, look at me functioning.
Stranded on a road that might not exist on any official map.
A beam of light fills my rearview mirror.
Headlights.
A truck.
It slows, pulls over behind me, and the door opens. A man steps out, shoulders squared against the storm. The wind shoves rain sideways, soaking him instantly, but he moves like he’s done this a hundred times.

I open my door and stagger out, getting slapped in the face by rain that feels like ice pellets.

He approaches with a flashlight, boots splashing.
And even through the storm, I notice him.
Broad shoulders under a soaked denim jacket.
Dark hair plastered to his forehead.
Stubble along a strong jaw.
Eyes steady, like nothing surprises him—not even finding a stranger broken down in the middle of a storm.
“You alright?” he calls out.

His voice is deep and warm, even over the wind.

I push wet hair off my face. “Totally. I love standing on the side of the road in a thunderstorm. It’s kind of my thing.”

His lips twitch—not quite a smile, but close enough to knock something loose in my chest.

He shines the light at my dead car, nodding slowly. “Figured. Folks around here don’t get stranded on Miller Road on purpose.”

“I’m new,” I say, as if that explains everything. “Very new.”

“That checks out.”

He steps back, jerks his chin toward the truck idling behind us. “Come on. You’ll freeze out here.”

He starts walking, and I follow, trying not to stare at the way his jacket clings to him. When we reach the truck, he steps ahead of me and pulls the passenger door open, bracing it against the wind so it doesn’t slam shut.

The gesture is simple, instinctive. But it hits me—how gentle it is, how natural he seems doing it.

“Careful,” he says. “Step up.”

And I do.

I slide into the seat, dripping everywhere, while he closes the door firmly and jogs around to the driver’s side. The truck rocks slightly as he climbs in, shaking water from his hair before glancing at me with a quick, quiet check-in.

“You okay?”

No one’s asked me that in... God. Months? Maybe longer.

I swallow. “Yeah. I think so.”

He nods once. “Good. I’m Sawyer.”

Of course he is.
Of course he has a name that sounds like small towns and strong hands and men who can fix things.
“Aiden,” I say softly. “Just moved here.”

“Well, Aiden...” He shifts the truck into drive, eyes flicking to the storm ahead. “Let’s get you into town.”

***
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SAWYER

The kid’s still shaking beside me, pretending he isn’t. The storm is hammering the truck so hard the roof sounds like it’s being pelted with gravel, and the wipers can barely keep up. But Aiden sits up straight, chin lifted like he’s determined to look braver than he feels.

“You’re new,” I say, just to get him talking. Storms hit different when someone’s quiet.

“Yeah,” he says, blowing out a breath. “I’m just now getting into Willow Creek, actually. I was heading to the motel to check in before I start looking for something more long-term.”

“Long-term?” I ask.

“Yeah. I already got hired at a small marketing firm in town.” A small smile flickers across his face. “I start next week. I figured I’d get here early, get settled, find an apartment... try to start this whole fresh-start thing on the right foot.”

Makes sense.
More sense than most people who show up here with nothing but a dream and a prayer.
“Starting a new job and moving at the same time,” I say. “That’s a lot.”

“You’re telling me.” He rubs his arms for warmth. “I haven’t even seen the town yet. I was just trying to get to the motel tonight so I’d have a place to sleep.”

“Well,” I say, trying to keep my tone steady, “you made it this far. Storm’s not helping, though.”

“No kidding.” He glances at me. “So... thank you. For stopping. I’m sure you had somewhere to be.”

“My house,” I admit. “But it’s not exactly livable tonight.”

He turns toward me, curious. “What do you mean?”

“I’m redoing the place,” I tell him. “Floors are ripped up, kitchen’s torn apart... plumbing’s shut off until I finish the work. Whole downstairs is a construction zone.”

Aiden’s brows rise. “Wow. You’re renovating the whole thing yourself?”

“Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “Comes with being a contractor. Cheaper to do it myself than hire someone else.”

“So your house isn’t livable right now?” he asks.

“Not really. Not unless you enjoy cold showers and stepping on stray nails.”

He laughs—quiet but real. “Pass.”

“So,” I add, “I’m staying at the motel too. At least for a couple of nights.”

Aiden nods slowly, like that makes him feel... less alone somehow.

Lightning flashes ahead, lighting up the glowing VACANCY sign.

The Willow Creek Motel.

I pull into the lot and cut the engine. Rain slams into the windshield like it’s in a competition with itself.

Aiden stares at the neon sign, then at me.
He looks overwhelmed, hopeful, tired, and grateful all at once.
And I don’t know why that combination makes my chest tighten a little.

“We’re here,” I say, unbuckling. “Let’s get you checked in.”

The rain hits us sideways as we sprint across the lot. Aiden pulls his jacket tight, head ducked, trying to outrun the storm. He’s soaked again by the time we reach the office, and I push the door open so he can slip inside first.

Warm air. Lemon cleaner. Old coffee. Marla’s kingdom.

She looks up from her computer, eyes sharp enough to cut through glass. “Well, look at this. The Andrews boy and a stranger in a storm. Didn’t expect entertainment tonight.”

“Evening, Marla,” I say. “Aiden needs to check in.”

Aiden steps forward, trying to smile through the exhaustion. “Hi. I have a reservation—Aiden Hartman.”

Marla frowns and clicks her way through the world’s slowest booking system. Her lips press into a thin line.

“Oh... oh dear.”

Aiden stiffens. “Oh dear?”

She sighs dramatically. “Sugar, that reservation was canceled this afternoon. System flagged it as a no-show after six. Storm hit early, roads closed... I figured you weren’t coming.”

Aiden blinks at her like he’s trying to understand a language he doesn’t speak.
“Canceled? But... I’m here now. I—I need a room.”
“I got no rooms left.” Marla winces like it physically pains her to say it. “Storm stranded half of Willow Creek. Folks been checking in all night.”

Aiden sways just a little—barely a shift, but enough for me to notice.

He looks tired.
Frozen.
Like life just yanked the rug out from under him again.
“I...” he whispers, throat tight. “I don’t know where else to—”

“You got nowhere to put him?” Marla asks, eyes jumping to me like this is somehow my responsibility.

“I—” Aiden starts.

“No,” I cut in, before he can finish or panic.
The word comes out instinctively, sharp, protective.
“He’s not sleeping in his car. Not in this weather.”
Aiden looks at me, eyes wide, startled.

I look away before I start overthinking it.

Marla taps her pen against the desk and looks at me. “Well, honey, the room checked into earlier was the last one I had.”

Aiden’s gaze darts to me again, soft but panicked.
“So... what do I do?”
I take a slow breath.

This is simple.
Storm’s getting worse by the minute.
Miller Road might wash out.
He has no car, no place to sleep, no friends in town.
And I’m not the kind of man who leaves someone stranded.

“You can stay in my room,” I say.

His breath catches.

I keep talking before he can freak out. “It’s got two beds. You can have one. It’s just one night. Tomorrow Marla’ll sort out something open.”

Marla’s grin spreads like wildfire.

Aiden swallows, rainwater dripping off his hair, his lashes sticking together.
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah,” I say.
Because hell if I’m letting him freeze in a truck or drown on Miller Road.
“Come on. Give him the second key, Marla.”
She’s already sliding it across the counter, looking like she’s about to text the entire town.

“Room 12 it is,” she says, far too pleased.

Aiden picks up the key with shaking fingers.

“Thank you,” he whispers.

I don't know why, but hearing that from him hits somewhere deep.

“Let’s get you inside,” I say. “Storm’s only getting worse.”

***
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AIDEN

The second we step outside, the storm punches us in the face again. The rain is colder now, harder, like tiny ice bullets nailing every inch of exposed skin. I pull my jacket tighter, but it’s useless. I’m drenched all over again within three steps.

Sawyer jogs ahead a little, head ducked, shoulders broad against the wind. He glances back at me every few strides, like he’s making sure I haven’t been washed into a ditch.

“This way!” he calls over the storm.

I follow, shoes sloshing, jacket plastered to my body, teeth starting to chatter. Room 12 sits at the far end of the row, the old porch light flickering like it’s got commitment issues.

My hands shake as I grip the key. Part cold. Part nerves. Part... whatever the hell this whole situation is.

As Sawyer unlocks the door, something hits me all at once:

“My clothes,” I say quietly. “They’re all in my car.”

He pauses, half turned toward me. Rain runs off the ends of his hair, dripping down onto his jaw.

“You don’t have anything dry with you?” he asks.

“No,” I admit, throat tight. “Everything’s in the backseat. Boxes... my bag... everything. I didn’t bring anything in because I thought I’d just check in first.”

He nods once, the way someone does when they’re already fixing the problem in their head. He opens the door fully and gestures me inside.

“Heat’s off from earlier,” he says. “I’ll turn it on.”

The room is freezing.
Like walk-in-freezer freezing.
I stand in the doorway for a second, dripping onto the carpet, unsure where to go or what to touch.
Sawyer crosses the room in three long steps, kneels by the old wall heater, and twists the dial until it groans to life. Air sputters out—cold at first, then warmer and warmer, spreading into the room like a slow exhale.

“Give it a minute,” he murmurs.

Watching him crouched there, soaked through, shivering but pretending he isn’t...
Yeah. Something twists in my chest.
He stands, pushes wet hair back from his forehead, then looks at me.

“You’re freezing.”

“So are you,” I say, hugging myself.

We’re both dripping, both cold, both breathing too hard from the run.

Sawyer hesitates like he’s debating something, then gestures toward the heater. “Stand here. It’ll warm you up faster.”

I step closer.
The air hits my face first, then my neck, my chest, my arms. It’s not much, but after the storm outside, it feels like heaven.
Sawyer stands a few feet away, trying to wring the water out of his jacket. He’s doing that “pretend I’m not shivering” thing again, jaw tight, shoulders tense.

“You should stand here too,” I say softly. “You look like you’re about to turn into a popsicle.”

His eyes flick up to mine—just for a second—but the warmth in them does something to my stomach I absolutely should not be noticing.

“I’m good,” he says, voice low and rough. “You need it more.”

I shake my head. “You pulled me out of a storm and saved me from sleeping in my car. Pretty sure that entitles you to the heat too.”

A slow grin tugs at the corner of his mouth.
It’s tiny.
Barely there.
But it hits me like a warm wave.

He steps closer, just enough that we’re sharing the heat and not touching, but... close.

Way too close for my heart rate to behave normally.

The heater hums.
Rain crashes against the windows.
Our clothes drip steadily onto the carpet.
And for the first time all day...
I feel safe.
“I, uh...” I clear my throat. “Sorry if this is a lot. I didn’t plan on... any of this happening.”

Sawyer shakes his head, eyes still on the heater but softer now. “Not your fault. Storm came in fast. Roads flood out here real easy.”

“I should’ve checked the weather.”

He glances at me, a little amused. “City boy, right?”

I roll my eyes, smiling. “Is it that obvious?”

“Just a little.”

We stand there, sharing heat and silence, the warmth slowly sinking into our skin.

And for the first time since I left my old life behind...
I wonder if this storm didn’t ruin my plans.
Maybe it rerouted them.

The warmth finally starts creeping into my fingers when Sawyer steps back from the heater, scanning the room like he’s trying to solve a puzzle. Then he moves toward his duffel bag near the foot of the bed—big, worn, and very “I travel with tools, not outfits.”

He unzips it and rummages through the contents, pulling out clothes and tossing them aside until he finds what he’s looking for.

“Here,” he says, holding something out to me. “These’ll fit you better than freezing all night.”

I stare at what he’s handing me:

a pair of gray athletic shorts
a huge, soft T-shirt that looks like it’s been washed a hundred times
and a pair of thick socks
My throat tightens.
Not because of the clothes, but because of the gesture.
“You don’t have to—”

“Yeah, I do,” he says simply. “You’re shivering, Aiden.”

I take the clothes carefully, like they’re fragile. Or maybe I am.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He shrugs, but there’s something in his eyes—something warmer than the heater—that tells me he actually means it.

“The bathroom’s through there,” he says, nodding toward the narrow doorway. “Water takes a minute to heat up, but it’ll get hot.”

“Okay.” My voice cracks embarrassingly. “Thanks.”

I slip into the bathroom and close the door behind me.

The moment I peel off my soaked clothes, a cold shudder runs through me so hard I have to brace a hand on the wall. Everything feels heavier now that I’m alone—everything I left behind, everything I’m scared of, everything I’m hoping for.

The shower sputters to life, coughing out cold water first, then warming, then steaming. I step under it and let the heat hit my shoulders, my back, my face. It feels like the first kind thing the world has done for me today.

I stay there longer than I should.
Long enough for the steam to fill the room, fog the mirror, soften my thoughts.
When I finally step out and towel off, I tug on Sawyer’s T-shirt. It hangs low on me, soft and warm and smelling faintly like cedar and detergent. The shorts fit fine—loose but comfortable—and the socks... honestly? Game changer.

I look human again.
Or at least less like a drowned raccoon.
When I open the bathroom door, the room is warm—really warm. The heater’s doing its job, humming steadily, filling the space with a soft, golden glow.

And Sawyer...

Sawyer is sitting on the far bed, propped against the headboard, completely changed. He’s wearing dry sweatpants and a dark T-shirt that fits way too well across his chest and arms. His hair is damp but not dripping, pushed back in a way that shows off the sharp line of his jaw.

He looks relaxed.
Effortless.
Comfortable in himself.
He’s flipping through channels on the TV like this is totally normal. Like he isn’t sharing a motel room with a shivering stranger he plucked off the side of the road.

He glances over as I step out.

And the way his eyes sweep over me?
Not lingering.
Not obvious.
But definitely... something.
“You warm enough?” he asks.

I swallow, suddenly weirdly aware of how big his T-shirt is on me. “Yeah. The shower helped.”

“Good.” He nods once. “You look less... hypothermic.”

I laugh softly, feeling like I’m looking very awkward. “That’s the look I was going for.”

His mouth twitches—just barely—but enough to make my stomach do something it shouldn’t.

“You can grab the other bed,” he says. “Sheets will be cold.”

I sit down, legs tucked under me, trying not to stare at him.

But it’s hard.
It’s so damn hard.
We’re strangers.
He’s straight.
I’m... very not.
But the room feels small.
And warm.
And safe.
And for the first time since leaving everything behind, I don’t feel completely alone.
The storm rages outside.
The heater hums.
The TV flickers quietly.
And Sawyer Andrews sits eight feet away from me, looking calmer than a man in a storm should.

“I really do appreciate this,” I say quietly, not wanting to disrupt the moment. “You didn’t have to help me. And you definitely didn’t have to share your room.”

He clicks the TV volume down and meets my eyes—steady, honest, simple.

“Yeah,” he says. “I did.”

***
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SAWYER

Aiden steps out of the bathroom wearing my clothes, and it hits me harder than it should. My T-shirt hangs loose on him, sleeves practically swallowing his arms. My shorts sit low on his hips, and he looks... warm. Softer. Like he’s finally thawing out from everything today put him through.

He gives me a small smile, the kind that tries to hide how exhausted he is. “Thanks again. I feel human now.”

I clear my throat and look away before I stare too long. “Good. Heat’s finally kicking in.”

His eyes wander the room, then settle on the bed across from mine. He looks like he’s not sure what to do next, and that hits something in me—some instinct to make this less weird, less heavy.

I push off my bed and walk over to my duffel bag, digging past tools and clean clothes until my fingers hit something solid.

A bottle.

“Here,” I say, pulling it out. “Thought we could use something to warm up.”

Aiden’s brows rise. “You travel with whiskey?”

“Construction work,” I say with a shrug. “Long days. Cold nights.”
Also loneliness, but I don’t offer that part.
I grab the two plastic-wrapped motel cups from the bathroom counter and hand him one. He holds it delicately, like he’s not sure he deserves it.

I pour us each a good amount and sit on the end of my bed. Aiden sits across from me, cross-legged, hair still damp.

We clink cups—awkwardly, almost shy—and I don’t look at him when I take the first sip. The burn settles warm in my chest, spreading down my spine.

Aiden exhales after his first taste, eyes closing for a second. “Wow. That’s... strong.”

“It’s supposed to be.”

“Is this a Willow Creek thing? Knockout whiskey?”

“More like a Sawyer thing,” I say.

He laughs softly, and it’s the first real sound of relief I’ve heard from him all night.

I lean back, watching him over the rim of my cup. “So. What brought you here? People don’t usually move to Willow Creek on a whim.”

He goes still. Quiet. His fingers tighten around the cup.

I almost tell him he doesn’t have to answer—but then he looks up, eyes tired in a way that has nothing to do with the storm.

“I needed to get out,” he says finally. “Of... my old life.”

I nod once, slow. “Bad job?”

He shakes his head. “Bad relationship.”

Something in my jaw tenses. “How bad?”

He stares into his whiskey like it might answer for him. “My ex... Kyle... he wasn’t the worst person. He just—” Aiden’s voice cracks, barely noticeable, but I hear it. “He made everything feel smaller. Like I needed him to function. Like every little mistake proved I wasn’t capable.”

My stomach twists.
Yeah. I’ve seen that type.
I hate that type.
Aiden tries to shrug it off, but the way his shoulders fold says more than the words.

“Everything I did was wrong,” he continues quietly. “Every decision. Every preference. Every... feeling. He could turn anything into proof that I was stupid or needy or—”

“Stop,” I say before I even think about it.

His eyes lift to mine, startled.

“You’re not stupid,” I say. “Or needy. Or anything he called you.”

He swallows hard. “You don’t even know me.”

“Don’t need to,” I say. “I know what that kind of guy leaves behind.”

He looks down, blinking fast, a small hollow laugh leaving his mouth. “I guess moving here was my way of trying to breathe again.”

I nod. My chest feels tight, protective, angry for him in a way I shouldn’t be.

“Well,” I say, voice low, “you’ll breathe here. Town’s slow. People are decent. And nobody’s gonna talk to you like that again. Not on my watch.”

Aiden looks up sharply, like the words landed somewhere deep.

We fall quiet for a moment, nursing the whiskey, letting the warm air and soft hum of the heater settle around us.

He shifts his cup between his palms. “Why were you out tonight? Didn’t you say your house is... not livable?”

“Working on it,” I say. “Been tearing up the floors. Storm came in fast.”

“And here we both are, at the motel.”

“Yeah.” I take another sip. 

He smiles again—small, real. “It’s weird, isn’t it? Sharing a room with a stranger.”

“Yeah,” I say, softer than I mean to. “Weird.”

He finishes the rest of his whiskey in one swallow, cheeks flushing from the burn. “This helps. The warmth. The talking. I didn’t realize how much I... needed that.”

“Yeah,” I say again. “Me too.”

The storm outside rattles the window. The heater hums louder.

And for a split second, sitting across from him in the dim light, whiskey warm in my chest, I forget that he’s a stranger. I forget that I promised myself no complications, no mess, no more taking care of people who don’t stay.

All I see is him.
Small town storm.
Big city boy.
Soft eyes.
My T-shirt hanging off his shoulders like it belongs there.
I look away before I start thinking too hard.

“You should get some sleep,” I say, standing. “Storm’s gonna keep you up otherwise.”

He nods and moves toward his bed, setting the empty cup on the nightstand. When he pulls the blankets over himself, he looks... peaceful. For the first time tonight.

I switch off the lamp.

Darkness settles between us, warm and quiet and full of unspoken things.

Somewhere in the dark, Aiden whispers, “Sawyer?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. For... letting me be here.”

I swallow. “Yeah. Anytime.”

The room breathes.
The storm softens.
His breathing slows into something steady and trusting.
And I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, wondering why the hell it feels like he didn’t just land in my room—

He landed in my life.

***
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AIDEN

I wake up to the sound of rain.
Not the soft, comforting kind you fall asleep to—this is the heavy, relentless kind that sounds like the sky is dumping buckets onto the earth without taking a breath.
The room is dim, early morning gray sneaking through the curtains. The heater still hums, warm air drifting over my legs. For a second, I forget where I am. Then I hear a low groan from the other bed, and it all comes back:

The storm.
The motel.
Sawyer.
I turn my head just a little.

He’s lying on his back, one arm thrown over his forehead, the other resting across his stomach. His T-shirt is rumpled, hair messy in a way that looks way too good for someone who just slept on a motel mattress.

His eyes blink open slowly.

We stare at each other for a second, caught in that weird, quiet morning moment where you’re too sleepy to be self-conscious.

“Morning,” he says, voice low and gravelly.

My breath catches—just for a second—because... damn. Morning voice suits him.

“Morning,” I whisper back.

He pushes himself upright, rubbing the back of his neck before glancing at the window. “Storm didn’t quit.”

The rain slams the glass like it’s trying to break in. A car horn honks faintly from somewhere on the road, muffled by water and wind.

“Roads are probably flooded?” I ask.

“Definitely flooded.” He reaches for his phone on the nightstand, checks it, and scoffs. “Town alert says Miller Road is closed. And the bridge on Hawthorne.”

“So... we’re stuck here?”

He shrugs, but it’s an easy shrug. “Could be worse.”

My cheeks warm before I can stop them. “Yeah. Could be.”

We sit in silence for a few seconds, both listening to the storm. It feels weirdly peaceful. Like the world pressed pause.

“So,” I say softly, “you know a lot about me already. New job, new town, fresh start, one bad relationship too many.” I sit up straighter, pulling the blanket around my shoulders. “But I don’t know anything about you.”

He lets out a slow breath, eyes still on the rain. “There’s not much to tell.”

“That’s always what people say right before telling something huge.”

He gives me a faint smile. “You’re persistent.”

“Occupational hazard,” I tease. “Marketers ask too many questions.”

He leans back against the headboard, fingers tapping lightly against his thigh. For a second, I think he won’t answer.

Then he does.

“My wife died,” he says quietly.

My breath stops.
Just... stops.
He doesn’t look at me, just keeps staring out the window like the storm is easier to face than the past.

“It was a car accident. Three years ago.” He clears his throat, voice flat but not emotionless. “We were together since we were nineteen. High school to adulthood without a break.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, meaning every syllable. “Sawyer...”

He looks over at me. “You’re the first person I’ve told in a long time. Most of the town knows. They just... don’t talk about it.”

I pull the blanket tighter, like it can shield me from how raw his honesty feels.

“That must’ve been...”
Horrible.
Lonely.
Life-shattering.
I don’t know which word to choose. None of them feel big enough.

He nods once—barely. “Losing her changed everything. Work. Home. Who I thought I was. Who I thought I’d be.”

The heater hums softly beside us.

“I lost myself in that relationship,” I admit quietly. “Not the same thing, I know. But... I felt trapped. Smaller. Like I didn’t exist unless I was what he wanted.”

Sawyer studies me for a long moment—really looks at me, not like a stranger anymore.

“I get that,” he says. “Different pain, same root.”

I swallow hard. “Yeah.”

The connection settles between us—quiet, fragile, real. The kind of understanding that doesn’t need explaining.

We sit there for a minute, not talking, not filling the silence, just letting it be. The storm rumbles, thunder rolling over the mountains in the distance.

Eventually, Sawyer clears his throat and stands. “Your clothes should be dry.”

He crosses the room, grabs my things from the back of the chair where he draped them last night, and hands them to me. “Still a little damp,” he says. “But wearable.”

I take them gently. “Thanks.”

I change quickly in the bathroom, pulling my still-slightly-damp jeans over my legs and tugging on my shirt. The fabric is cooler than I expect, but it’s fine. It’s home. Or it was.

When I step back out, Sawyer is lacing his boots, hair pushed back, jacket ready.

He glances up at me. “I’ve got a stupid idea.”

“Those are usually the best kind.”

He gestures toward the door. “Diner’s open. It’s a block away. Roads are closed but sidewalks aren’t. Want to make a run for it in the rain?”

I blink. “You want to... run through this storm... for breakfast?”

“Yep.”

“That’s your stupid idea?”

He shrugs, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Only place in town with good coffee.”

I laugh, heart lighter than it’s been in months. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

He grabs his keys, pushes open the door, and holds it out for me.

“On three,” he says.
“One...”
“Two...”
“Three.”
And just like that, we bolt into the rain together.

***
[image: ]


SAWYER

The second we step outside, the storm hits harder than it did last night. The rain isn’t falling—it’s attacking, coming sideways like it’s got something to prove.

Aiden shrieks.
Actually shrieks.
“OH—IT’S FREEZING!”

I can’t help it. I laugh. A real one — deep, loud, the kind I didn’t expect to hear coming out of myself this early.

“Keep running!” I yell.

“This is TERRIBLE!”

“You agreed to it!”

“I trusted you!”

“Your mistake!”

He laughs through it, soaked and breathless, stumbling alongside me as we sprint across the lot and down the sidewalk. By the time we reach the diner’s awning, we’re dripping like we swam here.

Aiden bends over with his hands on his knees. “Oh my God... I’m going to die.”

“You’re fine.”

“I’m absolutely dying.”

“You’ll be okay.”

“Tell my future landlord I died bravely.”

“No promises.”

He punches my arm — light, half-hearted — but warm.

I hold the door open, the bell jingling as we step inside. And just like that:

Silence.

The diner is full — breakfast rush, storm refugees, the usual retirees, couples, workers, the whole morning crew — and every head turns toward us.

Not rude staring.
Just... small-town staring.
People glance up.
Then glance again.
Then try to pretend they’re not glancing again.
Aiden freezes beside me, shoulders tight.

“Don’t worry,” I murmur. “They always stare at new people.”

He nods, but he pulls in slightly, like he’s trying to shrink without actually moving.

We pick a booth by the window. Vinyl squeaks under us as we sit. Aiden presses his hands around the mug someone left behind — soaking in the warmth.

Aiden rests his arms on the table, warming his hands on the mug. His hair is damp, sticking to his forehead, and his clothes — the ones that finally dried overnight — are now soaked all over again, clinging to him in wrinkled, rain-heavy folds.

People keep glancing over at us — quiet looks, curious looks — the kind small towns give when something unexpected walks through the door. Nobody says anything, but the air shifts just enough to let you know they’re paying attention.

Aiden tries to pretend he doesn’t notice, focusing hard on his mug.

“You okay?” I ask.

He nods. “Yeah. Just... I’ve never been stared at over breakfast.”

“They’ll stop,” I say. “They’re just getting
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