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The adrenaline that had propelled Alex out of his front door and into the freezing night was finally beginning to ebb, leaving behind a bone-deep exhaustion. He sat on the park bench, the rough wood pressing into his back, and stared at his hands. They were still shaking.

Beside him, Emma sat in silence. She was a steady, grounding force in the chaos of his mind. She hadn't bombarded him with questions or told him what he should do. She had simply let him breathe until the storm inside him quieted to a dull, throbbing ache.

"It's getting cold," Emma said softly, her breath forming small white clouds in the crisp autumn air. "You can't stay out here all night, Alex."

Alex pulled his thin jacket tighter around his shoulders, shivering as a gust of wind swept through the trees. "I don't have anywhere else to go," he whispered. "I can't go back there. If I walk through that door..." He swallowed hard, the memory of his father's twisted, furious face flashing in his mind. "If I go back, I won't survive it. Not this time."

"I know," Emma said, her voice firm and unwavering. She stood up and adjusted the strap of her camera bag. "Which is why you're not going back. Come on."

Alex looked up, his brow furrowed in confusion. "Where?"

"My place," she said, extending a hand to him. "Well, not inside the house. My parents would ask way too many questions, and we don't need that right now. But there's an old greenhouse in our backyard. My mom stopped using it years ago. It’s dry, it has an old space heater, and most importantly, no one will look for you there."

Alex hesitated, staring at her outstretched hand. The thought of imposing on her, of bringing his messy, broken life into her world, made guilt twist in his stomach. "Emma, I can't. If your parents catch me—if my dad finds out you helped me—"

"Alex," she interrupted, her tone leaving no room for argument. "You are not a burden. And I'm not afraid of your dad. Take my hand."

Slowly, Alex reached out and let her pull him to his feet. Her grip was warm and reassuring. Together, they walked out of the park, leaving the safety of the streetlights behind and stepping into the quiet, shadowy suburban streets.

The walk to Emma's house was a blur of anxiety for Alex. Every passing car made his heart race; every rustling bush sounded like his father's heavy footsteps. But Emma walked with purpose, leading him through narrow alleyways and quiet backstreets until they reached a tall wooden fence.

She unlatched the gate as quietly as she could and ushered him inside. The backyard was large and overgrown, bathed in the pale silver light of the moon. At the far end stood the greenhouse, its glass panes dusty and cracked, half-swallowed by climbing ivy.

Emma pulled the creaky door open and flicked a small flashlight on. The beam revealed a cluttered but surprisingly cozy space. There were empty terracotta pots stacked in the corners, a sturdy wooden potting bench, and an old, faded loveseat pushed against the back wall.

"Wait here," Emma whispered. She slipped out for a few minutes, leaving Alex alone in the dim, earthy-smelling room. He wrapped his arms around himself, his eyes adjusting to the dark. For a terrifying second, the silence felt heavy, just like his room back home. But then the door opened again.

Emma returned carrying a thick wool blanket, a pillow, and a small thermos. She set them down on the loveseat and walked over to a rusty space heater in the corner, plugging it into an extension cord. Within seconds, a faint orange glow appeared, and warm air began to push against the biting cold.

"It's not exactly a five-star hotel," Emma said with a small, apologetic smile as she handed him the thermos. "It's hot chocolate. Drink it. You're freezing."

Alex took the thermos, his hands wrapping around the warm metal. He took a sip, the rich, sweet liquid sending a rush of warmth through his chest. He looked around the dusty greenhouse, then at the blanket, and finally at Emma. The sheer weight of her kindness hit him so hard his throat tightened.

"I don't know how to repay you for this," he said, his voice thick with emotion.

Emma stepped closer, her expression softening. "You don't have to repay me, Alex. Friends take care of each other. That’s just how it works."

She grabbed her camera bag and headed for the door. "I need to go inside before my mom checks my room. Lock the door from the inside. Try to get some sleep, okay? I'll come get you before school tomorrow. We'll figure out the next step together."

"Emma," Alex called out just as she opened the door.
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