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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?”
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