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      "Location independence isn't just about working from anywhere," I say to my laptop camera, gesturing toward the stunning view of Pine Ridge, Colorado, that frames my converted van's back doors. "It's about creating systems so robust that your business thrives whether you're in Manhattan or the mountains."

      My Tuesday morning webinar "Location Independence Secrets" is going perfectly. Twenty-three small business owners hang on my every word from their various time zones, and I'm delivering exactly the kind of practical advice that's built my Wanderlust Digital consulting firm into a six-figure success story. The October air is crisp and perfect, my coffee is still warm, and the golden aspen leaves create the most Instagram-worthy backdrop imaginable.

      This is why I chose the nomadic life. This moment right here gives me complete freedom, professional success, and a view that changes whenever I want it to. The ability to wake up to mountain vistas on Tuesday and perhaps oceanfront sunrises by Friday. No cubicle walls, no fluorescent lighting, just nature as my office backdrop and the open road as my commute.

      That's when the smell hits me.

      Burning plastic. Sharp and acrid, cutting through the vanilla-scented candle I always light during client calls and the rich aroma of my French roast. The unmistakable chemical stench that signals something electronic is definitely not functioning as intended. I pause mid-sentence, my nose wrinkling as I try to place the source, my eyes darting quickly around the compact but meticulously organized interior of my van.

      "As I was saying," I continue, forcing my voice to stay bright and professional, my fingers tightening around my coffee mug as I maintain eye contact with the camera, "the key to mobile marketing is⁠—"

      Smoke. Actual gray smoke is seeping from behind my custom desk setup, curling around the edges of my laptop screen like some kind of horror movie special effect. My stomach drops as I realize it's coming from the electrical panel I so proudly installed myself last month, the one that powers my entire mobile office setup.

      Sparks shoot from the junction box with a violent pop that makes me jump.

      "Sorry, everyone, we're having some technical difficulties!" I chirp to my camera, frantically clicking to end the livestream while simultaneously yanking power cords from outlets. My hands shake as I try to maintain the calm, competent facade that twenty-three paying clients expect from their business consultant. "I'll send you all the replay link and bonus materials within the hour!"

      The screen goes black just as flames lick up from behind my desk.

      Real flames. In my van. My home, my office, my entire carefully curated life that I've spent two years perfecting.

      "No, no, no," I whisper, grabbing my backup laptop and external hard drives. Everything important lives in the cloud, but some files, some client work, some irreplaceable photos are stored locally. I can't lose everything. Not when I've finally figured out how to make this lifestyle work.

      The smoke is getting thicker, and I can hear something electrical crackling ominously. Every rational part of my brain is screaming at me to get out, but my heart is breaking as I watch my organized, efficient world literally going up in smoke.

      I've been so careful. So prepared. I have backup systems for my backup systems, emergency funds, contingency plans for every scenario except this one. How did I not account for this?

      My phone buzzes with incoming client calls, but I can barely think straight. The van that's been my sanctuary for two years, the space where I've proven that a woman can build a successful business on her own terms, is turning into a death trap right in front of me.

      I grab my purse and laptop bag, coughing as the smoke burns my lungs. Through the haze, I can see my carefully organized storage solutions, my fold-out bed, my tiny but perfect kitchen. All of it is about to be destroyed.

      This can't be happening. Not now. Not when everything was finally going so perfectly.

      
      
        
        Knox

      

      

      The emergency call comes in at 10:47 AM while I'm reviewing duty rosters in my office at Grizzly Peak Fire Station. "Vehicle fire, Mile Marker 23, Mountain View Road," dispatch reports in that clipped, efficient tone that means business.

      I grab my gear and respond in Engine 7, expecting another tourist with an overheated rental car or maybe someone whose radiator finally gave up fighting the mountain altitude. What I don't expect to find when I round the curve at Mile Marker 23 is a converted van billowing smoke like a small-scale disaster movie, with a woman standing way too close to it.

      She's trouble. I can tell from fifty yards away.

      Curvy in all the right places, with long black hair whipping in the mountain wind and an expression of stubborn determination that screams "city girl about to do something catastrophically stupid." She's clutching a laptop against her chest like it's a life preserver, and she keeps taking steps toward the burning vehicle despite the obvious danger.

      Every protective instinct I've honed over fifteen years of emergency response kicks into overdrive. This is exactly the kind of civilian who thinks her belongings are worth more than her life, and I've seen too many people get hurt making that calculation.

      "Ma'am, step away from the vehicle!" I bark, jumping down from the engine in full gear. My voice carries the authority of someone who's dealt with more emergencies than he cares to count, but she's not listening. She's staring at that van like it contains her entire world.

      Which, judging by the incredibly organized storage systems visible through the back doors, it probably does.

      The van is a masterpiece of space efficiency. Built-in desk, murphy bed, tiny kitchen, storage cubbies labeled with a precision that would make a military quartermaster weep with joy. This isn't some weekend warrior's camping setup. This is someone's full-time life, and it's currently turning into a bonfire.

      But that doesn't matter if she gets herself killed trying to save it. The entire vehicle could explode at any moment, and all the carefully organized possessions in the world won't mean anything to someone who's been caught in a gasoline-fueled inferno.

      "I need to get my backup drives," she calls back, and I can hear the raw desperation cracking through her voice. "Everything's in there. My business, my clients. Years of work that I can't replace." Her eyes dart frantically between me and the burning van, calculating her chances.

      "Lady, that van is about to become a fireball," I tell her firmly, deliberately positioning my much larger frame between her and the vehicle as a human barricade. "Your laptop isn't worth dying for. No piece of technology is. I've seen what happens when gas tanks explode, and trust me, no amount of data recovery will matter then."

      She looks at me like I've just suggested she abandon a child, and I realize this is going to be more complicated than a standard vehicle fire. The smoke is getting thicker, and I can hear the ominous crackling that means the fire is spreading to the gas lines.

      She's beautiful. Even terrified and covered in soot, she's absolutely stunning. Golden skin, dark eyes wide with panic, curves that fill out her casual sweater in ways that make my mouth go dry. But right now, beautiful doesn't matter. Safe matters.

      "Ma'am, I need you to move to a safe distance immediately. That's not a request," I state with unwavering authority, my voice carrying the weight of countless emergency situations I've handled before. The acrid smell of burning metal and melting plastic intensifies around us with each passing second.

      Instead of complying, she takes another step toward the van, her body tensing with determination, fingers curling into fists at her sides as if preparing to sprint directly into danger.

      That's when I stop talking and start moving, my boots scraping against the asphalt as I lunge forward with practiced efficiency, years of rescue training kicking in automatically as the situation escalates from verbal warning to immediate physical intervention.

      
      
        
        Sage

      

      

      When the fire chief charges toward me, I realize I'm about to do something incredibly stupid. But those backup drives contain client work that isn't backed up anywhere else, and I can't just stand here and watch my entire career burn.

      I dart around his massive frame, aiming for the van's back door, my feet barely skimming the pavement as I summon every ounce of speed I possess, desperate to reach my equipment before it's completely engulfed by the growing flames.

      I make it exactly three steps before steel bands wrap around my waist, lifting me clean off the ground, my momentum abruptly halted as his powerful arms encircle me with effortless strength that leaves no room for argument or escape.

      "Hey!" I protest, but it comes out as more of a squeak because suddenly I'm pressed against a chest that feels like it's carved from granite. The mountain man carrying me
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