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​Summary
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Shy bookstore owner Emma Hayes planned to spend New Year’s Eve curled up with a good book—not trapped in her shop with a storm howling outside. But when Lucas Reid, bestselling author and notorious grump, ducks in seeking shelter, her quiet night turns into something electric.

He’s all sharp edges and brooding stares. She’s warmth, light, and unexpected fire. One crackling fireplace, a single shared blanket, and a midnight countdown blur the lines between strangers and something far more dangerous.

Snow may blanket the world outside, but inside, desire burns hotter than ever. And when the clock strikes midnight, neither of them may want to let go.
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​Trigger Warnings
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This story contains content that may not be suitable for all readers. Please be advised it includes:


●  Sexual content and intimacy, including sexual scenes, sexual teasing, and consensual BDSM elements (fade-to-black in this version).



●  Body image insecurities and emotional vulnerability.



●  Strong language.



●  Themes of forced proximity and power dynamics.



●  References to pregnancy and parenthood.
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Reader discretion is advised.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Dedication
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For anyone who has ever felt too much and not enough all at once—

To the ones who find their warmth in the coldest storms,

and the ones who learn to hold each other through them.

And to my own sunshine, for making every snowstorm worth it.
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​Chapter 1 — Emma
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The last pale tendrils of twilight had long since faded, swallowed entirely by the velvet blackness of the winter sky, leaving the world outside the bookstore cloaked in a deepening, glacial blanket of snow. This was not the sharp, aggressive sleet of the early evening; these were large, pillow-soft flakes that drifted past the tall, antique windows, moving with a hypnotic, languid grace. Each crystalline flake caught the vibrant, multi-hued glow of the intricate fairy lights I’d meticulously strung for New Year’s—hundreds of tiny bulbs woven through archways and shelving units. 

The source of the illumination, emanating from heavy, brass-framed lanterns clustered near the shop’s deep interior, cast a spectacular, dynamic display across the street-facing windows. They—these vibrant, almost impossibly rich hues—swept forth, weaving dappled, shifting patterns of incandescent amber (the color of smoldering coals), deep, cathedral emerald (like aged patinated copper), and a startling, almost liquid electric ruby (reminiscent of freshly drawn wine).

These intense colors did not merely lay upon the glass; they were fragmented and refracted by the intricate, crystalline armor of the frost-kissed panes. Each delicate ice feather and frozen breath vapor acted as a tiny prism, taking the light and exploding it into a thousand tiny, shimmering fragments, resulting in a chaotic yet harmonious deluge. This rendered the interior of the dusty, slightly dilapidated old shop with a breathtaking, transcendent magical, stained-glass luminescence. The mundane reality of moth-eaten textiles and stacked crates was dissolved, replaced by a scene of molten, liquid color that danced in the shadows.

The transformation that swept through the little shop was nothing short of profound. Gone was the weary, faded facade that had long whispered tales of neglect and bygone eras. In its place, a vibrant, almost alchemical metamorphosis had taken root, shedding the skin of age and weariness like an ancient snake. What emerged was no longer just a retail space, but a secret, fiercely warm haven, meticulously crafted to embrace and embolden all who crossed its threshold.

Stepping inside was like entering a different dimension, a pocket of palpable comfort forged against the biting winds and grey skies of the outside world. The very air seemed to hum, not with the frantic pulse of commerce, but with a deeper, more resonant vibration. This was the comforting thrum of a pot-belly stove, its cast-iron belly glowing with an inner fire, radiating a generous, all-encompassing warmth that seeped into the bones. Intertwined with this comforting heat was a delicate, yet persistent, olfactory tapestry. The faint, comforting scent of coal smoke, a nostalgic whisper of simpler times, married beautifully with the sweet, autumnal allure of spiced cider, its cinnamon and clove notes promising cozy evenings. Underlying it all, the dry, subtly sweet aroma of old parchment hung in the air, a testament to the stories and knowledge contained within the shop’s treasures, adding a layer of intellectual richness to the sensory embrace.

This was more than just a pleasant atmosphere; it was a tangible, defiant shield. It stood as an unyielding bulwark against the external world, a sanctuary meticulously designed to repel the encroaching chill and the cacophony of everyday life. The moment the door swung shut, the harsh sounds of the street were miraculously muffled, absorbed by the thick blankets of warmth and the hushed reverence of the space. The very walls seemed to absorb the anxieties and disturbances of the outside, leaving only a profound sense of peace. Here, the specter of cold, both literal and metaphorical, could not penetrate. It was a place where one could finally exhale, where worries were shed like unwanted layers, and where the soul could find solace in the unwavering embrace of a hidden, fiercely warm sanctuary.

Outside, the wind gnawed relentlessly at the window sashes, embodying the encroaching brutality of the winter night. The encroaching darkness beyond the property line was absolute, immense, and cruel—a black void poised to consume all warmth and color. Yet, from the street, observing the vivid kaleidoscope bleeding through the ice-sheathed windows, the shop appeared as a glowing, defiant beacon—a tiny, fiercely beating heart in a frozen, indifferent universe.

Inside, the only consistent sound was the rhythmic hiss-clank of the ancient radiator, a comforting, industrial drone that spoke reliably of steady warmth and safety. I pulled the familiar, oversized charcoal cardigan—my unofficial uniform of solitude—tighter around me. The well-worn wool was a familiar, necessary weight. I anchored a stray strand of deep auburn hair, which had escaped its loose topknot, behind my ear, savoring the moment. It was one of those rare, perfect nights when the transition from work to repose achieved flawless equilibrium.

The shop itself, The Crimson Quill, was a sanctuary of hushed reverence tonight, steeped in the multi-layered comfort of its primary scents: aged vellum and brittle paperbacks, the rich, oily scent of freshly brewed French roast, and a faint, sharp whisper of cedar emanating from the antique shelving built by my great-grandfather. The only other sounds were the occasional, gentle sigh of the settling wooden floorboards beneath the heavy load of literature and the soft, dry rustle of my own movements as I tidied. I loved nights like this—profoundly, simply loved their existence. They were predictable, profoundly calm, and deliciously warm, a necessary antidote to the chaotic, often frantic vibrancy of the daytime.

With a deep, contented sigh, I reached for the heavy brass bolt and latched the front door. The solid thunk echoed slightly in the stillness, sealing the shop off from the elements. I turned back toward the counter, stacking the last few returned hardcovers, their smooth, varnished spines cool beneath my fingertips. My mind was already drifting, conjuring the immediate future: myself curled deep into the plush club chair in my small apartment upstairs, a steaming mug of jasmine tea warming my hands, a new, anticipated novel open on my lap. The thought of listening to the silent symphony of snow falling outside, safely ensconced in my literary cocoon, was nothing short of absolute perfection.

Jingle-jangle-jingle.

The sudden, frantic ring of the shop bell—a high-pitched, insistent sound—sliced through the carefully constructed serene quiet like a shard of jagged ice, wrenching me violently from my cozy reverie. My heart didn't just skip; it catapulted, a startled, panicked bird trapped against my ribs. Visitors were exceedingly rare at this advanced hour, the last dedicated customer having departed nearly an hour ago, and I certainly wasn’t expecting anyone. A tight knot of dread mingled with a sharp flicker of annoyance; had I forgotten an outside box? Or did someone genuinely need a copy of Moby Dick at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday?

Then, he stepped fully in. He wasn't just tall; he was imposing, a monolithic figure whose broad, powerful shoulders instantly filled the entire doorway, eclipsing the vibrant multi-colored fairy light glow for a chilling instant. He was a force, a tangible, physical presence, and the sudden, drastic drop in temperature as the heavy door swung shut behind him was palpable. Snow, a fine, glittering dusting of white, clung stubbornly to the dark, tailored fabric of his expensive overcoat and the rugged edges of his dark, windswept hair, melting instantly into small, dark puddles on the polished wood floor. Each drop was a stark, cold reminder of the wild, cold world he’d just walked in from.

"Evening," he said curtly, his voice a low, resonant rumble that seemed to vibrate not just the air, but the very bookshelves themselves—deep and gravelly, like distant, muted thunder rolling through a cavern. It was a voice that commanded immediate attention, leaving absolutely no room for question or argument.

"Hi... uh... can I help you?" I stammered, the words catching uselessly in my throat, my carefully constructed calm shattering like the fragile glass of a fallen ornament. My hands, which had moments ago been soothingly stroking the spine of a collected Dickens volume, fluttered nervously at my sides.

He took a slow, deliberate sweep of the shop, his gaze sharp, dark, and intensely assessing, missing not a single detail of the layout or my reaction. It wasn't the distracted look of a browsing customer, but rather the focused, intense scrutiny of someone surveying a critical situation. “I need shelter. The roads are entirely iced over,” he stated simply, his reasoning succinct, his tone unwavering, as if this were the most obvious, logical request in the history of winter travel.

My rational brain was still trying to catch up, grappling simultaneously with the sheer imposition, the brutal abruptness of the disruption, and the sheer, overwhelming physical presence of the man. But instinct, born of years managing this small, vulnerable space, took a shaky hold. I gestured distractedly toward the inviting pool of warmth pooling around the old leather armchairs by the hissing radiator, near where the commercial coffee machine still puttered softly.
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