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Chapter 1 — Arrival in the Snow
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The plane descended through heavy clouds, the world outside the window shifting from gray sky to a soft white glow. Snow covered everything—rooftops, trees, empty fields, roads winding like pale ribbons. Alex pressed his forehead lightly to the glass, watching the flakes drift sideways, carried by a wind that looked colder than anything he’d felt in a long time.

He wasn’t sure why Stockholm had called to him. He could have chosen Paris, Rome, Sydney—cities people ran to when they wanted to escape something. But winter had always soothed him. There was something about silence, about the way snow muffled the world. Something about the stillness that made him feel like he could breathe again.

He needed that now. Needed it badly.

By the time he stepped off the plane, his breath was a cloud in the terminal’s cool air. Stockholm’s airport felt efficient, calm, filled with soft lighting and muted colors. No loud announcements, no chaos, no forced cheer. Just a gentle hum of movement.

Perfect, he thought. No one staring. No one asking. No one expecting anything of him.

His luggage rolled behind him with a steady rumble as he made his way toward the exit. Outside, the cold hit instantly—a clean, sharp bite against his cheeks, a chill that sank into his lungs on the first breath. He pulled his scarf up higher, adjusting the camera that hung at his chest. The city waited beyond the taxi stand, glowing faintly through the drifting snow.

“Stockholm central,” he told the driver, voice low, still unused to speaking after the long flight.

The man nodded, and the cab eased into the snowy streets.



The ride felt like gliding through a winter postcard. Street lamps glowed golden against the blue-white palette of snow. Icicles clung to the edges of buildings. People hurried along sidewalks in thick coats and knitted hats, their footsteps muffled beneath the powdery drifts.

Alex lifted his camera, capturing a blurred shot through the window. He liked imperfect photos. The smudges and reflections felt honest—memories looked like that sometimes.

The driver glanced back at him. “First time in Stockholm?”

Alex nodded. “Yeah.”

“Beautiful city in winter. Cold, though.”

“I don’t mind cold.”
I prefer it, he didn’t add.
His hotel was tucked off a quiet street near Gamla Stan—Old Town—where the buildings were tall and painted warm colors despite the season. Reds, creams, dusty yellows. Snow piled along the windowsills like frosting.

Inside the lobby, everything smelled faintly of cinnamon and pine. A Christmas tree glittered in the corner, its lights warm instead of garish. He checked in, took the keycard, and made his way upstairs. The room was small but cozy, with soft lighting and a window overlooking the street below. Snow drifted past the glass in slow spirals, like it was in no hurry to land.

Alex set his suitcase aside and sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand through his hair.

He was finally here. Away from everything that had tangled around his life.
The breakup.
The betrayal.
The exhaustion that clung to him no matter how many days passed.
Here, he could be anonymous. Here, he could breathe.

After a few minutes, he stood, grabbed his coat again, and decided to walk. He wasn’t tired—not in the way sleep could fix. He needed movement, fresh air, something real.

Outside, the snow was deeper, falling heavier. The sky was dark even though it wasn’t that late, and the city glowed in warm patches—lamps, windows, cafés filled with people talking quietly over steaming mugs.

He wandered with no real destination. The snow cushioned every sound. Cars passed slowly, and the waterfront shimmered under streetlights, the frozen surface reflecting faint blues and whites like a sheet of glass.

As he turned a corner, a gust of wind broke into a swirl of snow so thick he had to blink several times. When it cleared, he saw a small café ahead. The windows glowed orange and soft, as if promising warmth he didn’t realize he was craving. A sign hung above the door: Vinterhjärta Café—Winter Heart.

He almost kept walking. He was good at solitude. Good at staying quiet.
But something tugged him forward.
The bell on the door chimed delicately as he stepped in.

Warmth enveloped him instantly—the scent of cardamom, fresh pastries, dark coffee brewing. Candlelight flickered on wooden tables. Soft music drifted from a speaker near the counter.

And behind that counter stood a man who made Alex stop mid-step.

Tall. Warm brown hair that fell in soft waves. Dark blue eyes—winter-sky eyes—bright even from across the room. A gentle smile curved his lips as he wiped down the espresso machine.

When he lifted his gaze and saw Alex, the smile deepened, slow and genuine, like he was pleased to see him even though they’d never met.

“Hej,” the man said, voice warm with a Scandinavian lilt. “Welcome in from the cold.”

Alex’s chest tightened unexpectedly, a flicker of warmth igniting somewhere he thought was frozen.
“Hi,” he managed. “It’s... beautiful in here.”
The man’s eyes sparkled. “Then I hope you’ll stay. You look like you need something warm.”

He did. More than the man could possibly know.

“What would you recommend?” Alex asked.

The man stepped closer to the counter, leaning slightly forward. “I make a cardamom latte that could save a life on a night like this.”

“Then I’ll trust you,” Alex said softly.
And for the first time in a long while, he meant it.
The man offered his hand across the counter, palm warm, fingers strong.
“I’m Jonas.”
Alex hesitated only half a second before taking it.
“I’m Alex.”
Their hands lingered.

Outside, the snow kept falling, silent and endless, but something new had begun inside this tiny café—something warmer than he expected.

Something that felt like the first crack of light after a long winter.
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Chapter 2 — A Cup of Warmth
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The hiss of steaming milk filled the space between them, soft and comforting, like the kind of sound that belonged to winter evenings and small, intimate cafés. Jonas moved behind the counter with an easy grace, his sleeves rolled to his elbows, revealing strong forearms sprinkled with faint freckles. Alex tried not to stare but failed miserably.

There was something magnetic about Jonas—not in a showy, charismatic way, but in a quiet, natural one. As if he carried warmth in his very presence, radiating gently in a city made of cold skies and frozen streets.

Alex found a seat by the window, the pane fogged slightly from the cushioned air inside. He watched Jonas work, the way he measured grounds, the swirl of his wrist as he poured steamed milk into a cup, the concentration on his face when he decorated the foam with a delicate leaf pattern.

It was oddly soothing to watch him.
Oddly... grounding.
He set the cup down on the table with a small flourish. “Cardamom latte. Consider it a welcome to Stockholm.”

Alex wrapped his hands around the warm ceramic, heat seeping into his cold fingers. “Thank you. Jonas, right?”

Jonas smiled, leaning lightly against the table. “And you’re Alex. Traveler, photographer... and very underdressed for this weather.”

Alex huffed a soft laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

“You came in looking like the wind personally attacked you.”

“It felt like it did.”

Jonas chuckled—an easy, warm sound that seemed to fill the room. The café was quiet tonight; a few locals sat tucked into corners, sipping tea, reading newspapers, talking softly in Swedish. For Alex, it felt like stepping into another world entirely—one where the pace slowed, where voices didn’t rush, where everything felt soft around the edges.

He lifted the cup, inhaling deeply. The scent was unlike anything he’d tasted before—earthy, lightly spiced, almost floral. When he took his first sip, it was like a small ignition in his chest.

“Oh wow,” he murmured.

“Told you,” Jonas said, pleased. “It’s my specialty.”

“It’s incredible. I think I’m already addicted.”

“You wouldn’t be the first.” Jonas crossed his arms loosely, still watching him with eyes that held a mix of curiosity and something gentler. “So, what brings you here? Business? Vacation? Running from something?” He asked it playfully, but something in Jonas’s voice suggested he noticed more than most people did.

Alex swallowed. The latte suddenly felt hotter in his hands.

“Just needed a break,” he said carefully. “A change of scenery.”

Jonas nodded slowly, as if that answer made sense to him. “Stockholm’s a good place for that. Winter especially. It gives people the space to slow down.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Alex asked.

Jonas’s smile tilted—still warm, but touched by a hint of something sad. “I was born here. But I stay because... well, I guess I like helping people breathe a little easier.”

Alex looked up sharply, their eyes meeting. For a moment, everything else—the snow, the voices, the soft jazz playing overhead—faded out.

Jonas looked away first, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry. That probably sounded strange.”

“No,” Alex said quickly. “Not at all.”

In fact, it was the most comforting thing anyone had said to him in months.



Jonas moved back to the counter but kept drifting closer, checking on Alex every few minutes. Each time, Alex felt a warmth bloom inside him—not the kind that came from hot drinks or room heaters, but something subtler, more dangerous.

Jonas made him feel seen.

Not judged, not pitied, not questioned—just... noticed.

It was unfamiliar territory.

After a long stretch of quiet, Jonas appeared at his table again, dusting flour from his hands. “We’re closing in about fifteen minutes, but you’re welcome to stay until then.”

Alex glanced at the snow swirling heavier outside. “Is it always like this?”

“Most of the winter, yes,” Jonas said, peering out the window with him. “Snow makes the city feel honest.”

“Honest?”

“Mm.” Jonas leaned a little closer, voice low and thoughtful. “It covers everything, but at the same time, it reveals... what people really need.” His eyes flicked to Alex. “Warmth. Connection. Somewhere to go.”

Alex’s breath caught.
He wasn’t sure if Jonas meant something deeper or if he was reading too much into it.
Jonas suddenly smirked, softening the intensity. “Also, tourists slipping on ice is
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