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Dedication

To the quiet places,

and the people who teach us how to listen.

And to the snow—

for reminding us that stillness is not emptiness,

but everything waiting to be felt.

Contents ❄️

Chapter One: From Heathrow to Helsinki

Chapter Two: Markets, Mulled Wine, and First Impressions

Chapter Three: Northbound to Rovaniemi

Chapter Four: The Language of Huskies

Chapter Five: Steam, Stars, and Something Like Love

Chapter Six: Kota Fires, Frozen Keys, and the First Cracks

Chapter Seven: Footprints, Firelight, and a Message from Home

Chapter Eight: Moonlight, Jam Stars, and a Call from Home

Chapter Nine: The Last Snowfall

Epilogue: Where the Silence Begins



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: From Heathrow to Helsinki
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The airport terminal buzzed with quiet chaos—Christmas sweaters, red suitcases, mulled wine breath, and boarding calls echoing like forgotten carols. Lucy Bennett stood near Gate 26 with a paper boarding pass curled slightly in her gloved hand, wondering how she had agreed to spend Christmas alone in the Arctic Circle.

Well, not alone. She had Finland. And a deadline.

“Just think,” her editor Melanie had said two days earlier, “glow-up piece on winter magic, local culture, romance of the North. You’re perfect for it. Single. Mobile. Likes reindeer?”

Lucy had liked reindeer well enough—on greeting cards. But when her flat had flooded, the roof contractors said it wouldn’t be habitable for at least three weeks, and Melanie offered the trip with a plane ticket and an expense account, she said yes before logic caught up.

Now, as the British Airways flight lifted into a bruised December sky, Lucy watched the lights of London recede like the closing of a book. She had packed her warmest knits, her wool socks, and a skeptical heart.

Helsinki greeted her with the scent of snow and cedar.

She stepped out of the airport shuttle and immediately inhaled the sharp, clean air that felt like peppermint on her tongue. The city was dusted in fresh powder—lightly frosting the streets, trees, and rooftops. Strings of golden fairy lights dangled across the avenues like glowing laundry lines, twinkling in the low afternoon sun.

Her hotel was nestled on a cobbled street in Katajanokka, near the water. A converted red-brick prison—ironic, given how liberated she already felt compared to London’s clamour. The room was small but charming, all timber beams and soft lamps. A handwritten note on the pillow read Tervetuloa—Welcome.

But the real welcome came an hour later in the hotel lounge, when the tall, silent man in a navy parka approached.

“Lucy Bennett?” he said, pronouncing it gently, like it mattered.

She turned to see him—mid-thirties, maybe older, with snow-dampened dark hair and eyes the colour of smoked tea. He wasn’t smiling, but his presence was steady. He had the look of someone who didn’t need to talk unless he meant it.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s me. You must be—?”

“Aaro. From Nordic Trails. I’ll be your guide.” His voice was low, like boots crunching snow.

She shook his hand, surprised at the warmth of it. “Nice to meet you.”

He nodded once. “Tourism board asked me to help with your itinerary. We begin tomorrow. Christmas markets. Then north.”

“You mean Lapland?”

He offered a slow blink that could’ve been a smile. “The real Finland.”

The next morning, Lucy wrapped herself in thermal layers and wandered into the Helsinki Christmas Market in Senate Square, guided by Aaro and the scent of cinnamon.

Stalls spilled out across the square like a festive village—gingerbread hearts, hand-carved ornaments, smoked reindeer sausages (which she politely declined), knitted hats, glögi served in steaming cups.

She held hers with both hands, letting the hot, spiced wine warm her fingertips. “This is dangerously good,” she said.

Aaro, standing beside her, nodded once. “There is a non-alcoholic version. For children. And your kind.”

“My kind?”

“Writers.”

She raised an eyebrow. “We’re all heavy drinkers, is that it?”

He almost smiled. “Emotional.”

Lucy laughed, and it felt like her first real breath since arriving. “Guilty.”

They walked slowly past stalls of artisan chocolates and birchwood candleholders. A choir sang something soft in Finnish. Everything smelled like cardamom and pine needles. She saw children giggling near a sledding hill, older couples holding hands, dogs in sweaters.

It was... charming. Dangerously charming. Like falling for a crush, you knew you couldn’t keep.

A reindeer statue at the centre of the square wobbled as a child clambered onto it. Lucy paused to photograph it—and caught Aaro moving instinctively to steady it, muttering something in Finnish under his breath.

“You’re a reindeer whisperer too?” she teased.

He looked over, that flicker of amusement back in his eyes. “Only the fake ones.”

That afternoon, Lucy returned to her room and stared at the snowfall through the frosted glass. She should’ve been writing—Melanie expected daily dispatches—but instead she sat with her journal open, blank, pen resting across the page.

She scribbled a title.

“The Christmas I Didn’t Expect”

Subtitle: How I Found Something Colder and Brighter Than London in December.

She paused. Crossed it out.

Too sappy.

Too soon.

Later, at dinner, Aaro picked her up again, this time without his parka. He wore a grey wool sweater and dark jeans, and somehow looked even taller without snow clinging to his shoulders.

“I thought we were staying in Helsinki for a few days,” she said as they walked toward the harbour.

“We are,” he said, pointing toward a ferry. “Tonight, you need to see the sea.”

They boarded and crossed to a small island nearby—Lonna, he said. Only a few minutes away. Quiet. Peaceful.

The restaurant was a converted warehouse with low candlelight, exposed beams, and a menu full of strange but delicious-sounding things. Lucy ordered something with smoked salmon and dill. Aaro, the venison stew.

She sipped berry juice—slightly tart, slightly sweet. Like Christmas in a cup.

“Do you ever get tired of winter?” she asked him between bites.

He shook his head. “No. Summer is too loud. Here, in winter, everything listens.”

She leaned back, watching him over the candle. “That’s kind of poetic.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t talk much, so the words I do use... I keep.”

Lucy didn’t know how to respond to that. It wasn’t a line. It wasn’t flirty. It was just honest—and somehow that unsettled her more than a dozen rehearsed compliments would have.

Outside, the city lights shimmered across the black water, reflecting something ancient and still.

She didn’t realise until they stepped back onto the ferry that she’d been smiling the whole time.

Later that night, Lucy lay in bed thinking about silence.
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