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The Week We Didn’t Plan
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The rental car sputtered once, twice, then died on the shoulder of a narrow highway cutting through the Colorado plains. Heat shimmered off the asphalt. The sky stretched wide and merciless above it. And inside the car, Mara Hale pressed her forehead to the steering wheel and exhaled a long, frustrated breath.

This was supposed to be a simple work trip. Fly into Denver, drive three hours to a small town where her firm was opening a new office, spend a week training the new hires, and fly home. No drama. No surprises. No complications.

Instead, she was stranded on a road with no cell signal, no passing cars, and a rental that had apparently decided to retire early.

She stepped out, shielding her eyes. The wind carried the scent of sagebrush and dust. Nothing moved except the distant sway of grass.

Then—an engine. Low, steady, approaching.

A pickup truck rolled into view, slowing as it neared her. The driver leaned out the window, a man with sun-browned skin, dark hair, and a jawline that looked carved by the same wind shaping the plains.

“You look like you lost an argument with your car,” he said.

His voice was warm, steady, and annoyingly amused.

“I didn’t lose,” Mara replied. “It quit.”

He smiled. “Want help?”

She hesitated. She didn’t usually accept help from strangers. But the horizon offered no alternatives.

“Fine,” she said. “But if you’re secretly a serial killer, I’m going to be very disappointed. I have a schedule.”

He laughed. “I’ll try not to ruin your week. I’m Callum.”

“Mara.”

He hopped out of the truck, checked the rental’s hood, and confirmed what she already suspected: the car was done. “Nearest town is twenty minutes,” he said. “I can take you there.”

She exhaled. “I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“Good news,” he said, opening the passenger door of his truck. “I’m not a serial killer.”

“Everyone says that.”

“Fair point.”

She climbed in.

* * *
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The town of Ridgewell was small, quiet, and framed by mountains. Callum drove her to the only auto shop, where a mechanic informed her that the rental needed a part that wouldn’t arrive until the next morning.

“Tomorrow?” Mara repeated. “I have a full schedule today.”

“Not anymore,” the mechanic said.

Callum glanced at her. “You need a place to stay?”

“I have a hotel reservation,” she said. “But it’s thirty minutes away.”

“I can drive you.”

She studied him. He didn’t seem pushy. Just... helpful. And she was stuck.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m buying you lunch. It’s only fair.”

His smile was slow, warm. “Deal.”

* * *
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The hotel was a lodge-style building tucked against a ridge. Mara checked in, then joined Callum at a small café across the street. The place smelled like roasted coffee and cinnamon. Locals chatted at wooden tables. A chalkboard menu listed pies with names like “Mountain Berry” and “Sunset Peach.”

Callum ordered coffee. Mara ordered tea. And somehow, conversation flowed easily.

He lived in Ridgewell. Worked as a wildlife surveyor. Spent his days hiking trails, tracking populations, documenting changes in the ecosystem.

“You hike for work?” she asked.

“Pretty much.”

“That sounds... peaceful.”

“It is. What about you?”

“I work in corporate operations,” she said. “Spreadsheets. Meetings. Deadlines. Nothing involving fresh air.”

He grinned. “Sounds thrilling.”

“It’s not.”

“Then why do you do it?”

She paused. “Because I’m good at it.”

Callum nodded, but his eyes held a quiet curiosity that made her feel seen in a way she wasn’t used to.

After lunch, he walked her back to the hotel. She expected him to leave. Instead, he paused at the entrance.

“You’re stuck here until tomorrow,” he said. “If you want, I can show you the ridge trail. It’s easy. Good view of the valley.”

She should have said no. She had work emails to answer. Reports to review. Responsibilities.

But something in her chest tugged.

“Okay,” she said.

* * *
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The trail wound upward through pines and wildflowers. The air smelled crisp, clean. Birds darted between branches. Mara felt her shoulders loosen with every step.

Callum walked beside her, pointing out plants, explaining how the ecosystem shifted with the seasons. He spoke with quiet passion, the kind that made his words feel like stories.

At the ridge summit, the valley opened below them—golden fields, winding streams, distant mountains rising like blue shadows.

Mara inhaled deeply. “This is... beautiful.”

“Yeah,” Callum said softly. “It is.”

She turned—and found him watching her, not the view.

Heat flickered through her chest.

She looked away quickly.

* * *
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They walked back slowly, talking about everything and nothing. When they reached the hotel, Mara felt a strange reluctance to end the day.

Callum seemed to feel it too.

“Your car should be ready by noon tomorrow,” he said. “If you want, I can drive you to the office after.”

“That would help,” she said. “Thank you.”

He nodded once, then left.

Mara watched him go, wondering why her heartbeat felt unreasonably loud.

* * *
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The next morning, she met him in the lobby. He drove her to the auto shop, where the mechanic confirmed the car was fixed. She should have thanked Callum and left.

Instead, she found herself saying, “Do you want to grab coffee before I go?”

He hesitated. “I’d like that.”

They walked to the café. Ordered drinks. Sat at a corner table. And the conversation felt even easier than before.

At one point, Callum leaned back, studying her with quiet intensity. “You don’t seem like someone who gets stuck often.”

“I don’t,” she said. “But maybe I needed it.”

He smiled. “Maybe.”

She glanced at the clock. Her schedule was waiting. Her responsibilities were waiting. Her life—organized, predictable—was waiting.

But she didn’t want to leave.

“Callum,” she said softly, “I don’t know what this is.”

“Me neither,” he said. “But I know I don’t want it to end.”

Her breath caught.

“I’m only here for a week,” she said.

“I know.”

“And then I go back home.”

“I know.”

She looked at him. “So what do we do?”

He reached across the table, brushing his fingers lightly against hers. The touch was gentle, but it sent a warm rush through her.

“We don’t force it,” he said. “We just... see what happens.”

She exhaled slowly. “Okay.”

* * *
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Over the next week, Mara worked at the new office during the day. And every evening, she met Callum—sometimes for dinner, sometimes for a walk, sometimes just to sit on the ridge and watch the sunset.

They talked about their lives, their fears, their hopes. They laughed. They teased. They grew comfortable in a way that felt impossible for two people who had met by accident.

On her last night, they sat on the ridge again. The sky glowed orange and pink.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said quietly.

“I don’t want you to,” Callum replied.

She turned toward him. “But I have to.”

He nodded. “I know.”

Silence stretched between them, soft and heavy.

Then he said, “Come back.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Not forever,” he said. “Just... visit. When you can.”

Her throat tightened. “I can do that.”

He smiled, slow and warm. “Good.”

She leaned in. He met her halfway. Their kiss was gentle at first, then deeper, fuller, carrying the weight of everything they hadn’t said.

When they finally pulled apart, Mara rested her forehead against his.

“I’ll come back,” she whispered.

“I’ll be here,” he said.

And she knew he meant it.

––––––––
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The One Summer We Forgot
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The moment Lena Hart stepped back into Harborview, she felt the familiar tug in her chest — that mix of nostalgia and unfinished business she had spent eight years trying to ignore. The coastal air tasted like salt and memory. The gulls cried overhead. The boardwalk creaked under her sandals exactly the way it used to when she was seventeen.

She hadn’t planned to return. She hadn’t planned anything, really. Her mother’s sudden decision to sell the family house had forced her hand. One weekend to pack up childhood, sign papers, and leave again.

She could handle that.

What she wasn’t sure she could handle was running into the one she left behind.

But Harborview was small. And fate was petty.

She saw him before he saw her — standing outside the marina office, clipboard in hand, sun catching in his hair. Ethan Cole. Older now. Broader shoulders. A steadiness in his posture that hadn’t been there when they were teenagers. But the same eyes. The same quiet intensity.

He turned.

Their eyes locked.

The world tilted.

“Lena?” he said.

She swallowed. “Hi, Ethan.”

He walked toward her, slow, cautious, as if approaching a memory that might vanish if he moved too fast. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you here again.”

“I didn’t think I’d ever come back.”

Silence stretched between them — not awkward, just heavy with everything they hadn’t said eight years ago.

“You’re here for the house?” he asked.
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