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Dedication
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To those who loved deeply, only to be chosen and beautifully destroyed.
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Prologue
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Some loves arrive like a storm, violent, uninvited, and impossible to escape. Others slip in quietly, wearing the face of salvation. Mine came wearing both.

I used to believe that if a man chose you deliberately, if he saw every fractured piece of your soul and still stayed, then his love must be sacred. That was my first and most fatal mistake.

They called him the Selective Sinner. I thought it was poetry. A charming affectation from a man who claimed he only allowed himself to sin when the connection was rare and fated. I didn’t understand then that “selective” didn’t mean careful. It meant calculated. It meant he studied women the way collectors study butterflies, choosing only the most exquisite specimens before pinning them down.

His name was Ronan Vale.

And I was Freya Langston, the girl who owned a failing bookstore and carried her loneliness like a well-read novel she could never put down.

The night he first walked into my shop, rain hammering against the windows like desperate fingers, I felt something shift inside my chest. Not love. Not yet. Something more dangerous, recognition. As though the universe had finally sent someone who spoke the same silent language of my wounds.

He stood there in a damp black coat, water sliding from his dark hair, holding a first edition of Wuthering Heights like it was an offering. When our eyes met, he smiled the way predators do when they realize the prey has already decided to trust them.

“You keep stories that ruin people,” he said, voice low and velvet-rough. “Interesting choice for a woman who looks like she’s afraid of being ruined herself.”

I laughed then. God, I actually laughed.

I should have run.

Instead, I let him buy the book. I let him buy my number. I let him buy every fragile illusion I had left about love and safety and the difference between being chosen and being hunted.

Because that’s what selective sinners do best. They don’t force their way in. They make you open the door. They make you believe you chose them right back.

Now, months later, I sit alone in the same bookstore with its flickering lights and the scent of old paper, surrounded by the ruins of who I used to be. The rain still falls outside, indifferent and merciless. My hands tremble as I trace the cracked spine of that same copy of Wuthering Heights.

He once told me that real love should consume you completely.

He kept his promise.

This is not a love story. This is a confession. This is the story of how I let a man teach me that the most beautiful things can destroy you with surgical precision and how, even knowing that now, some part of me still aches for the blade.

Because the worst part of being chosen by a selective sinner is this:

You never forget how it felt to be his favorite sin.
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Chapter 1

The Rain-Soaked Shelf
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Freya Langston turned the key in the lock with a soft click that felt louder than it should. The storm had been raging for hours, sheets of rain lashing against the wide storefront windows of Langston Pages. Inside, the air hung heavy with the scent of aged paper and faint vanilla from the wax warmer she kept near the register. One more day of thin sales and mounting bills. Another evening spent pretending the dwindling number of customers didn’t weigh on her.

She flipped the main lights off, leaving only the small brass lamp on the counter glowing like a lone sentinel. At twenty-eight, she had inherited the bookstore from her grandmother three years ago, and every month it felt less like a legacy and more like a slow surrender. Most nights she told herself the quiet suited her. Tonight, the silence pressed in, interrupted only by the relentless drumming of rain.

She was halfway through straightening a display of new releases when the bell above the door chimed.

Freya startled. She had already turned the sign to Closed.

A man stepped inside, shaking water from a dark wool coat. Tall, with sharp, deliberate movements that suggested he was used to commanding space without trying. His hair, nearly black and slightly too long, was damp and pushed back from his forehead. Water traced paths down the strong line of his jaw. He carried himself like someone who had walked through worse weather and come out unchanged.

“I’m sorry,” he said, voice low and measured. “I saw the lights still on. I won’t be long.”

Freya hesitated, then nodded. “We’re technically closed, but if you know what you’re looking for...”

“I do.” He moved deeper into the store with quiet confidence, scanning the fiction section. His gaze was precise, skipping over titles the way a scholar might dismiss lesser texts. “I’m looking for a first edition of Wuthering Heights. The 1847 one, if you have it. Or anything close.”

Freya’s eyebrows lifted slightly. That particular edition was rare, and expensive. She had one tucked away in the locked glass cabinet near the back, her grandmother’s pride.

“Most people ask for the paperback,” she said, leading him toward the cabinet.

“I’m not most people.”

The words landed without arrogance, simply as fact. He stopped a respectful distance away as she unlocked the case. When she pulled the volume out, he leaned in just enough to examine it under the lamplight. His fingers hovered near the spine but didn’t touch the book until she offered it.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, turning a page with careful reverence. “Some stories warn you from the first line what kind of ruin they offer. Others wait until you’re already inside.”

Freya watched him. There was something about the way he spoke, like each sentence had been considered long before it left his mouth. His eyes, a deep slate gray, lifted to meet hers.

“Freya Langston?” he asked, reading the small nameplate on the counter.

She nodded.

“Ronan Vale.” He extended his hand. His grip was warm, steady, and brief. “I’ve passed this store several times. Tonight felt like the right night to come in.”

Thunder rolled outside. The rain intensified, blurring the streetlights into soft smears of gold against the glass.

They spoke for nearly twenty minutes. About Brontë. About how certain books don’t simply tell stories, they choose their readers as much as readers choose them. Ronan’s comments were insightful without being performative. He asked about her collection, her favorite obscure titles, and listened when she answered. Really listened.

At one point he said, “There’s a kind of courage in keeping a place like this alive. In choosing which stories you let ruin you and which ones you protect.”

The remark settled in her chest, quiet and unsettling in its accuracy. She had spent years protecting these books while her own life felt increasingly fragile.

When he finally decided to buy the Wuthering Heights, he paid in full without negotiation. As she wrapped the book in brown paper, he watched her hands.

“Would you mind if I came back sometime?” he asked. “I’d like to hear more about what else you’ve chosen to keep here.”

Freya paused. She rarely gave her number to customers. But something in the way he stood there, composed, patient, undeniably present, made the refusal feel wrong.

She wrote her number on the back of a bookmark and slid it across the counter with the package.

Ronan took both, his fingers brushing hers for a fraction of a second. “Thank you, Freya. For staying open a little longer.”

He pulled his coat collar up and stepped back into the storm. Through the rain-streaked window, she watched him disappear down the sidewalk, the package tucked securely under his arm.

Freya stood motionless behind the counter for a long time after the bell had fallen silent. The bookstore felt different now, charged, somehow smaller and larger at once. She touched the spot on her hand where his fingers had grazed hers.

She told herself it was nothing. Just a late-night transaction with an interesting stranger.

But as she finally turned off the last lamp and locked the door behind her, Ronan Vale’s words followed her out into the rain:

Choosing which stories we let ruin us.

They lingered long after the storm should have washed them away.
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