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Chapter 1: The Unraveling
Amara smoothed the silk of her emerald wrap dress, the fabric a cool whisper against her skin. Outside the vast studio window, the city was a smear of gray, but in here, color fought back. Mannequins stood draped in cobalt, crimson, and plum. A forest-green pullover begged to be touched, its brushed alpaca fibers soft as a breath. She ran her fingers over the sleeve, the familiar textures of her work grounding her. Luxury has no size limit. The phrase was the bedrock of this room, of her life. Today’s pitch was meant to be the proof. The validation. She adjusted a swatch board, her gaze snagging on a small square of heritage wool from a place called Croft Mill. It looked different from the cashmere and merino surrounding it. The fibers seemed to drink the pale autumn light, holding it in a way that gave the simple swatch a startling depth. She had to have it. It would be the soul of her Christmas Eve Gala collection. The stale coffee from breakfast churned in her gut. She breathed in—wool, jasmine, the clean scent of the city after a brief shower. She caught her reflection in the window, forcing her expression into the easy confidence everyone expected. She was Amara James, the Sunshine of plus-size fashion. She just had to remember how to shine.
"Remarkable presentation, Amara."
The investor’s voice was smooth, polished, and held nothing. Amara’s shoulders tightened. Hope, a stupid little flicker, died in her chest. "The vision… impressive. And your Instagram metrics speak for themselves. You have a following."
Amara managed a nod. The words were a checklist. Vision, check. Metrics, check. Following, check. None of it mattered.
"So, you’re in then?" Her own voice was a thready thing, unrecognizable from the confident boom she’d used minutes ago.
"Ah." The investor shifted in the ergonomic chair. "It’s a bit more nuanced, dear."
Dear. The word landed like a speck of lint on a cashmere sweater. The woman’s smile was a thin, bloodless line. Her eyes skimmed over Amara’s dress, the design she was so proud of, and dismissed it.
"We love the concept. Body positivity, inclusivity… very buzz-worthy."
"But?" The word was a shard of glass in her throat.
"But, from a market perspective." A delicate shrug. "The numbers don't align for true luxury. For investment pieces."
Amara’s breath hitched. "I showed you the projected growth. The purchasing power. My demographic is hungry—"
"Underserved, yes. But the data suggests…" The investor paused, choosing her words like weapons. "Big girls don't buy investment pieces. They buy fast fashion. Trends. Disposable garments."
The room tilted. A high-pitched whine started in Amara’s ears. "That’s… that's not data. It’s prejudice. It’s an excuse the industry uses to ignore—"
"Let’s not get emotional." The woman’s tone chilled. She picked up one of Amara’s silk scarves, letting the vibrant fabric slip through her fingers. Weighed. Found wanting. "It’s just business. Our analysis indicates that the demographic you’re targeting isn’t accustomed to investing in high-end fashion. It’s a mentality thing."
"A mentality thing?" A raw, disbelieving sound tore from Amara’s throat. "You think women my size don't appreciate quality? That we can't afford it? My clients are doctors, lawyers—"
"It’s not about deserving," the investor sighed, dropping the scarf on the table. It crumpled. "It’s about market viability. We can’t justify the expenditure on a niche market. It’s a lovely thought, Amara. Truly. But financially, it’s not for us."
Amara’s hands balled into fists, nails digging crescents into her palms. Heat bloomed on her neck, crawling up her cheeks. It wasn't just a rejection of her business plan. It was a rejection of her, of millions of women. "Get out," she whispered, the words shaking with a force that made them a command. "Get out of my studio."
The investor’s smile vanished, annoyance flashing in its place. She stood, smoothing her suit. "My assistant will send the formal regret." She walked out, the door clicking shut behind her. The silence it left behind was huge and sharp-edged, pressing in on all sides.
The city lights began to prick the bruised purple of the twilight sky. Inside the studio, the mannequins were stark silhouettes. Amara’s jaw ached from clenching it. Big girls don’t buy investment pieces. The words weren’t an echo; they were a stain on the air. But under the hurt, something else was happening. A hot, liquid rage was burning away the desire for anyone else’s permission. Fine. If they wouldn’t fund it, she would. Her boots clicked an angry rhythm on the concrete as she paced. She pulled out her phone, the screen a stark white light in the gloom. Banking app. Savings. Retirement. The emergency fund. All the numbers she had painstakingly built. A lifetime of caution against one moment of defiance. Her thumb hovered over the transfer button. A tremor ran through her hand. This was insane. This was everything. She stabbed the screen. A new screen. Confirm. She hit it again. The alternative—to quit, to let that woman be right—was unthinkable. She scrolled through her sent emails. A dozen messages to a G. Croft at Croft Woolen Mill. All unanswered. The man was a ghost, the wool a myth. Another gatekeeper. Perfect. A grin stretched her lips, tight and unfamiliar. She found the small swatch of Croft wool on her inspiration board and held it. It was soft, impossibly so, but there was a strength in it, a resilience that felt like a promise. This would be the answer to everything. Laptop open, fingers flew. Flight to Burlington. Rental car. The credit card numbers a blur. The confirmation emails popped into her inbox, one after the other. It was done. All the money was gone. Her stomach bottomed out, a rush of cold terror and wild, liberating freedom. The Christmas Eve Gala. Three weeks. She would have her samples. She would have her wool. "Balsam Ridge, Vermont," she said into the quiet studio. The name tasted like snow and a fight she intended to win.

Chapter 2: The Grump in Winter
The axe head sank into oak. A clean crack split the cold air. Griffin grunted, shoulders rolling with the impact. Swing. Thud. Crack. A rhythm to blunt the thinking. Frost webbed the bark of the logs stacked shoulder-high. His breath shot out in a thick white plume, then vanished.
His flannel was damp, stuck to his back despite the bite in the Vermont morning. All six-foot-four of him moved with a practiced economy, the kind born from labor. The beard he'd let grow wild caught the weak sun. His hands, calloused and sure on the axe handle, knew this work.
He watched the split logs tumble, heavy chunks for the stove inside the old stone farmhouse. The house was a fortress of dark wood and grey stone he’d built around himself, five miles up the mountain from Balsam Ridge. Up here, the pines grew dense and the wind carried a different sound. A lonelier one. He preferred it.
Something red snagged his vision. A glittering, obnoxious bow Clara had tied to the ancient pine by his front door. He knew her handiwork. Another attempt to drag the world’s cheer into his quiet. His grip on the axe tightened, the wood groaning under his knuckles. He didn't need cheer.
The sharp scent of pine needles and cold earth mixed with woodsmoke from his chimney. The mountain demanded effort. It offered no sympathy. It asked for no forgiveness. A bargain he understood. Another log. Another swing. Another clean break. He worked until his muscles burned, a good pain that crowded out the other kind.
Hours later, sweat long cold on his skin, Griffin sat at the massive oak desk in his grandfather's old study. He’d made the room as cold as the rest of the house, stripping the faded wallpaper and painting the walls a flat, unfeeling gray. No photos on the desk. No keepsakes on the shelves. Nothing to catch his eye and pull him back.
He woke the ancient desktop computer, the screen flickering to life. The machine was a relic he used only for the mill's dwindling finances. A stack of unopened invoices served as a paperweight. His inbox glowed with a dozen new messages. Junk, mostly. But one stood out. Same subject line as the last eleven he'd gotten. “Croft Heritage Wool Inquiry – Amara James Designs.”
The muscle in his jaw jumped. Amara James Designs. The name was a splinter under his skin. Some ambitious designer from the city, wanting to slap his family’s name on her next fleeting trend. They were all the same. They saw dollar signs; he saw the cost. They saw a brand; he saw a grave.
He didn't open it. He knew the words inside. Demands for samples. Talk of vision. Talk of growth. The same vocabulary of the life he'd torched. He dragged the cursor over, clicked the small box next to the name, and hit delete. The line of text vanished. A flicker of relief, then the familiar cold settled deep in his gut. The mill was dying. He knew that. He was killing it. Better this way. Better a quiet death than another ruin.
The phone buzzed, rattling against the kitchen's steel countertop. Caller ID: Clara. He let it buzz a second time before swiping to answer.
“Griffin? Finally. I’ve been calling.” Clara’s voice was too bright for the quiet room, spilling out of the speaker full of energy he didn't want.
“I’m here.” His own voice was a low rasp.
“Good. The Christmas Festival. They need the yarn order. For the ornaments, and the—”
“No,” he cut her off, leaning his hip against the cold industrial stove. “No order this year.”
The line went quiet for a beat. He could picture her, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Griffin, it’s a tradition. The town counts on that wool. People drive up from Burlington just for those stupid ornaments.”
“They’ll live.” He stared out the window. Shadows bled between the trees. The thought of his wool, his family's wool, twisted into little festive shapes made his stomach turn.
“What are you even doing up there?” Her tone shifted, the frustration softening into that familiar worry. “It’s almost Christmas, Griff. You can’t just—”
“I’m fine.” He rubbed a hand over his beard, the scratch of it a grounding sensation. “Plenty to do.”
“Right. Come down to Holly’s. Get a slice of pie. Beau Hemlock was asking after you, said the ice fishing’s good.” She threw out names and places like anchors, trying to pull him back to shore. He could hear the plea under it all.
“Busy.”
“Doing what? Staring at the walls?” The brightness was gone now, replaced by steel. “You can’t hide forever. It’s been long enough.”
He pushed off the stove. “Clara, I have to go. Mill work.” The lie tasted like ash. The mill was the last thing he was working on.
“The mill? Don’t lie to me. Have you even answered that designer? Amara James? She sounds serious, Griff. This could be a real chance to actually—”
“Goodbye, Clara.” He ended the call, the click loud in the sudden quiet. He slammed the phone down on the counter. The only sound left was the low hum of the refrigerator. Alone, with the cold seeping up from the stone floor and into his bones.

Chapter 3: Crash
The little red convertible was a monument to bad decisions. Amara knew it when the flimsy roof rattled against the wind, a sound like chattering teeth. It had seemed like a statement piece back at the Burlington airport, a slice of city defiance against the Vermont green. Now, on a mountain pass barely wider than the car itself, it was just a joke. She gripped the leather-wrapped wheel, the cherry red a cheerful lie against her white-knuckled hands. Heat puffed from the vents, smelling of plastic and failing to reach her feet.
The snow wasn’t picturesque anymore. It was thick, hypnotic, sticking to the windshield faster than the wipers could clear it. Her chest tightened. That investor’s voice, smooth and dismissive. Your demographic, Ms. James... He’d said it with a patronizing tilt of his head, as if women with curves like hers couldn't possibly appreciate heritage wool or a clean silhouette. This collection was supposed to be the rebuttal. Her life savings, her 401k, every last bit of faith she had in herself, all riding on the myth of a reclusive Vermonter named Croft.
She leaned over the dash, trying to see where the asphalt ended and the abyss began. The pines crowded in, their branches heavy with white, swallowing the light. Her phone had died miles back. No signal. Just a blank screen. The quiet pressed in, a physical weight. Her knee-high boots, so perfect for striding into a Manhattan boardroom, felt clumsy and ridiculous against the pedals. This wasn't a grand arrival. It was a slow, shivering crawl into oblivion. A coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature seeped through her coat. If this failed, Amara James Designs would be a ghost. And Amara James… she would be, too.
A shape lunged from the trees. Brown flank, white tail, wide, terrified eyes. Deer. Amara’s body reacted before her mind could, her boot slamming the brake. The convertible gave a metallic shriek. Tires lost their argument with the ice. The wheel tore through her hands as the world became a smear of white and black. A sickening, weightless spin. One moment she was fighting the skid, muscles screaming, the next a violent jolt threw her against the seatbelt. The car tilted, groaned, and sank. Snow rushed up the passenger window like a pale tide, burying the ridiculous red hood. The engine coughed once, a final, rattling gasp. And then, nothing. The thumping of her own heart was a drum in her ears.
Amara straightened, the strap of the seatbelt digging into her collarbone. She could taste the coppery tang of blood on her tongue. Her hand trembled as she reached for the ignition. She turned the key. The dashboard stayed dark. She tried again. And again. The silence that answered was absolute. Snow pressed against the glass, muffling the world, stealing the gray afternoon light. Her breath hitched, clouding the air in front of her face. The CEO persona she’d so carefully crafted shattered, leaving only a woman trapped on a mountain, miles from anywhere, in a very expensive, very red sled. Her phone screen reflected her own wide eyes. No Service. No hope.
A low rumble vibrated through the floorboards, growing into the roar of a powerful engine. Twin beams of light sliced through the snowfall, pinning her in their glare. Amara shielded her eyes, her pulse kicking against her ribs. A black truck, huge and splattered with mud, materialized out of the storm and stopped. The driver’s side window slid down with a low hum. A man’s head and shoulders filled the space. Broad. A thicket of a dark beard dusted with snow. And eyes, narrowed under a heavy brow, that seemed to absorb the light and give nothing back. It had to be him. Croft. His name was a certainty in her gut.
He stared at the convertible, then at her. A long, slow appraisal that ended on her boots. His expression didn't change. “Deer,” Amara said, her voice thin. He just grunted. He opened his door and stepped out, and he didn’t seem to get out of the truck so much as unfold from it. He moved with a heavy, deliberate rhythm, his worn boots crunching in the snow. He was immense. He circled her car once, then kicked a tire. “Stuck,” he said, his voice a low rasp of gravel and annoyance. His breath plumed in the air. “I can see that. Can you help?” He just sighed, the sound a whole story of inconvenience. He pointed a chin at her footwear. “City boots.” It wasn’t a question. “They’re Italian leather,” she snapped, crossing her arms to stop from shivering. He ignored her, peering into the car. “Door jammed?” She yanked the handle for emphasis. “Yes.” He shook his head, a gesture of profound weariness. He came to her side, leaning down, and the air suddenly smelled of pine, damp wool, and man. His eyes were a piercing, glacial blue. “Push from your side,” he ordered. She shoved with her shoulder, grunting with effort. The door scraped open a few inches. He reached in, his bare hand closing around her forearm. His skin was rough, calloused, and radiated a startling heat that shot straight through her coat, her sweater, her skin. “Come on.” One pull. That was all it took. He lifted her out as if she weighed nothing, setting her on her feet in the deep snow beside him. For a second, she was flush against his side, a wall of solid muscle and flannel. A current, hot and sharp, sizzled from where he’d touched her, pooling low in her belly. Her breath caught. His gaze dropped to hers, his expression unreadable, before he released her and stepped back. The cold rushed into the space he’d left. “There,” he grunted, already turning away. “Now what?” Amara rubbed her arm, the skin still tingling. Her teeth chattered, but a different warmth spread through her. “Now,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt, “I need to get to the Croft Mill.”

Chapter 4: The Refusal
Griffin yanked the tow rope, the knot cinching tight against the undercarriage of the red convertible. His knuckles were numb, the cold seeping through his gloves. He didn't look at her. He didn't need to. The memory of pulling her from the wreck—the surprising warmth of her body, the soft give of her curves against his chest—was a burr under his skin. He stalked to his truck and hauled himself into the cab, slamming the door. The thud was a satisfying punctuation mark. The heater blasted warm, recycled air, a flimsy shield against the woman in his rearview mirror.
He put the truck in gear. The engine groaned under the added weight, tires spinning for a moment before biting into the fresh powder. They lurched forward, beginning the five-mile crawl up the mountain to the farm. Her car, a gaudy red wound in the white landscape, followed like a ghost on a chain.
Her voice came, a faint, cheerful cadence through the glass. He couldn’t make out the words, just the upbeat rhythm. A rhythm that grated on his teeth. He imagined her words. Charming. Picturesque. City words for a thing that could kill you. The snow wasn’t charming. It was a lock on a door. It was broken pipes and buried fences. It was a suffocating blanket that reminded him how alone he was, and how much he preferred it that way.
The truck clawed its way up the track his plow had carved that morning. Pines, heavy-bellied with snow, bowed over the path. The air smelled of ice and pine resin. In the mirror, her head moved, a silhouette gesturing at the world outside her window. She was probably talking to herself. Or maybe narrating the scenery, finding beauty in the stark, indifferent wilderness. The irritation was a tight band around his chest. He should have called a wrecker from town and left her. But the image of her alone on the pass… no. He couldn't. It stirred embers he’d spent years trying to smother.
He focused on the pull of the wheel, the strain of the engine. His sanctuary was just ahead. His quiet, orderly fortress of solitude. Then he could call Clara, get her to arrange a taxi. Send this woman—this bright, loud, relentlessly sunny disruption—back to whatever world she came from. Far away from his.
The stone pillars of the farm gate appeared through the swirling flakes. He navigated the truck and its unwanted attachment through, gravel crunching under the tires. The farmhouse stood on the rise, a grim knuckle of dark wood and local stone against the bruised sky. He pulled up beside the barn and killed the engine. The resulting quiet was deep, heavy. He glanced in the mirror. She was already getting out, her head tilted back, her brow knit in a frown as she took in his home.
The kitchen smelled of coffee and woodsmoke. He kicked his snow-caked boots onto the mat by the door, the thud echoing on the flagstones. As he hung his coat on a peg, he heard the soft, alien taps of her Italian leather on his floorboards. A sound that didn't belong. "Cozy," she said, her voice a little hushed. He ignored it, moving to the sink to fill a glass with water. He drank it all, the icy liquid doing nothing to cool the irritation coiling in his gut. He just wanted her gone.
When he turned, she was standing in the middle of his kitchen. Her vibrant yellow sweater was an assault on the room's muted palette of stone and wood. Gold glinted at her ears. Her eyes, wide and dark, scanned the rough-hewn beams and the cavernous, empty fireplace, a flicker of something—disappointment? confusion?—in them.
"I’m Amara James." She held out a hand, her smile smaller now, uncertain. A formality. "And you are?" He looked at her offered hand, at the slender fingers. He took it. Her skin was warm, a startling, living heat against his calloused palm. The connection was a jolt, an unwelcome current. He dropped her hand as if it had burned him. "Griffin Croft."
The name settled in the space between them. A line appeared between her brows. "Croft," she repeated, the word a soft question. "As in… the Croft Mill?" Her gaze sharpened, the pieces visibly clicking into place.
He gave a curt nod, watching her. He saw the shift. The polite gratitude of a rescued motorist vanished, replaced by the focused intensity of a predator who’d just cornered its quarry. The designer. The relentless emails. Amara James. The name he’d been sending to his trash folder for weeks. His jaw locked. She wasn’t a random traveler. She was an invader.
"You're G. Croft," she stated, her voice losing its warmth. Her posture straightened, all steel and resolve now. "Those emails. You didn't answer a single one."
He crossed his arms over his chest, a barricade. He leaned back against the counter, feeling the rough edge of the wood dig into his back. Good. Let it. He met her accusing stare. Her presence, her ambition, it was a physical pressure in his house. It was everything he’d run from, showing up on his doorstep wearing impossible boots and a look of fierce determination.
"I need that heritage wool," she said, her voice tight, controlled. "For a collection. It's in three weeks. My company—"
"It’s not for sale." The words were stones in his mouth. He pushed off the counter, letting his size fill the space between them. Her chin lifted in defiance.
"Not for sale?" A sharp, incredulous sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "You own a mill. Selling wool is the point of a mill."
"This mill preserves a bloodline. It's not here to supply your latest trend." He let his gaze sweep over her expensive sweater, dismissing it, dismissing her.
She took a step closer, her fists clenched at her sides. "This is not a trend. My brand is about proving that quality and beauty aren't limited to a size two. Your wool... it's the only material with the drape, the strength. It's the key."
"The key to what? More ambition?" The word tasted sour. He turned his back on her, staring out the window at the blanketing snow. It was easier than looking at the fire in her eyes. "The answer is no. The wool stays here."
"Why?" The question was raw, stripped of her corporate poise. "I'm offering you more than a fair price. The town is saying you're letting the mill die. That you wouldn't even supply the Christmas Festival. I could help you."
"I don't need your money." He turned back, his eyes cold. "The sheep are shorn. The machines are maintained. That's enough."
"Enough for what? To keep it sacred?" she scoffed. "Or just to keep it quiet? To keep it empty?"
The accusation hit a nerve deep inside him, a place he kept locked and guarded. She couldn't possibly know what this place was. His penance. His cage. Her ambition was a mirror of a man he'd destroyed, and he wouldn't let her bring that ghost into his house.
"It becomes my business when everything I have worked for depends on it," she shot back, her voice shaking with frustration. "I liquidated everything for this collection. Just tell me why. What is it about me you find so unacceptable?"
"It’s not about you

