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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            JUNIPER

          

        

      

    

    
      The entire world outside is a swirling mass of white as I grip the steering wheel like it’s a lifeline.

      “Come on, come on,” I mutter, leaning forward in the vain hope that being closer to the windshield will help me see better. The road is nearly invisible, just a vague, icy path ahead, flanked by towering snowbanks that threaten to close in on me further with each passing minute.

      I start to skid, and my heart leaps into my throat. I ease off the gas, hoping that will help, but the car feels like it has a mind of its own, every slight bump in the road sending it sliding out of control.

      Why didn’t I listen when Kyle told me to get new tires?

      The car weaves back and forth as the rear wheels skate to the left, then to the right.

      Every muscle in my body is coiled tight as I try to keep the car straight. The tires skid on the icy road again, even worse this time. “Crap!” I yelp, correcting the wheel with a quick turn. The car responds, but barely. I can feel my panic rising.

      “Juniper, chill out,” I whisper to myself, my voice shaky. “Slow and steady, no sudden moves. Just relax⁠—”

      As if on cue, the car hits a patch of ice, and suddenly, everything goes wrong. The back end fishtails wildly, and the tires completely lose their grip on the road. The car starts to spin in a circle, and I scream, instinctively yanking the wheel in a desperate attempt to straighten it out. “For god’s sake!!!”

      It’s no use. I stomp on the brakes, but it only makes things worse, my trusty sedan skidding with a gracelessness that’s both horrifying and impressive, ending up nose-first in a ditch.

      For a moment, I just sit there willing my breathing to return to normal, my hands still clutching the steering wheel and my heart pounding so hard I can hear it throughout the car. Everything else has gone eerily still, like I’ve been swallowed up by the storm.

      “Fantastic,” I groan, staring at the fluffy white barrier that’s swallowed up my bumper.

      I check my phone—dead, of course. Rifling through the chaos of my duffle bag, fingers searching through the tangle of earphones and chocolate bar wrappers, I finally find the external battery.

      It’s ice-cold and a long shot, but it’s all I have. I plug in the phone and wait for it to charge enough to turn on.

      The car heater hums, battling the creeping cold valiantly as I sit wrapped in my lucky (ha!) sweater, which is cozy, but woefully inadequate for this weather. I tuck my legs under me and watch the snowflakes dance dizzily outside. Each twirling flake seems to mock my questionable life choices.

      “Why does everything have to be so hard?” I groan, resisting the urge to cry.

      Worst. Day. Ever.

      It had started with my hasty exit from a job that was going nowhere, the final straw being a boss who thought “no” was just a suggestion and who had uttered a screeched threat to have me arrested after kneeing him in the junk. The cherry on top had been my parents’ advice to apologize to the asshole to try and get my job back. And now this!

      “Fuck no!” I yell, half expecting my car to offer some moral support. Kyle would know what to say if he were here. I could always count on my brother to have my back. The lucky guy had managed to escape our parents’ clutches and rebuilt his life in Deepwood Mountain, working as a motorcycle mechanic for McCafferty Customs.

      My snap decision to quit was supposed to be my turn to get a fresh start. If only I could get out of this snowy trap! I peer hopefully at my phone. Still not charged enough to power on.

      I turn up the radio and an old country tune begins. Soon I’m belting out the lyrics with more enthusiasm than skill. My Chucks are propped up on the dashboard, my makeshift concert hall blissfully private until a sharp rap on the window has me jumping out of my skin and twisting toward the sound.

      Standing right outside is a massive male figure, clad in a thick dark brown jacket with a black felt cowboy hat, and a star-shaped badge that glints menacingly at me through the snowstorm.

      Shit—it’s a cop.

      “You okay, Ma’am?” he begins, pressing closer to the window. “Need a tow?”

      I turn down the radio hastily. What am I going to do? What if that sleazeball Gary did in fact file a police report? I don’t want to go to jail. Not when I’m so close to Kyle’s place.

      I crack the window open, eyeing him warily. “May I please see your ID?” I ask, my voice steadier than I feel.

      He taps the shiny badge on the left side of his jacket. “Right here, Ma’am.” Then he points to his name on the right. “Sheriff Quinn,” he says, tipping his hat.

      “How do I know that badge isn’t a fake? Let me see it up close.”

      With a sigh that suggests I’m testing his nerves, he squats down to my eye level as I roll down the window a little more. Up close, he seems even larger, his presence almost overwhelming. But he smells like pine—and something else, sweet and comforting. He glances at me with gorgeous brown eyes, and I register his full beard dotted with gray, and his sensual mouth⁠—

      Focus, Juniper.

      He leans closer, letting me inspect the badge. I reach out to touch it, wishing I was touching his broad chest. His breath is so warm, in contrast to the biting air around us.

      “Satisfied?” His voice has turned into a deep rumble, and it sends an unbidden shiver down my spine.

      I shake my head. “You have any other identification? You might be one of those psychos who impersonates cops to...well, you know…”

      He scoffs. “You think I wear this uniform for fun?”

      Well, I’m having fun watching you wear it⁠—

      JUNIPER!!!

      I can’t help myself as I let my gaze drift over the rest of him. “I don’t know,” I shrug. “Looks a little tight on you. Straining in some places, even. How do I know you’re really Sheriff Quinn?”

      With a huff, he stands, stepping back from the car. “I’ll get my ID card,” he grumbles. “And the equipment to pull your car out. You’re welcome.”

      I watch him retreat, my mind racing. Damn him! Why does he have to be so attractive? Thick in all the right places. Those soulful eyes. Kissable lips…

      What’s the matter with me? I need to get out of here before he runs my name. I glance toward the road, remembering a cabin not far back. Maybe, just maybe I could make it there and avoid any more complications. I don’t need a sheriff calling my parents—or worse, stumbling across a police report from my former boss.

      As he walks away, I steel myself. The moment he’s far enough away, I’ll make a run for that cabin. Fresh starts don’t come along that often, and I’m not about to let a sexy sheriff in a very well-fitting uniform slow me down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ISAAC

          

        

      

    

    
      The snow might be muffling the world around me, but inside, everything is suddenly too loud. I’ve grown accustomed to the silence that’s settled in ever since my wife Deb passed away seven years ago. Cancer’s a bitch. It took her and left me merely going through the motions of life, my heart numb, my days blending together into one long, cold winter.

      But the young woman in the ditch today, with eyes as blue as the heart of an iceberg, has left me reeling and jolted me back to life—an electric spark, unexpected and… unsettling. I’ve never had such an intense reaction to someone before.

      I’m being ridiculous. A pretty little thing like her wouldn’t spare a second glance at a washed-up old sheriff who’s more donut than deputy these days. Her comment about my tight uniform said it all—she probably thought this pathetic old man needed not only to get a life, but also to lay off the carbs.

      I fumble in the back of my SUV, grabbing my ID card and the tow strap. As I glance back, her car door swings open and I see her dart through the thickening snow.

      What in the⁠—

      Instinct and my training kick in, and I’m chasing her on foot before I know it. The cold bites at my face as I barrel forward into the blizzard, snow whipping around me in furious swirls. She’s got a few yards’ lead on me, her figure barely visible through the whiteout, but I can still make out her determined stride as she plows through the drifts.

      “Stop!” I shout, my voice struggling to compete with the howling wind. But she doesn’t. She doesn’t even glance back as she pushes forward, trying to outrun me. The snow is deep, and she sinks down a little more with each step. I worry that her clothes offer little protection against this god-awful weather and the drifts that threaten to swallow her up. Why isn’t she wearing a coat?

      My heart pounds in my chest, my breath coming out in harsh puffs. She’s slowing now, stumbling, her sneakers slipping on the frozen patches of ice hidden beneath the snow. I watch as she fights to keep her balance. It’s clear she’s running on pure adrenaline at this point, driven by a mix of fear, frustration, and maybe even a touch of defiance. But that will only take her so far.

      “Damn it, you’re going to get yourself killed!” I growl as I give chase, my frustration mounting.

      Just as I’m about to reach her, she stumbles as she takes a sharp turn, veering toward a clump of trees. It slows her down and gives me the opening I need. I push harder. The wind whips around us, icy and unforgiving, but I barely notice it. All I can think about is getting to her before she hurts herself.

      She makes it to the edge of the tree line, her breath coming in ragged gasps. For a moment she hesitates, nervously glancing back over her shoulder, and that’s when I make my move. With a final burst of speed, I leap forward, reaching out to grab her.

      She yelps in surprise as I catch hold of her, our momentum sending us down together, the snow cushioning our fall. She kicks and flails underneath me, but I tighten my grip on her.

      “Let me go!” she cries.

      “Not a chance,” I grunt, holding her close as she tries to wiggle out from under me. “You’re not running off into a blizzard, Ma’am, not on my watch.”

      She fights for another few moments, but I’m too strong, too big, and too determined. Slowly, her struggles begin to fade, exhaustion and the cold sapping her energy and the fight draining out of her when she realizes she’s not going to win this one.

      “You done?” I ask, my voice softer now.

      She lets out a frustrated sigh, finally giving in. “I wasn’t… I wasn’t trying to cause trouble,” she mumbles, her breath hitching.

      “I know,” I say, loosening my grip just enough to roll back and get up, pulling her up with me. “But it’s not smart to run off in the middle of a snowstorm.”

      She huffs. “I didn’t ask for your advice, Sheriff.”

      “I realize that,” I agree, guiding her back toward the car, the wind whipping in our faces. “You’re getting it anyway.”

      As we trudge back through the snow, I keep a firm hold on her, half-expecting her to try to make another run for it. But she seems to have resigned herself to the situation, and her steps are slow and reluctant as we approach my SUV.

      “Hands behind your back,” I instruct.

      “Wait…what are you⁠—”

      I get out my handcuffs. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. You’re a flight risk.”

      She rolls her eyes as I secure the cuffs on her wrists.

      “You going to frisk me, too? I mean, I might have a stash of candy bars in my bra.”

      I snort. “Is that another crack about my weight? Or a bribe?”

      “Another crack?” She furrows her brow. “What was the first?”

      “Never mind. Look, I won’t frisk you if you tell me what your name is.”

      She sighs, then blows a blonde curl out her face. “Juniper. Juniper Shaw.”

      “Where’s your driver’s license, Ms. Shaw?” I ask, her name pinging my memory, making me wonder if she is related to Kyle Shaw in town.

      She doesn’t answer.

      “You do have a driver’s license, right?”

      “Yes!” she finally exclaims. “It’s just…oh, what does it matter,” she grumbles under her breath, huffing and tilting her head to the side. “Hidden pocket in my yoga pants. Right thigh.”

      I reach down and slide my thumb over the outside of her thigh. Thankfully, I feel the edge of the plastic right away. I slip my fingers into the pocket, pull out the card, and almost choke when I glance at it.

      21?! So young. Way too young for me to be having these confusing thoughts about her. And also way too young to be mixed up in…well, whatever mess she’s clearly got going on.

      “Let’s get you out of the cold before you freeze to death,” I say, opening the back door of the SUV and helping her in.

      Once I get in the front and crank the heat, I turn to her in the back. “I get that you’re scared, but you don’t need to be. You’re safe now, okay?”

      She looks up at me, her expression guarded, but there’s a flicker of something else in her bright blue eyes—reluctant trust, maybe. Even interest?

      Yeah, keep dreamin’, old man.

      “Call me Juniper,” she whispers.

      “Why did you run, Juniper?” I ask softly.

      She shakes her head, gazing blankly out the window. I wait as patiently as I can, letting my eyes take in the wavy blonde hair that falls to her chin, the button nose, and the delicate column of her neck. She sighs and worries at her lush little bottom lip. Finally, her story pours out—her job at the bar, her sleazy boss, her fear of him pressing charges for kneeing him in the balls after he groped her, and lastly her parents’ reaction to it all.

      My blood boils.

      Why are people so fucking shitty? It makes me want to pound the dashboard. “I can arrest that bastard for assault, if you want,” I mutter, my words coming out more of a growl than I intended. “Men like that deserve to face consequences.” I stare ahead, picturing giving the asshole a fitting punishment courtesy my steel-toed boots.

      When I finally come out of that daydream, she’s watching me and shifting uncomfortably in the seat. “You really think the police would take my side?” she asks doubtfully, her tone hinting at years of disappointment.

      “If I’m the one handling it? One hundred percent.” My response is firm, intended to reassure her. “I don’t have any time for bullies or cowards. Neither does the law.”

      She avoids my eyes. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight when I decided to run. You had me all…flustered.”

      Flustered? As in…? Nah. She just means anxious because I’m a cop. The police have that effect on a lot of people. Especially ones that’ve had trouble with the authorities before.

      When I turn to the computer on the dash, she noticeably stiffens in the back seat.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “Just fine,” she chirps.

      Hmm. When I run her ID, I see a list of minor offenses. Nothing terrible, but enough to paint a picture of a young life on the edge and for her to be worried about. “Sounds like you’ve had it rough,” I say. A wave a fury ripples through me as I consider that someone had left this poor young woman thinking that crime was a viable option.

      “Life didn’t so much give me lemons as hurl them at me.” She shrugs, a wry smile playing on her sexy lips.

      “I guess you learned to dodge pretty fast, then,” I reply, giving her a small, empathetic grin.

      “I prefer to think I hurled them back.”

      I’m laughing at that when my radio crackles to life. “Sheriff, we’ve got a full-blown blizzard coming in fast.” Hallie’s voice from Dispatch is urgent.

      A blizzard—not surprising, given what we’ve dealt with so far. I look at Juniper, this unexpected storm of a girl who’s somehow stirred something in me. “Looks like we’re stuck with each other for a bit,” I say. “Honestly, I hope you do have some candy bars in your bra, because we’re gonna need ’em.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            JUNIPER

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the back of Sheriff Quinn’s SUV, I can’t seem to stop thinking about him. I know I should be frightened… of the relentless snow, of a small-town sheriff I’ve never met, of the whole situation. But instead, I find myself oddly comforted by the thought of spending more time with the man. Comforted and, unbelievably… aroused.

      What the hell?

      I didn’t expect a chase through the snow to be so erotic. But…yeah. When he caught me, his weight pinning me down, his breath heavy and hot in my ear, growling my name, I didn’t want it to end.

      I legit nearly told him I was hiding a weapon on me, just so he’d frisk me…thoroughly. The thought of his hands all over my body makes my insides squirm and my panties seriously wet.

      There’s something about him that I’m a complete sucker for: not just his rugged good looks and extra thick body, but the way he moves with purpose, the way his voice carries both authority and warmth, like he’s spent a lifetime protecting people and he’s damn good at it. I’ve seen his kind before—the proverbial strong, silent type—but there’s a softness to him too, an empathetic look in his brown eyes that makes me wonder what’s going on behind them.

      The way he handled everything tonight—so calm, so in control—should have annoyed me. I’m not used to people taking charge of my life, least of all a man who looks like he stepped right out of “big and tall” catalog. But I’m intrigued. I want to know more.

      Where’s he from? What’s he into? What’s he like when he’s not wearing that tight uniform and playing the part of town protector?

      And, the million-dollar question, what does he think about me?

      Am I just another damsel in distress in his eyes? Yet one more girl who’s made a mess of her life and needs rescuing? Or does he sense that there’s more to me than that? The way his dark eyes study me—like he’s seeing past all my attitude and sarcasm—I think maybe he does.

      I catch a glimpse of him in the rearview mirror, his face illuminated by the soft glow of the dashboard lights as he speaks with Dispatch. His voice is a low, steady rumble, but there’s a tension there too, a pulsing in his temple that tells me he’s not exactly thrilled about our current situation. Is that just about the storm? Could it possibly be about me?

      Shit. I really need to get a hold of myself.

      “Hallie, there’s a cabin nearby—vacation rental, currently unoccupied. Requesting permission to hole up there until the storm clears.” Sheriff Quinn’s words slice through my thoughts.

      There’s a pause, filled with the hum of the SUV’s heater and my own anxious breathing. Then Dispatch crackles back. “Permission granted, Sheriff. Stay put till the blizzard passes. Keep your radio on for updates.”

      Sheriff Quinn turns to me. “Are there things in your car you need?”

      “It’s all in my duffle bag in the passenger seat.”

      Before I can blink, he’s stepping out into the whirling snow. The cold blasts in the moment the door opens, reminding me just how inadequate my attire is. He trudges to my car, his figure outlined against the swirling white, and returns shortly with my bag slung over his shoulder and—surprisingly—a few candy bars clutched in his hand.

      “I found the real hiding place,” he winks, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth as he sticks them in his jacket pocket. He stands in front of my door, blocking the snow and wind. “You promise not to run off again if I take off the cuffs?”

      “Cross my heart.” I smile and give him a nod.

      I exhale deeply as he unlocks them. The relief of being uncuffed is immense. I rub my wrists, which are a little tender. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says. “And just Isaac is fine, by the way.” He shuts my door and goes around to get into the driver’s seat.

      Isaac. I like it.

      The drive is slow, the SUV’s headlights barely cutting through the thick curtain of snow, the world outside reduced to a blur of white and the occasional shadowy outline of trees. When we arrive, we dash together from the SUV to the shelter of the cabin, Isaac right next to me with our bags, the cold nipping at our heels.

      The cabin is a standard two-room setup: kitchen and living room in one area, bedroom and bathroom in the other. It’s not an upscale rental by any stretch, but it’s clean and neat with working appliances, a sofa and recliner, and a four-person dining table. Everything is done in wood—walls, floor, furniture.

      Isaac wastes no time once we’re inside. He moves around the space with a practiced ease that suggests he’s done this a hundred times. Within minutes, he has a fire crackling merrily in the fireplace, its glow battling the chill still clinging to my bones. The welcome aroma of coffee soon fills the air as he sets it to brew, mingling with the scent of pine from all the wood. It’s comforting and homey.

      As Isaac grabs a big pot from a rack above the counter, he glances over and notices me desperately trying not to shiver, to no avail. “Go change into something dry and warm. If you don’t have anything in that bag of yours that will work, there should be something in the bedroom.”

      I’m too cold to do much else but mock salute and follow his instructions.

      The bedroom is small but has a big bed covered in pillows and soft blankets. I briefly contemplate stripping and rolling around in them, waiting for Isaac to come find me⁠—

      What is with me? I’m losing it.

      The chest of drawers is full of warm clothes. I guess a lot of people who rent this place don’t bring appropriate clothing for the Deepwood Mountain weather. I pull on some flannel pajamas that are a few sizes too big but blessedly warm. They smell faintly of cedar and mothballs, a scent that instantly makes me think of my grandmother’s house and is strangely comforting, triggering memories of happier times before my parents drank themselves into oblivion.

      Once dressed, I use my now-charged phone to call Kyle.

      “Juniper! You okay?” he asks, his tone his typical big brother mix of concern and irritation.

      “I’m fine. Got stuck in the snowstorm, but I’m safe at a cabin,” I assure him.

      There’s a pause, then Kyle sighs. “A cabin? Where? Are you alone?” His voice is exasperated. “Seriously, Junie, this is no time to be vague. I know you’re a magnet for chaos, but…”

      “What can I say? It’s a talent. You know, like your ability to fix a motor bike with two inches of duct tape and a stapler.”

      He snorts. “My talents don’t usually involve braving life-threatening weather.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m with Sheriff…Quinn, I think?...in a rental cabin in the mountains.”

      “The sheriff?” He groans. “Oh god. What did you do this time?”

      “I’m fine.”

      There’s a long pause. I can totally picture the expression on his face. “You’re in handcuffs right now, aren’t you.” Damn, he knows me well.

      I laugh. “Not anymore, I’m not.” I clear my throat. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Kyle. Bye!”

      I end the call and stuff my phone in my pocket. My phone buzzes with a bunch of text notifications that I missed, but I’ll reply later. I chuckle, feeling a pang of longing for the banter and comfort only my brother can provide. Can he handle me being back in his life full-time again? I hope so.

      Returning to the combined kitchen and living area, I find Isaac ladling soup into two bowls. He looks up, a hint of a smile on his face. “Soup’s ready. Hope you like chicken noodle. It was either that or a mystery can with no label that might be older than both of us together.”

      “Chicken noodle sounds great, thanks,” I reply, sitting at the small dining table. The warmth from the fire wraps around us, a stark contrast to the howl of the wind outside. While I was on the phone Isaac must’ve changed his clothes. He’s removed his uniform shirt and replaced it with a light blue flannel over his white undershirt. On the bottom he’s now wearing a pair of dark blue sweatpants with sheriff running down the side of one leg and worn sneakers.

      He looks like sex on a stick.

      Ahem. “Those mystery cans are I think best reserved for extreme emergencies, like the end of the world…or college finals.”

      He chuckles, his smiling eyes reflecting the firelight, and we dig in. The rich, savory broth instantly chases away the last of the chill in my bones.

      “So…last name Shaw…is Kyle Shaw your brother, by any chance?” Isaac asks. “Haven’t seen him in a while. How’s he doing?”

      I blink, surprised that he knows my brother. But then again, it’s a small town. “Yep, Kyle’s my older brother. He’s great. Busy, as always. But loving his job at McCafferty Customs.”

      He nods. “Glad to hear it. Dash and his buddies there are good people.” He licks his spoon with that big tongue and time goes sideways for me for a beat. I clench my thighs.

      My god.

      Focus, Juniper. He’s talking about your brother. We don’t need to be stirring those two thoughts together right now. Gross.

      “I remember Kyle mentioning you a few times,” he continues, and I mentally slap myself back to the conversation. “Said you were tough. He seemed proud of you.”

      I shake off my ill-timed arousal. “Aww, that’s sweet. He’s always been the responsible one, the one who had to grow up too fast.”

      I stir my soup, thinking about what he had to go through. He wanted me to get out and come with him, but at the time I thought I could help my parents. If only I could get them to stay in rehab, they’d be okay, you know? Kyle had told me it was a lost cause, that they had to want to help themselves. I guess I eventually learned that the hard way.

      “It’s weird,” I continue. “Even when he’s not around, I can hear his voice in the back of my mind, telling me not to do anything stupid.” I let out a long sigh. “Didn’t work so well tonight.”

      Isaac leans back in his chair, stroking his beard. Wow, his hands are big, too. “Considering the circumstances,” he says slowly, “I’d say you’ve done pretty well so far.”

      “Thanks…I think.” I grin. “But you haven’t known me long enough to see my worst decisions. Kyle’s usually the one who bails me out.”

      “Sounds like he’s been a good brother,” he remarks.

      “He really has,” I agree, my tone softening. “He’s the best.”

      “You’re lucky. I don’t have any brothers or sisters.” His smile is wistful.  “Sometimes I wish I did.”

      “Seriously. I don’t know what I would do without my brother. He taught me everything I know.”

      I finish up the last of my soup. “Delicious. I bet you were a boy scout, Isaac. You’re way too good at all this stuff—starting a fire, cooking. What other talents do you have?”

      His cheeks flush red as he suddenly busies himself with cleaning up the dishes. “I only opened a can…but yeah, I was an Eagle Scout, actually,” he murmurs.

      “I’m not at all surprised,” I chuckle. “Let me help.”

      “No,” he says, firmly, and blocks me from the counter with his bulky arm. “Go warm yourself by the fire.”

      I huff playfully. “Fine.” I retreat to the couch, draping my legs over the arm of it. I stretch my bare feet out toward the flames, trying to bring them back to life, but they’re still numb from the cold.

      “My feet feel like two ice blocks,” I grumble.

      Isaac turns off the water and walks over to me. He sits in the recliner across from me and pats his lap invitingly. “Put ’em here.”

      I obey, sliding my feet over his fleece-covered thighs. Oh dear… This could be disastrous.

      He takes my feet in his hands, and I stifle a whimper. I guess they do have some feeling in them: he’s killing me right now as his warm fingers rub patterns over my skin, sending sparks to every nerve ending. The man is definitely getting my circulation going—everywhere. His touch is firm, but still somehow achingly gentle in his exploration of my skin, the roughness of his palms a sharp contrast to the tenderness of his actions.

      He gives equal attention to my heels, my arches, the balls of my feet, even each toe, his large hands surprisingly deft. I’m melting into the cushions of the couch, hoping I don’t suddenly do something embarrassing like let out a loud moan.

      “That’s really nice,” I say on a soft sigh, my head falling back.

      No one has ever taken care of me like this, not with such genuine concern. I’ve never experienced this kind of treatment from any man, let alone a cop.

      He looks up, meeting my gaze. “Can’t have these cute little toes frozen, now can we?” His voice is deep and just a bit hoarse, and it gets me going all over again.

      I feel my cheeks heat—and not just from the fire. There’s something so steady, safe and, weirdly, soft about him, despite his big, gruff, and intimidating appearance. I’ve always been wary of those in authority, but with Isaac, it’s different. Even in this strange, tense situation, I feel safe. It’s a feeling I haven’t had in a long time…maybe never.

      We sit there in silence, the crackling fire the only sound as he continues to massage my feet. I lean back, allowing myself to relax for the first time in what feels like forever. This moment, however fleeting, is something I never expected to find—a brief, precious reprieve from the chaos of my messy life.
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