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Kala wants to catch a ghost. The ghost wants to catch her. What does Tor want?

 

Paranormal writer Kala Westenra, staying with her best friend Vika in Norway, is hunting for a new subject for an article and finds it when she hears footsteps in the hall twenty minutes before Vika’s hot brother Tor Viitanen arrives home. This, Vika tells her, is the vardøger—a Norwegian ghost, a future echo which always precedes a person’s arrival.

 

Kala plans to stake out the hallway to catch the vardøger in the act and is shocked when on its arrival it kisses her. Her feelings for Tor have been hidden ever since she first met him two years ago. Could it be that the vardøger is acting on Tor’s secret desire for her? 
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 As Kala and Tor work together to understand what is happening with the spirit, their longing for each other begins to overtake them—and the vardøger has more to show them than they expected…
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Two years earlier

 

It was the end of the academic year and Kala Westenra was just a little bit drunk.

 “Here it is.” Her best friend’s voice came from the living room doorway. A bottle of white wine appeared around the doorframe, followed by Vika Viitanen, flushed in a way that suggested a lot of wine had been consumed already. “I knew we had a Pinot Grigio somewhere.”

 “You’re a star.”

 Kala held out her glass as Vika approached, unscrewing the cap. It was a day of celebration and also of commiseration. Their final results had just come out and both had passed—Kala in journalism, Vika in business management—but in a few days Vika was returning home to Norway while Kala would still be in England, beginning what had the potential to be a long job hunt.

 As Vika poured, there was a scuffling noise at the front door. Kala automatically glanced that way, but the living room door was blocking her line of sight. She glanced up at Vika, eyebrows raised.

 “I thought your housemates had already left.”

 “They have. That’s my brother, Tor. He’s over to stay for a few days and we’re traveling back together.” Vika settled herself next to Kala on the sofa as the lock on the door clicked. “You’ll like him. He’s a good laugh.”

 The front door slammed shut and Tor appeared in the living room.

 Vika picked up another wineglass from beside the couch and made introductions as Kala tried to unobtrusively look him up and down from behind her dark fringe.

 Cute.

 The first thing she noticed was his walk, a loping gait that made her think of a panther. He was tall but wore his height casually, slope-shouldered and loose. His arms were strong, his body athletic. His hair was a warm brown, untidy and unstyled. His face was soft, curved rather than chiseled, with a snub nose and rounded jawline. And his blue eyes were gazing straight at her with an expression that told her he was well aware of her scrutiny.

 “Kala Westenra?” he commented, raising one eyebrow. “Any relation to Lucy?”

 Vika screwed up her face in confusion. “Lucy who?”

 “Lucy Westenra. From Dracula. ” Kala held Tor’s challenging gaze. “And no. But I’ve always loved Whitby.”

 “Lucy Westenra.” Vika shook her head. “You must hear that all the time.”

 “No, it’s usually Hayley I get asked about.” Kala threw Tor a grin. “At least it shows he can read.”

 Tor took the glass Vika had poured for him and, there being no other chairs in the room, sat on the floor next to the sofa.

 “Has Vika invited you to visit her yet? She told me she was going to.”

 “Not so far, but I’d love to see Norway. Vika’s shown me photos. It looks gorgeous.”

 “Oh, it is.” Tor threw a smirk at Vika. “Vika mentioned she wanted to introduce you to all the local men. Apparently, English girls just love a Nordic man.”

 Oh, does she indeed? Kala glanced at her friend, who was scarlet-faced and glaring at her brother.

 “Shut up, Tor. I just said Kala needed a new boyfriend.”

 “Oh, do I? I didn’t realize you were my dating service.”

 If anything, Vika blushed even deeper.

 “Yeah, well, it’d be nice if you met someone in Norway, that’s all.”

 “I’ll bear that in mind.”

 Two glasses of wine later, Kala was still considering Vika’s comment.

 It’d be nice if you met someone in Norway.

 That was quite sweet. The thought of settling down in Norway wasn’t unwelcome. But it was a little unlikely, since she had no idea when she’d even be able to get over and it wouldn’t be for long enough to get into a serious relationship with anyone there.

 “So, what are you planning to do with yourself now, Kala?” Tor asked, holding his glass out to Vika for a refill.

 “Freelance journalism, hopefully. I’d…” Kala paused, wondering if she should admit this, then decided to hell with it. “I’d actually quite like to go into paranormal journalism.”

 “Paranormal journalism? Is that a thing?”

 “Oh, yeah. There are loads of magazines over here that cover paranormal cases. And there’s plenty on the Internet, as well. It’s just about finding the right things to write about.”

 “Like Dracula.”

 “Yes, Tor. Like Dracula.” Kala threw him a sidelong glance. “Or, you know, stuff that isn’t connected to my name.”

 “Ignore him,” Vika commented, her voice already starting to slur. “He thinks that if a joke’s funny the first time it’s even funnier ten times later.”

 Tor reached over the arm of the sofa, pulled up a cushion and threw it at her. Vika threw it back, knocking over her wineglass at the same time.

 “Here, let me get you a refill.” Kala reached for the bottle, but it was empty. Vika stood and made for the door, picking up her jacket from the hook on the back on her way past.

 “I’ll run out and get another one. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

 Kala launched the cushion after her, hitting the door instead.

 “I can see why you and my sister get on so well.” Tor raised an eyebrow. “You’re both drunks.”

 “Oh, shut up. I’m still technically a student. I can drink if I like.”

 “Soon to be a writer and they drink a lot, too, I’ve heard.”

 Kala laughed. “I don’t know about journalists, though. Although I’d quite like to be a writer, too—novels or something. I don’t know what kind yet.”

 “I’ll keep my eyes open for your hot new release.”

 Ooh.

 Kala held his gaze, her insides stirring strangely. Maybe it was the alcohol, but there was something in the words hot release that made a rush of heat flow through her body, her skin tingling.

 After a long moment, Tor spoke again. “So, Vika thinks you need a man.”

 “I don’t need a man. I may want a man.”

 “Oh, yeah?” Something flickered across Tor’s face, his eyes glowing. He shifted onto his knees, leaning over the arm of the sofa, his face close to hers. “What sort of man do you want?”

 “Oh, you know. We hotshot journalists don’t like to be tied down.” Kala gave him a taunting look, leaning closer to him so that their faces were almost touching. “Tall, dark, commitment-phobic. That’ll do me.”

 “I can help you there.”

 A sudden rush of movement and Tor’s mouth was on hers.

 This is a bad idea.  He’s Vika’s brother.

 But somehow she no longer cared and Tor was right here and he was moving, moving over the arm of the sofa as they were still kissing, then his body was pressing down onto hers and they were still —

To hell with it, she thought and arched up against him, tangling her fingers in his hair.

 She felt his hard cock through his jeans as it brushed against her leg, sending a dart of wet heat straight to her cunt. His hands ran down, caressing her neck, her shoulders, cupping her breasts and rolling his thumbs over her nipples through her bra.

 Oh, God—

 Then the sound of the lock clicking.

 Immediately, Tor rolled off her and onto the floor, twisting round to position himself back at the side of the sofa. Kala sat up and ran a hand through her hair.

 Shit, that was close.

 “Here’s the wine,” Vika announced as she came through the door, shopping bag in hand. “I got back as fast as I could.”

 Didn’t you just.

 Before Kala could say anything, Tor got up off the floor and made his way to the doorway. He gave Vika’s arm a playful punch on his way past.

 “I’ll leave you two to it, anyway. Have a good evening.”

 “More wine for us,” Kala commented casually, hearing his footsteps thump up the stairs. She kept her face straight as Vika crossed to sit next to her, wine in hand.

 That had hurt, and it was stupid, but it had. A two-minute fumble and now Tor couldn’t even stand to be in the room with her?

 Maybe he didn’t want to be hard in the same room as his sister. Yeah, that could be it.

 Or maybe it was exactly what she’d said she wanted. Tall, dark commitment-phobe. He wasn’t going to get any sex, so he’d left.

 Whatever.

 Vika was suggesting putting a movie on and Kala found herself agreeing without really listening. She was here to see Vika, after all, not Tor.

 Hell, she might never even see Tor again.

 



Chapter One
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Two years later

 

Rain spattered the windows of the ferry, the sunlight pale and unwelcoming. At her table in the cafeteria, Kala slouched in her seat and stared at her laptop, its screen bright and unhelpful.

 The last email from her editor, Mack, still blazed at her.

 

So while you’re there, I hear Norway has a great paranormal history—why don’t you come back with a story?

 

Yeah. Great.

 She was no stranger to this sort of request. It came with the territory of freelancing for paranormal magazines. But she had really hoped this time off would be time off. Not time spent trawling libraries for myths and legends.

 And saying no to Mack was just not done, not if she wanted more work to come her way.

 She clicked open her File Explorer. A list of articles appeared on the screen, all named after mysterious phenomena. Black-eyed children. Big cats on Bodmin Moor. Stage psychics. And there, in the middle, was one short filename.

 BF.docx

 Kala stared at it hopelessly. The date it had last been saved glowed alongside it. It hadn’t been updated in over a month.

 Hell, she hadn’t even opened it in over a month. She’d been putting it off. Should she work on it? No, I’ve got more important stuff to do. Even though she had wanted to, she’d forced it aside.

 She was never going to get the damn thing finished. She should just delete it and forget about it. Nobody was going to want it, anyway.

 She sighed, straightening her back as she glanced down at her watch. Not long now before they would arrive in Oslo. Vika was meeting her at the ferry port. It had been over a year since she’d last visited her friend…not to mention her brother, Tor.

 Maybe she could grill them for local stories instead. It wasn’t exactly how she had wanted to spend her time, but it was preferable to reading ancient texts. Vika’s lived here all her life, she’ll know whatever there is to be known.

 And in the meantime, she could kick back and relax—the main reason she was here in the first place. And if Mack had a problem with that, he could go and boil his head.

 

* * * *

 

The house was just as she’d remembered it, and so was Vika. A vision of polished wood floors and ceilings, decorated with cream-colored furnishings, rugs and drapery and kept to impeccable neatness by a woman who seemed to match the surroundings—tan, all blonde hair and ice-blue eyes and white teeth. Vika put Kala to shame whenever she saw her.

 “You always look so neat,” Kala had commented the last time she had visited. “I make the place look untidy.”

 Vika had laughed, but to Kala’s mind it was true. Her own wavy hair—which was now dyed blue—her smudgy makeup and curvy figure seemed to explode into view next to Vika’s almost military precision. Her friend was an image of Nordic perfection while she was a hot mess.

 Which made it even more unbelievable that Tor was Vika’s brother.

 As Vika led her into the living room, chatting, Kala allowed her thoughts to stray to the absent man.

 She never mentioned him in her emails to Vika. It was too damn awkward. So how’s your, uh, brother? Way too embarrassing. But she remembered him, remembered his muscular arms, his loose-limbed walk, his messy dark hair and the line of his jaw.

 She was a hot mess but Tor Viitanen was just plain hot.

 “I’ve been so looking forward to you getting here,” Vika commented from the kitchen doorway, returning with two glasses of wine in her hands. “Four months of being able to cook proper food. Tor only wants the basics after lugging lumber all day.”

 “Well, don’t piss him off for my benefit.” Kala reached up and took the wine. Vika settled herself down on the opposite sofa.

 “Nah. As long as he’s got meat, he’s happy. But I’ve been dying for a chance to whip up a sauce or do a soufflé. He doesn’t appreciate anything that doesn’t moo.”

 Kala laughed, wondering if she should moo when he came home.

 “He’s been saying I need to eat more, anyway, so maybe he’ll give it a rest now.”

 Kala eyed her over the rim of her glass. “Saying you need to eat more?”

 “Yeah. He says I’m getting too thin. I can’t see it myself.”

 Getting too thin? Kala paused, looking her friend up and down. Tor had a point. Vika definitely seemed thinner than before, even a little haggard in the face.

 “You do look like you’ve lost a bit of weight.”

 “I may have a little, but nothing he needs to worry about.” Vika took a gulp of her wine. “Do you still play the harp? Because I borrowed my mother’s, if you want to practice on it.”

 “Thanks. I will.” It was something Kala had taken up in the last two years and she’d been worried about becoming rusty.

 “Are you still freelancing for Spirit Voices?”

 “Oh, yeah. Actually, I was going to ask you about that. Mack’s suggested I do a story about something Norwegian. Great paranormal history, he says. What do you think?”

 Vika paused for a moment, her eyes drifting closed.

 “Well, yes. There’s a lot of myths and legends around all of Scandinavia. But something specific… I’m not sure. I’d have to think about it. Ask Tor when he gets back from the lumberyard—he might remember something.” Vika paused and cocked her head as the sound of jingling keys came from outside. “Speaking of.”

 Kala glanced at the door as she heard the click of the lock, a slam, then footsteps in the hallway. Her heart leaped into her throat. How long had it been since she had seen Tor? Had he changed? Was he still…?

 An image of Tor came into her head, of the last time she had seen him, just over a year ago. That lopsided smirk, that joke he always threw at her— Any relation to Lucy? The way he laughed, the intensity of his eyes, the way his chin set firm when he was concentrating. How she had ached to see the way his eyes would glaze and his jaw would tighten if she was touching him, pleasuring him—

 Was he ever going to come in?

 She suddenly realized she was staring at the door and broke her gaze. Vika stood and turned to go into the kitchen, seeming unfazed by her brother’s lack of appearance.

 “Has he gone upstairs?”

 “Oh, no, that wasn’t him,” Vika threw over her shoulder. “That was just the vardøger. ”

A sudden chill ran down Kala’s spine. “The vardøger? What’s a vardøger?”

 Vika didn’t answer immediately. The fridge door opened and shut. She went to stand in the kitchen door, watching Vika as she began to lay chops out on the grill pan.

 “What was that, if it wasn’t Tor?”

 “You heard it yourself.” Vika slid the grill pan into the oven and lit the gas. “It opened the door and came down the hall. Like Tor will when he gets here.”

 “Okay… But what—”

 Smiling, Vika turned to face her, leaning back on the countertop.

 “Okay. A vardøger is like a ghost from the future. What happens is what you heard. You hear the sounds of whoever it is coming home, doing whatever they do—keys, whistling, slamming the door, coming up the hall—then it stops. And about twenty minutes later, the real person will come home and do the exact same thing.”

 Kala blinked.

 “And…that doesn’t bother you? That a ghost just came in the door?”

 “It’s not that sort of a ghost. Think of it as an echo, if you like. But you’ll find a lot of people have them and nobody’s scared. It’s kind of handy. It means I can get the dinner on, since now I know he’ll be here in twenty.”

 “…right.”

 Kala stood for a moment, thinking, as Vika turned back to the oven. It sounded utterly incongruous. A ghost that told someone what time to start dinner? That was just plain weird. Ghosts were supposed to be scary, not helpful with household scheduling.

 I hear Norway has a great paranormal history…

 Wait.

 “So, this is a Norwegian thing, specifically?”

 Vika paused, saucepan in hand.

 “Ah. You’re thinking story?”

 “It sounds like what Mack’s after.”

 “Okay. You might have to do a bit of research. I don’t claim to be an expert. I think it’s Scandinavian rather than specifically Norwegian. But yeah, I think you could get a good story out of it.”

 Kala nodded slowly, watching as Vika continued preparing the meal.

 Research. Internet. Maybe some stuff in the local library—could be some older stuff dealing with Scandinavian myths. Or maybe Vika knows some people I could talk to. Always helps to have quotes.

 She realized she was standing around like an idiot while Vika was doing all the work. “Do you need anything doing?”

 “You can chop the carrots, if you like.”

 Up to her elbows in dinner preparations, it seemed like only a few minutes had passed when the door slammed again. Her stomach tightened.

 “I take it that’s actually him this time?”

 “Oh, yeah.” Vika glanced up from where she was checking the grill. “It never happens twice.”

 Kala grabbed a towel from the side of the sink, where she had been washing her hands, and started to dry off just as the kitchen door opened and Tor poked his head in.

 Oh, God.

 He was just as Kala had remembered—tall, dark, loose-limbed, with that cheeky grin and look in his eye that just made her want to melt. Kala froze, struggling to think of something intelligent to say in the face of immediate tongue-tied stupidity.

 “Hey, ladies. Not seen you for ages, Kala. Or is it Lucy?”

 “Always the same, Tor,” Kala threw back casually, hoping her voice didn’t sound as breathless as it had in her head.

 Tor laughed that dirty laugh that electrified all Kala’s nerves, and turned to Vika.

 “Any chance you could just make me a sandwich, Vika? It’s been a hell of day and I’m fucked. I’m going to get an early night.”

 Kala forced her face straight, but inside her heart sank.

 Well, that’s a shitty start if he won’t even eat dinner with us on my first night.

 “Sure,” Vika answered.

 “Cool. Catch you later.” And with that, Tor was gone.

 Kala turned back to face Vika, who was laying out plates on the counter, and struggled to rearrange her thoughts.

 Okay. Tomorrow I’ll start work on the vardøger article. I’ll see if I can interview some of the neighbors and maybe wait for it in the evening.

 And forget about Tor, apparently.

 Although that would be much harder.

 



Chapter Two

 

#xa0;

 

Standing at the end of the hallway, her back pressed into the coats hanging on the rack, Kala clutched her phone in one hand and wondered, not for the first time, if this was going to work.

 This was definitely the time the vardøger was due. Tor had texted Vika to give his leaving time, which meant he should be home in about twenty minutes. So, the vardøger should be making its appearance soon.

 If it made any kind of appearance at all.

 “Have you actually seen it?” Kala had asked.

 “No, I just hear it in the hall. I’ve never gone looking for it.”

 “But you’ve never happened to be in the hall when—”

 “Nope. Sorry. I’ve no idea what it looks like. You’ll have to stake it out.”

 And so here she was, waiting around in the hallway like a loose end for a ghost. The things I have to do for a story.

 She’d spent the day gathering information from Vika’s friends and neighbors. It had been only somewhat useful.

 “Oh, yes,” Hayley, the next-door neighbor, had said cheerfully over a glass of aquavit. “It comes most nights.”

 “Most? Not all?”

 Hayley had cocked her head to the side, thinking. “On the nights when my husband leaves unexpectedly, it doesn’t. Only when he knows what time he’s leaving.”

 Interesting.

 “When did you first see it?”

 Hayley had paused. “Ever? I can remember seeing it as a child. Then it was my father, of course, coming home from work. I remember being scared, but my mother was completely calm. She’d seen it all before.”

 Kala had hoped for more anecdotes like that, but most of Vika’s other friends had just corroborated what she already knew. About twenty minutes ahead of their husband. Kala had wondered if the phenomenon was specific to men, but so far hadn’t found anyone with a different arrangement to discuss it with.

 And again, nobody had actually seen one. All Vika’s neighbors had separate hallways with doors at the end, so the vardøger was always concealed. Nobody had an open-plan living space, nobody had happened to be in the hallway when it arrived, nothing.

 God only knew what this thing looked like, if it looked like anything.

 She glanced down at her watch again, then her breath caught. She hit the Record button and held up the phone toward the door.

 Keys were jingling outside.

 It’s here.

 The lock clicked and the door handle began to turn.

 So, it’s not just sound. It’s opening the door.

 She held herself very still, watching over the top of the camera as with a squeak the door opened.

 And nothing was there.

 Footsteps—one, two, three. The door slammed shut and Kala forced herself not to jump. There was something unnerving about a ghost that moved quickly. These things were supposed to creep up on her, not barge their way in.

 But this was an echo of Tor and so it moved like him. Only, she could still see nothing.

 More footsteps, now approaching. Kala stiffened.

 Don’t be an idiot. It’s not going to do anything. It’ll walk up the hallway like last night and disappear.

 But still—it was coming toward her and she tensed.

 Closer.

 Closer.

 Then her breath rushed out of her in a gasp when an unseen pair of arms caught her around the waist, tugging her forward.

 The movement threw her head back and her body hit something firm—another body—before something, something, met her mouth in a kiss.

 Then, as heat flooded through her, as her eyes fell shut, the other body was gone.

 

* * * *

 

Kala sat in front of Vika’s harp, moving her hands over the strings, idly playing while her mind whirled.

 Why did it do that? Why?

 She broke into Greensleeves, trying to push away the other question that was nagging at her brain.

 Why am I up here, when I could be waiting in the hallway to see if he actually will kiss me?

 Because she was certain it had been his kiss.

 But the thought of trying to explain to Vika why she was hovering in the hall made her cringe. And what if she did find a reason to wait and he didn’t? It would be embarrassing as hell.

 And she couldn’t tell Vika what had happened. Or Tor. Every inch of her recoiled from the idea.

 She focused on the harp for a few minutes, letting her mind clear. The silvery notes seemed to float in the air, soothing, calming. Peaceful.

 Then from the doorway came the scuffling of feet.

 Without stopping, she slid her gaze sideways. Tor was leaning against the doorframe, watching her play.

 He must have arrived home without her hearing him.

 Her body prickled with heat, her skin burning under his gaze. Kala kept her eyes on the harp, letting her fingers pluck at the strings, conscious of every movement.

 He’d already left for work when she had come down for breakfast that morning and he had disappeared so fast the night before. This was the first time she had really seen him since she had arrived and it was unnerving to realize that he still had that same effect on her.

 He always would. She found herself arching her back as she played, displaying her body to him, wanting him to want her too—

 Give it a rest. It’ll never happen.

 The song ended. Kala glanced over to the doorway but didn’t bother to feign surprise at seeing Tor there. Tor looked straight back at her, a half-smile on his face, as though he had known all along she had been aware of him.

 “Good to have you here.”

 “Good to be here.”

 Tor pushed himself away from the doorframe. “Vika says dinner’s nearly ready,” he stated over his shoulder as he turned to leave.

 “I’ll be right down.”

 Well, he certainly hadn’t tried to kiss her then.

 Which made things so much more confusing.

 

* * * *

 

“So, what’s your next plan of action?” Vika asked.

 Kala paused, fork in the air, as she considered her answer. Across the table, she could feel Tor’s eyes on her, but she made a point of not glancing in his direction. It was too risky.

 She hadn’t told either Vika or Tor what had happened. Yeah, it opened the door, but I couldn’t see it. That was true enough, after all.

 But it had kissed her.

 That didn’t fit anything she had heard. Vardøgers didn’t interact with people. They were supposed to be a forerunner of someone’s arrival, not an active spirit.

 But if it was actually active, then maybe…

 Before she had come down, she had emailed Mack, carefully editing the events, and his response had been brief.

 

Try holding a paranormal investigation with it. See if it will talk to you.

 

“I was thinking of holding an investigation tonight. See if I can communicate with it.”

 Tor raised an eyebrow.

 “Want company?”

 Ooh. Kala forced herself to look at him, keeping her expression casual. “Yeah, why not?”

 “Cool.” Tor grinned then turned back to his dinner.

 It made no sense.

 If a vardøger was a future echo of a person, then it should have done exactly what Tor had done when he’d arrived home. And it hadn’t.

 Okay, sure, she hadn’t been waiting in the hall for him. Maybe Tor would have walked up to her and kissed her. But she had been upstairs and he hadn’t even tried.

 That wasn’t right.

 She needed to do some proper research on this thing. The library would be open tomorrow. But in the meantime—an investigation sounded like the way forward.

 And so, while Vika was washing the dishes, Kala made her way down into the cellar, Tor behind her, holding a Ouija board.

 “How long have you had that thing?”

 “Oh, we found it in the attic a few years ago. Think the last owners left it behind. I’ve never used it.”

 Kala nodded, forcing herself to ignore the prickles that were running up her spine. She wasn’t sure if they were caused by Tor’s proximity or the possibility of speaking to ghosts.

 Or both.

 The cellar was dark, lit by a single unshaded light bulb. In the corners, she could make out boxes filled with unknown shapes and an old bicycle leaned against one wall. The air was surprisingly clean. She’d been expecting a musty smell, damp flooring underfoot, but this could have been any room in the house. Only darker.

 Tor stepped closer to her as she paused and he brushed against her back.

 Focus, for God’s sake. This is your best friend’s brother. You can’t think of him this way.

 But she did and she couldn’t help it.

 She could smell him, his hot, musky scent, and in that moment she was back on the sofa in the student house, Tor above her, her body straining toward his, longing for him.

 Focus, her brain repeated, but he was so close, so close behind her.

 The skin of her back was electrified at his touch. She pictured his firm chest under his T-shirt, pictured his hot skin and hard nipples brushing against her. Him, grabbing her from behind, pulling her to him in the way the vardøger had done, pressing her against him as he kissed her—

 Stop it!

 “Okay,” she said, steadying her voice. “Let’s put it down here. Light the candle next to it.”

 Tor moved behind her and for a moment she was plunged into darkness as the light bulb was extinguished. Her heart froze.

 Was that…?

 Then Tor was in front of her, holding up his lighter and Kala flushed. He had switched off the light himself. Idiot.

 She had to stay focused or this was all going to be pointless.

 The wood floor creaked slightly when they sat. Kala placed the board between them. Tor carefully stood the candle beside the board, holding it steady while he lit it. The flame flickered, sending oddly-shaped shadows across their faces, and Kala shivered.

 “You warm enough?” Tor asked.

 “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.” Kala dipped her head, letting her hair fall across her face. A pool of heat rippled through her stomach.

 She moved the planchette to the center of the Ouija board, resting her finger lightly on top of it. Tor reached across the board to place his finger alongside hers. The movement brought their heads closer together and Kala held herself very still as her breathing quickened.

 For God’s sake, get a grip!

 “Well,” Tor murmured in her ear. “You’d better lead. I’d have no idea what to say.”

 Kala bit off a breathy laugh. She looked down at the board and began with the only thing she could think of to ask.

 “Is there anyone here with us?”

 She hadn’t expected a response to her first question. All the paranormal TV shows she had seen had showed a build-up, a struggle to get answers. But the moment the words were out of her mouth, the planchette moved, gliding to the word YES.

 “Whoa,” Tor murmured.

 Kala paused uncertainly, wondering what to ask next. “Are you the vardøger?”

 The planchette slid to YES again.

 Okay. So it does have a mind of its own. Now what?

 She pushed aside the question which had leaped to mind. There was no way she could ask it why it had kissed her, not in front of Tor. In fact, she could now see that this had the potential to become embarrassing. What if it mentions last night?

 What would it tell me?

 To hell with it, she decided. Clearing her throat, she asked “Do you have anything you want to tell us?”

 The planchette quivered for a moment, then began to move, letter by letter, while Kala and Tor watched.

 

WRITE IT

 

“Write it?” Tor looked at Kala, eyebrows raised. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “I’m not sure—” Kala broke off. There was movement under her finger.

 

BIGFOOT

 

“Bigfoot? Is this another story for Mack?”

 Kala flushed. Now this really is embarrassing.

 “No. I’ve been working on a—on a piece of erotic fiction. It’s only about half-finished. I wasn’t sure whether or not to keep working on it.”

 Tor’s eyebrows lifted even higher.

 “And where does Bigfoot fit into that? Or don’t I want to know?”

 Kala sighed. “There was a major fuss about Bigfoot fiction in the press a while back. I figured I might cash in.”

 “An erotic story about Bigfoot.” Tor shook his head, forcing back a smile. “Dare I ask what it’s called?”

 “I Like Bigfoot and I Cannot Lie.”

 There was a brief silence before Tor lost the battle and burst into laughter. Kala found herself joining him. Somehow, it seemed less humiliating and more hysterical.

 “Oh, God,” Tor said, breathless with laughter. “I needed that.”

 “Well, now you know.” Kala glanced up at him through her fringe, letting herself smile as she caught his eye. “I guess I should finish writing it.”

 “I guess you should. The vardøger commands it.”

 Kala’s answer vanished into the air as the planchette began to move again.

 

YOU KNOW

 

“Oh, really?” Kala asked, feeling bold. “I know what? Or does Tor know?”

 

IT’S YOU

 

Kala blinked.

 “It’s me? What’s me? Or Tor?”

 

ALWAYS YOU

 

“Okay, you know what?” Tor cut in, his voice irritated. “How about you stop speaking in riddles, or we walk?”

 The planchette paused, quivering for a moment. Kala held her breath.

 Then, in a sudden movement, the Ouija board shot up from the table and straight into the light bulb, glass shattering all over the floor.

 “Shit!” Kala jumped back, her hands shooting to her head. There was glass in her hair. As she swept her fingers through it, brushing the shards out, a dart of pain flashed through her finger.

 “Oh, fuck. I think I’m bleeding.”

 “Here.” Tor picked up the candle. “Show me.”

 Kala held her finger up to the flickering light, revealing a small bead of blood near her first knuckle.

 “That’s not too bad. I think Vika’s got some plasters upstairs.” Tor lifted the candle toward the stairs, obviously intending to light the way, but the sweeping movement blew out the flame. They were plunged into darkness.

 Kala reached out to him, catching his muscled biceps. She stepped forward blindly and his hand fell on her shoulder then ran down to her waist, pulling her against him.

 Tor…

 Her head fell back, then Tor was right there and his mouth was on hers, a wave of heat rippling down to her cunt.

 She held on to him, feeling the hard curves of his muscles under her hands, the firmness of his body pressed against hers—and the hardness of his cock against her stomach.

 Oh…

 “Are you two okay down there?”

 Vika’s voice rang down the staircase. Tor and Kala broke apart, breathless, Kala’s eyes straining to meet his through the dark.

 “I’ll, uh—” Tor broke off. “I’ll get you that plaster.”

 Kala followed him through the cellar, blinking as the door above them opened, sending down light from the kitchen.

 She’d thought she was imagining it, but now she had proof of what Tor couldn’t know.

 The vardøger kissed just like him.

 



Chapter Three

 

#xa0;

 

The library was a modern building, long windows on every wall sending in blazes of light. Tucked into a corner, her laptop on the table, Kala paused in her note-taking and reread what she had written.

 There had been a lot of different articles and chapters about the vardøger, but most boiled down to the same pieces of information. A vardøger was described as a form of reversed déjà vu, a spirit that preceded the arrival of the subject. It could appear visually, by voice, by other sounds or by scent, but in any fashion, it gave the impression of having seen or heard the person before their arrival.

 More interesting was how it was connected with the person. One article had made a suggestion which had struck a chord.

 

It’s believed a vardøger is triggered by the thought of coming home.

 

Hayley had said it only happened on nights when her husband knew what time he was leaving. So when a person—when Tor—had an intention to come home, the vardøger went on ahead.

 There was no explanation of the twenty-minute time period, but that wasn’t Kala’s main concern.

 It wasn’t unheard of for a vardøger to interact with people. However, the specific phenomenon she was researching—the spirit preceding the subject coming home from work—made no mention of interaction. It was all a blueprint for the actual arrival home.

 So why did it talk to me on the Ouija board?

 And why did it kiss me?

 Maybe the spirit on the board hadn’t been the vardøger after all. It was difficult to be sure. There were no records she could find of anyone having attempted to communicate with one that way. But if whatever-it-was wanted to claim itself to be the vardøger, talking to it again might not be any more edifying.

 And asking it why it had kissed her would probably be pointless.

 The words of the article echoed in her head.

 Triggered by the thought of coming home.

 Had Tor been thinking about kissing her and somehow communicated that idea to the vardøger?

 She forced herself to squash the immediate sparkling feelings the thought created. Tor had kissed her himself last night. And he had wanted her, she had felt it. She had definitely felt it.

 But it didn’t necessarily mean much more than that.

 She had let herself stew over his memory for too long. Having a crush on her best friend’s unattainable older brother was one thing—letting herself get emotionally involved was another, in particular when he might not even want to get tied up with his younger sister’s friend.

 And even more so when he lived in Norway and she lived in England.

 She had to be careful. She didn’t want her friendship with Vika damaged by a meaningless fling with Tor. It would be horrible to get on the ferry home knowing she’d destroyed everything for nothing but sex.

 Even if it was with Tor.

 Assuming there even was anything with Tor.

 The email icon popped up in the corner of her screen. Mack’s username was half-visible. Rolling her eyes, Kala opened the message.

 

Hi K,

 Glad to hear you got something from the investigation, but maybe you’d get more if you were alone. I suggest you have another try and ask some more questions.

 Mack

 

Kala closed the message, thinking hard.

 It was worth a try, she supposed. Maybe the spirit had felt restricted by Tor’s presence. It certainly hadn’t appreciated his last question. And she doubted he’d be willing to do it again, anyway, after the way he’d responded to it.

 A memory of his response to her flickered in her brain and she flushed. Forcing the image aside, she clicked back to her file list and hovered the mouse over the BF file.

 Write it, the spirit had said.

 Can I really do this?

 She’d wanted to for such a long time. She had it all planned out—story outline, character sketches. And if she wanted to catch the wave of interest in Bigfoot stories, now was the time to do it.

 But she’d let herself believe the dismissive, mocking reviews in the press, the so-called shock of the tabloids, and had left it to rot on her laptop.

 Fuck it. I should at least try.

 Kala opened the file, scanned it to remind herself where she was up to and began typing.

 

* * * *

 

When Kala had arrived back at the house, Vika had been lying on the sofa, a hot water bottle pressed to her stomach.

 “Are you okay?”

 “My stomach, it’s been hurting all day.” Vika closed her eyes. “I don’t know what to do. I’ve taken painkillers, but they haven’t worked.”

 “Do you want me to handle dinner tonight?”

 Vika paused, then slowly began to sit up. Kala put her arm behind her shoulders to help.

 “Actually, if you would, that’d be great. I think I might go to bed. You don’t mind entertaining Tor, do you?”

 Kala stifled a hysterical laugh. Entertaining him, indeed.

 “No problem. You head upstairs and I’ll sort everything.”

 “Are you planning on doing another investigation tonight?”

 Of course, it would come as no surprise to Vika if she was interested in doing another. She’d told her about the events last night when they had come back upstairs, as a distraction while Vika was treating her cut finger.

 ‘‘It’s you’? What did that mean?’

 ‘No idea.’

 ‘Probably nothing,’ Tor had commented from the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. ‘I think it was fucking with us.’

 ‘It might have been,’ Kala had conceded. ‘But I’d like to know why.’

 Tor had turned and disappeared upstairs, throwing his last words over his shoulder, ‘Good luck with that.’

 And that had been that.

 “The dinner stuff’s on the top shelf of the fridge,” Vika added as she began to make her way out of the room. “It’s duck. Tor likes his pink.”

 “That’s fine. So do I.” Kala waved her out, hoping against hope that Vika hadn’t been planning anything too complicated. She liked to cook, but her skills were way below Vika’s usual meal choices.

 Looking in the fridge, she found duck breasts and an array of vegetables. Not too tricky then. Nevertheless, Kala found herself so focused on the meal that when the door banged she was surprised to find Tor appearing in the kitchen doorway. If the vardøger had been tonight, she hadn’t even heard it.

 Or him. Whatever it was.

 “I’m impressed,” Tor commented, leaning against the doorframe.

 “At what? I do cook occasionally.”

 “I’m sure you do. But Vika never trusts me in her kitchen.”

 “Ah. Well, she probably wouldn’t trust me, either, but she’s not feeling well. So tonight, you’re getting duck à la Kala.”

 “I look forward to it. Do I have time to get cleaned up?”

 “It’ll be done in ten minutes.”

 “No problem.” Tor vanished, leaving Kala to turn back to her roasted vegetables. She had a feeling that while Tor might like his duck lightly done, he wouldn’t go for vegetables al dente.

 She was just setting the plated food out when Tor reappeared.

 “Duck pink enough for you?”

 “Looks good to me.” Tor sat down at the table and started in on the meal, pausing mid-bite as Kala was beginning hers.

 “Okay, you’re definitely cooking again. This is great.”

 “I’m glad to hear it.”

 Deciding to avoid the subject of the previous investigation or any future ones, Kala made conversation about Tor’s job for a while. She had known he worked at a lumberyard, but Tor made it sound like a comedy club, bringing out anecdotes about his co-workers until they were both laughing.

 “What about your place?” Tor asked, laying his fork down on his empty plate.

 “It’s not as interesting as yours, by the sound of it.”

 “Is that why you’re branching out?” Tor raised his eyebrows and his wineglass at the same time. “Into erotica?”

 Kala paused, wondering how best to answer that.

 “What made you decide on erotica, anyway?”

 “Oh, I don’t know.” Kala took a sip from her glass, giving herself time to think. “It just seemed to come naturally to me. Though I don’t think anyone at work would be impressed by it.”

 “Oh? Why?”

 “The last time anyone mentioned erotica, they were all saying the only people who write it are those who aren’t getting any.”

 Tor threw her a sardonic look.

 “Which makes perfect sense. And I suppose the only people who write crime are those who aren’t burying bodies.” He shook his head. “I’d have thought it just means a healthy interest in sex. Which we should all have.”

 Kala narrowed her eyes at him. “Which you know I have.”

 For a moment, Tor held her gaze. Kala flushed, her skin tingling, as she remembered their kiss, their bodies pressed together.

 Then Tor lifted his glass again and the spell was broken.

 “You should definitely write it.”

 Kala’s mind flicked back to the library and the Bigfoot file. “I intend to.”

 Not wanting to leave the sink full of plates, Kala made a start on the washing up as soon as they were finished, waving a hand to usher Tor out of the room. Tor, however, chose to hover in the doorway and watch.

 “So what’s your next step with your article?”

 Kala considered for a moment, then decided to be honest. “I’m going to have another go at talking to it. Just me this time.”

 Tor snorted. “Best of luck.”

 “Well, it might not work, but what the hell. At least I can say I’ve tried.”

 “If you say so.”

 Oh, fuck off. Kala bit her lip and continued washing, forcing her irritation down.

 “Seriously, if there was anything there, it was just fucking with our minds. I don’t know why you’d want to—”

 Something flashed in Kala’s head. She dropped the sponge and turned to face Tor.

 “Oh, don’t you? Maybe because I like having a job, thank you very much. I didn’t ask for your permission.”

 “Did you ask for Vika’s permission?”

 “Vika is fine with it, actually. It’s only you that has a problem with it.” Oh, forget the dishes. Kala threw up her hands in frustration. “I’m going upstairs. You can think what you want.”

 As she passed him, his hands fell on her shoulders, spinning her round to face him before she could respond.

 “Never mind what I fucking think,” Tor growled, then his mouth was on hers.

 Tor.

 Kala stumbled, clutched at his muscled forearms to maintain her balance, then felt herself move forward without thinking, pressing her body against his. Her skin tingled with the contact, a deeper burn beginning to uncoil in her gut.

 This is a really bad idea.

 She ignored the little voice in her head as Tor’s hands slid lower to cup her buttocks, sending a rush of wetness to her core. I don’t care if this is a bad idea. I’ve wanted this for too long.

 But what she had wanted wasn’t what was on offer. She heard herself again asking for tall, dark, commitment-phobic. That was what she had said, but it wasn’t what she needed. Not really.

 And it wasn’t worth ruining her relationship with Vika to sleep with her brother.

 But she wanted Tor, wanted the fingers that were sliding under her curved cheeks to brush temptingly where he couldn’t reach, making her long to rip off her jeans and let him have his way.

 If I go through with this…

 It was too much of a risk. Risking her friendship and risking her heart. She had to stay in control.

 So she did the only thing she could think that would satisfy him.

 She dropped to her knees, running her hands along his body, along his firm stomach and thighs before reaching for the zip of his jeans, tormenting the hardness underneath.

 Tor groaned and Kala bit her lip, slowly dragging the zipper down, down, down until his cock sprang free, hard and just begging to be sucked.

 She closed her mouth over the head, teasing with her tongue, tasting him and oh, his musky scent was overwhelming, making her ache to take him farther into her throat and swallow him whole.

 “Oh, God,” Tor gasped and Kala gave way to the impulse, sliding his cock into her mouth, deeper and deeper until he was sheathed almost to the hilt.

 Bet you never knew I could do that, Tor…

 He was above her, moaning, letting out breathless pleas for more, more, don’t stop, and she let her tongue drag the full length of his shaft as she pulled back, right back until only the tip remained before descending again to take him in.

 Closer, closer. She tasted pre-cum all along her tongue, more, more, and she cupped his balls in one hand; they tightened while she let him thrust into her throat, ignoring the sting of need growing more urgent in her cunt. Now was not the time.

 She focused instead on what she would do when she reached her room. She would lock the door, throw off her jeans and press her hand to her pussy, dip her fingers inside as her clit throbbed against the heel of her hand, circling over and over, and it would be short work, very short work, while she pictured Tor’s hand in its place—

 “Oh! ”

Tor let out a guttural cry and his release flooded her mouth, hot and salty and hers.

 Swallowing, Kala drew back; slowly she stood to face him. She met his eyes challengingly, teasingly, before turning away, moving toward the door and through it without looking back.

 Thank goodness, her bedroom door locked.

 



Chapter Four

 

#xa0;

 

“Tor’s been asked to work late tonight, since he’s off tomorrow,” Vika explained when Kala arrived back from another day at the library. “He won’t be home until at least ten, maybe later.” She raised an eyebrow and grinned. “So I’ll just use a timer when I make dinner.”

 Kala stifled the clenching in her stomach. In many ways, it was better not to run into Tor today. It had been something of a relief when he’d already left by breakfast that morning. She had no idea how to look him in the eye or how to behave in front of Vika.

 But still…

 She shook the feeling off, focusing instead on the investigation in front of her. Just stay calm and get this done.

 At least Vika seemed to be feeling better today. She’d urged her out to the library again with a force not quite suited to the moment. Kala had decided to go along with it rather than annoy her.

 “Feel free to use the cellar again,” Vika told her over their dinner. “I’ve put a new light bulb in. Would you mind using it this time? If it’s going to throw stuff, I don’t really want lit candles down there.”

 “Yeah, of course. No problem.” Kala rolled her eyes. “Without Tor pissing it off it’ll hopefully be a lot calmer, anyway.”

 “I don’t doubt it. But let’s not give it naked flames just in case.”

 Once dinner was over and the plates washed up, Kala tucked the Ouija board under her arm and made her way down into the cellar. As she sat, she laid her mobile phone on the floor beside her. If the planchette got thrown into the light bulb again, she could use that for a torch. Although she didn’t intend to say anything that would make the vardøger angry.

 She rested her fingertips on the planchette and spoke.

 “Are you here?”

 The planchette immediately moved to YES.

 That’s a good start. Kala paused, glancing down at her notepad, which she had left next to the phone. A list of possible questions looked back at her.

 “Why did you kiss me?”

 The planchette began to move. With her left hand Kala noted down the letters, ignoring individual words until the movements had stopped.

 She stared at the paper.

 

ANY RELATION TO LUCY?

 

Seriously?

 Tor’s favorite line.

 Well, it was supposed to be linked to Tor, after all. It should have been no surprise that it would respond like him sometimes. But—

 The planchette moved again. Kala began to write, following its increasingly rapid motions.

 

YOU’LL HAVE TO SHOW ME WHITBY SOMETIME

 

“Okay. Enough of the Dracula shit. I get it.”

 

YOU GET ME YOU GET ME YOU GET ME

 

Kala blinked. “Okay…”

 

ALWAYS YOU

 

‘Always you ’ again. “What’s always me?”

 The planchette quivered but didn’t move. Kala cursed under her breath.

 Although that would make sense, if this thing was Tor, or an echo of Tor. He was never one to say what he meant when it came to feelings. And if this was anything to do with how he felt about her—

 Tell me, damn it!

 “What’s always me?” she persisted.

 Movement.

 

VIKA SICK

 

Kala froze.

 “What? What do you mean?” An image of Vika when she had first arrived flashed into her head. Vika looking pale, gaunt.

 The planchette hovered on one letter.

 

C

 

Kala’s body went cold.

 Cancer.

 “Is it cancer? Does Vika have cancer?”

 Nothing. The small triangle remained on the C, trembling under her fingertips.

 Then it shot off the board entirely, passing over the word GOODBYE.

 Crap.

 Kala sat for a moment, staring into space as thoughts crashed through her brain.

 Vika. Vika sick. Vika having cancer.

 Vika hated seeing doctors. Even if she thought she was ill, she would never bother a doctor with it. Trying to convince her would be a waste of time.

 Maybe she could get Tor to talk to her. He’d probably have to go with her, too. Knowing Vika, she would pass it off as nothing important and nothing would happen.

 Oh, God. She had to talk to Tor. But Tor was at work and wouldn’t be back until late. She would have to keep a brave face on until then for Vika’s sake and that would be a nightmare. Vika would want to know what had happened—and what could she tell her? That the vardøger liked to make Dracula jokes?

 Vika would never buy that. And Kala could never hide her fear for that amount of time. Vika would know something was wrong and she would rubbish any suggestion to get checked out— Oh, God, it’s hopeless.

 She would have to make an excuse and go to bed early. Pretend to feel sick herself. Vika would understand that. Then tomorrow she could talk to Tor.

 Or maybe even catch him when he got back.

 Moving slowly, she picked up the board and made for the steps, forcing a calm expression onto her face. Do this for Vika.

 Because it was the only way.

 

* * * *

 

“Nothing much happened. Bit disappointing really. I’m going to crash early, if that’s okay, I’ve got a headache.”

 Vika threw her a box of paracetamol as Kala passed her. “Night. See if those help.”

 Oh, Vika. So caring about my health and not giving a damn about your own.

 Behind her closed bedroom door, Kala picked up a book but couldn’t settle down to read it. That one letter on the Ouija board refused to leave her brain. In the end, she switched off the light and lay under the covers, wishing sleep would find her.

 She hadn’t held out much hope, but it seemed like only a few minutes when she jolted awake, hearing the creak of her bedroom door opening.

 “Vika?”

 No response. Footsteps crossed the floor toward her. Full of uncertainty, she sat up and pulled the quilt closer around herself.

 “Vika, is that y—?”

 A callused finger pressed itself to her lips and Kala broke off as a wave of heat flooded her body.

 Tor.

 The finger disappeared and was replaced by Tor’s mouth.

 In the darkness, it was like all Kala’s senses were heightened. The rush of cold when she threw her quilt aside, the scratch of the sheets under her bare legs as the bed shifted under Tor’s weight. The heat of his body and spicy smell of his skin when he moved closer to her, as she reached up to rest her hands on his broad shoulders, feeling the smoothness of his muscles under her fingertips.

 Feeling the slight twitch and intake of breath when she brushed over a sensitive spot.

 She drew her hands down along his spine, down, down, down to the cleft of his ass, feeling his mouth at the same time pull away from hers, trailing kisses down her neck, sending shivers along her nerves.

 Tor…

 She arched her back in pleasure, her breasts brushing against his chest, reminding her that she was wearing nothing but underwear—and that he was wearing nothing at all. Had he walked into her room naked? Or had she missed him throwing off a dressing gown?

 Her nipples peaked as they dragged across his skin again, and her mind blanked.

 I don’t care what he came in wearing. I only care what he’s doing with his mouth.

 And his mouth was moving lower, lower, his hair tickling her chest as his tongue slid over one breast, then the other, circling each nipple then pausing when his lips closed around it and sucked. She bit her lip, forcing back a cry.

 She didn’t want Vika to hear them.

 His fingers hooked over the sides of her panties and slid them slowly, slowly downward, his head moving farther down her body. Kala kicked her underwear aside, her thighs parting when his fingers brushed the tender skin…

 Then his breath gusted over her clit, followed by the heat and wetness of his tongue.

 Oh, God!

 She pressed a hand over her mouth, forcing back the moans that threatened to escape as Tor’s tongue darted over her clit, teasing, touching, caressing. His fingers tormented her folds, one sliding inside her, twisting until it found that sensitive spot that made her tremble. Two fingers, three fingers, and she was biting down on her wrist, holding back her cries as best she could, aching for more.

 If only she could see him, hear his voice. The dark was overwhelming. She could just make out a curve of a shoulder, the movement of an arm, but the image of his tan naked body teased her—the twin globes of his buttocks, the dark trail of hair that led to his jutting cock. His cock, which now brushed the inside of her knee while his mouth left her pussy, his hands resting on her hips.

 She still couldn’t hear his voice, but she could hear his hoarse breathing catching in his throat as his cock nudged her folds, his pre-cum meeting her wetness.

 She arched her back again, ready for him to enter her, but instead his hands slid under her ass, shifting to turn her onto her side. She moved, rolling over as he urged her first onto her stomach then lifted her onto her knees, presenting her bare bottom to him.

 The cold air softly hit her cunt and she shivered.

 The warmth radiated from his body when he moved closer, then his thighs were pressed against hers, hair scratching against her skin. His cock was sliding inside her, into her to the hilt, then his hands were cupping her breasts, his thumbs rolling over her taut nipples.

 She bit back a moan, bombarded with sensation from all sides; the mattress rocked with each thrust. She was hot and breathless and desperate all at once.

 He was dragging his tongue across her skin, biting her neck and licking the spot, sprinkling kisses across her shoulders. His cock thrust inside her again and again and again, and she pressed one hand to her throbbing clit when something sparked low inside her—

 Then she was coming, gasping and there was an answering gasp from behind her before she collapsed hard onto the bed.

 And—nothing.

 Kala rolled over and sat up, shivering as cool air flowed over sweat. She reached to the bedside table and switched on the lamp.

 There was nobody in the room.

 Nobody.

 



Chapter Five

 

#xa0;

 

The alarm clock on her bedside table showed 8 a.m. Kala sat on her bed, fully dressed, staring at her phone.

 She had to talk to Tor. There was no way round it.

 She had to tell him about Vika. Or, at least, what she suspected about Vika. She had to keep reminding herself that she didn’t know anything yet. But Vika’s gaunt appearance refused to leave her brain and she needed to get Tor on her side.

 Then—last night.

 What the hell had that been?

 Why would the vardøger…

 It had to have been in Tor’s mind. Like the kiss. Somehow, he had been thinking about her, about fucking her, and the vardøger had followed suit.

 That wasn’t fucking, a little voice in her head commented. Kala pushed it aside. Now was not the time to be arguing with herself about that. Even if it must have been a very detailed fantasy on Tor’s part to—

 Stop it.

 Was Tor still in his room or had he already gone downstairs? If he was already down, then getting his attention without Vika noticing would be hard work. So there was only really one option. She clicked open her text messaging app.

 

I need to talk to you. Privately.

 

Send.

 After a few minutes, the phone buzzed.

 

About what?

 

Kala paused, trying to think of how best to put it.

 

Spoke to the vard again last night.

 

There was a lengthier pause.

 

And?

 

It says Vika’s sick.

 

Less than thirty seconds passed before there was a knock on her bedroom door.

 “Come in.”

 Tor stepped in and closed the door behind him, his phone in his other hand. He was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, but still disheveled, his hair a spiky mess. He remained standing, one hand still on the door, looking straight at her.

 “Keep talking.”

 Kala quickly recounted the events in the cellar, skimming over the conversation she’d had with the vardøger before it had mentioned Vika. That could come a little later.

 When she reached the final ‘C’, Tor paled.

 “You think it means cancer?”

 Hearing the word from Tor made it sound much more real. A heavy stone settled in Kala’s stomach.

 “Yeah. I think it did. You’ve seen her. She’s so thin—she doesn’t look well.”

 Tor sat down on the bed, his hands falling onto his thighs. He let his breath out in a long rush.

 “We’ve got to get her to a doctor.”

 “Right. But we can’t just tell her to go. You know what she’s like.”

 “No.” Tor stared ahead for a moment. “And she won’t go just on this, anyway. Even if she did, she’d need more than a Ouija board to convince a doctor to test her. We need to know exactly what’s been happening to her. There must be other symptoms she hasn’t told us about.”

 “There must be,” Kala agreed. “We’ll have to make her tell us somehow.”

 Silence fell between them for a moment. Kala glanced at Tor uncertainly, wondering whether to tell him the rest.

 Or at least some of the rest.

 In the end she spoke, the words coming out in a rush.

 “It kissed me.”

 Tor blinked.

 “It what?”

 “The vardøger. It kissed me.” Kala turned and stared him straight in the eye. “It kissed like you.”

 There. If that doesn’t get a response out of him, nothing will.

 “Wow,” Tor said after a long pause.

 Well, it was a response. Just not a very helpful one.

 “Why do you think it did that?” Tor still looked stunned, so Kala pushed further, “Were you thinking about kissing me when you left work?”

 Tor’s eyes widened a little and Kala’s stomach jumped. For a moment she thought she could read it in his eyes—that it hadn’t been kissing that he’d been thinking about.

 “Well…actually…yeah.”

 “I’m sorry I wasn’t up when you got in, then.” Although if the vardøger also knows how you fuck, I’m not that sorry.

 Tor laughed and Kala joined him. The awkwardness in the air seemed to vanish.

 “That’s… good to know. I wasn’t sure after—”

 “I guessed.”

 A grin crossed Tor’s face, followed by another relieved laugh. He turned back to hold her gaze, placing his hand over hers at the same time, and Kala’s heart leaped.

 “Listen. Before we do anything else, we need to pin Vika down. This needs to be sorted out one way or another.”

 “You’ll get no arguments from me.”

 Tor’s hand closed over hers as he held her gaze.

 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

 Kala swallowed her nerves and nodded.

 Let’s do this.

 

* * * *

 

Kala had known it would be difficult, but the pallor that had crossed Vika’s face when Tor had spoken was still a shock.

 “Wait a second. Are you seriously telling me that a vardøger told you I’m sick? That I have cancer?”

 “Vika.” Tor’s voice was low and steady. “You need to be honest with us.”

 “What do you mean, be honest? Why would I lie to you? Are you saying I’m not honest with you?”

 Vika’s words were tumbling over each other and a chill struck Kala’s heart as she realized the truth.

 Vika knows—and she’s scared.

 “Vika, please. Talk to us.”

 Vika’s eyes shot to Kala and her mouth snapped shut, as if to say I don’t have to talk if I don’t want to.

 “You’ve lost weight. A lot of weight.” Tor paused, letting the words hang in the air. “There’s more, isn’t there? You have other symptoms.”

 Vika looked at him, her eyes wide, her breath rapid.

 “I…well, there was…one thing.”

 “Which is?”

 “I’ve been getting some pain in my side. Here.” Vika placed a hand on the left side of her abdomen. “And I noticed there’s…there’s kind of a…lump.”

 A lump. Oh God.

 At the word, Vika’s mouth crumpled. She covered her eyes with her hand, her face working, and Tor got up and put his arm around her.

 “When did you find it?”

 “About three months ago.”

 Kala blinked.

 I don’t know if I want to save your life or wring your neck.

 Three months.

 Three months for a possible tumor to grow, to fester, to spread to bones and other organs, hiding behind Vika’s too-frail flesh and her increasing fear.

 She looked at Tor, wanting more than anything for him to step up and tell her, tell them both, that everything would be all right.

 It wouldn’t be all right.

 “Okay.” Tor’s voice was firm but there was a hoarse quality to it that betrayed his fear. “You and I are going to the doctor first thing tomorrow. Or today, if we can get you in.”

 “They can’t tell us anything in a day,” Vika gasped out.

 “I don’t care. They can start things moving. And quickly.”

 “Tor, I—” Vika stared up at her brother, her face white. The unfinished sentence hung in the air.

 I’m sorry.

 I’m afraid.

 Kala added her own words. I don’t know what to do.

 But there was nothing more she could do.

 Nothing.

 

* * * *

 

To Kala, it felt as though Vika and Tor were gone for hours.

 It had still been early enough for them to get an on-the-day appointment. Vika had sat motionless for most of the morning, staring into space, ignoring any attempts Kala had made to distract her. They had finally left at noon for a twelve-thirty appointment and Kala had tried to busy herself with a book.

 It hadn’t worked.

 She was slouched on the sofa attempting to watch daytime TV when the front door banged. She sat up, alert, as footsteps came up the hallway toward her.

 What happened? Are they doing something? Anything?

 And silence.

 Silence.

 The fucking vardøger again.

 Kala switched off the TV, then threw the remote down on the coffee table and jumped up out of her seat. She wrenched open the hall door, already knowing she would see nothing but not caring in the least.

 “You again! What the fuck do you want with me?”

 No answer. Kala slammed the door shut and stormed back into the living room, stopping in the center of the rug. She looked wildly around the room, searching for something, anything that might be a sign it was listening to her.

 “We’re getting her help. So thank you for that. Now what? What do you want me to do now? Do you do anything other than fuck with my head?”

 The door threw itself open with a bang. Kala spun to face it, wishing there was something there she could see. She was just about ready to scream. 

“Well? What do you want? What do you actually want? ”

A sudden rush of air blew past her, lifting her hair up over ears. Kala gasped at the hand on the small of her back, the press of a firm body against hers and her head fell back, unresisting, when another hand rested on her cheek.

 Then the invisible something kissed her and she closed her eyes as every nerve in her body whispered Tor, Tor, Tor.

 It was him. It was definitely him. The brush of his hand in her hair, the curves of his muscles, the tender yet firm press of his mouth, the motion of his tongue teasing hers. It was Tor and in that moment she would have given anything to fall back on the sofa and pull him against her.

 Except that it wasn’t him. It was the vardøger.

 As the realization hit her, the figure dissolved and Kala opened her eyes to find herself still standing alone in the center of the room, dazed and disheveled.

 She was done with this. She was just fucking done.

 She marched to the doorway and made her way upstairs to the bathroom, meaning to straighten her hair out and splash some water on her face. The last thing she wanted was to have Vika and Tor walk in and find her a freshly kissed wreck.

 All she’d intended to do was tidy herself up and come back down, but as she passed her bedroom on her way back she found herself taking a detour. Maybe a different book would take her mind off things until they got back. She opened one of her bags and dug around amidst the books, looking for something that might hold her interest.

 It must have taken longer than she realized. The sound of the door banging downstairs made her start. That must be them this time.

 She could already hear footsteps coming up the stairs as she walked to her bedroom door. As she opened it, Tor was already in front of her and she stepped backward to let him in.

 “What happened?”

 She scanned Tor’s face, searching for any possible clue, but Tor’s expression was impassive, his eyes shuttered.

 “They’re sending her for tests.” Tor closed the door behind him without turning around. “Vika’s gone for a walk to clear her head. The doctor tried to stay upbeat but I think he scared her.”

 I think he scared her.

 The image of Vika scared, suffering, flashed into Kala’s head and refused to budge. Wanting to do something, anything to blank it out, she looked up at Tor’s face, seeing the fear behind the serious mask, and stepped into his space, reaching up to kiss him.

 Tor kissed her back, urgently, passionately, and Kala was lost.

 She stumbled backward, her calves hitting the mattress, then her balance was gone, tumbling them both onto the bed. Almost without thinking, Kala kicked off her shoes. An image of Vika annoyed about shoes on the quilt flickered across her mind, then was blanked out as Tor buried his face in her neck, trailing kisses along the sensitive skin.

 She couldn’t help but notice how different it was from the vardøger. The silence of that night versus the sounds she could now hear—Tor groaning, guttural, hoarse. She clutched at his ass as his hard cock pressed against her thigh. The smooth heat versus slick, sticky skin when she slid her hands up under Tor’s T-shirt, dragging her fingers along his spine. She rolled herself on top of him, unfastened his jeans to reveal his length and engulfed it in her mouth, silk over steel.

 How she had longed to taste him again, taste the pre-cum gathering at the tip and the caramel of his skin. How she had pictured the trail of dark hair she had longed to follow down. Tor was already bucking underneath her, moaning, and Kala shifted out of her jeans and knickers, leaving Tor’s on. She had no time—she needed him now.

 And she needed to hear him.

 “Talk to me,” she demanded. She rose above him, positioning herself over his cock. “Tell me it’s you.”

 You’re Tor. My best friend’s brother. Not the vardøger. You’re Tor.

 “It’s me,” Tor gasped back, his voice rising when she slid down onto him, locking him in place. “Oh, God!”

 Kala threw back her head and moaned. She started to move, sliding up and down on him, feeling the drag of his cock inside her. Oh, God, perfect. The pleasure was already spiraling in her gut, and it would need to be fast—they were safe for now, safe to moan and scream if they wanted to, but Vika could be back at any moment, and oh, God—

 Tor’s hands rose, clutched at her ass and Kala cried out as the sensations built, higher, higher, then exploded outward, heat and electricity radiating from her core. Tor stiffened then let out a low, guttural groan when her clenching muscles triggered his own release.

 Letting him slip out of her, Kala dropped to the bed beside him and rested her head on his shoulder, feeling his arm slide around her.

 “Let’s not tell Vika yet.”

 Tor hugged her a little tighter. “Just so long as you don’t forget you’re mine.”

 Kala let a small smile cross her face.

 I like that. You’re mine.

 Tor murmured again into her hair. 

“It was always you.”

 Kala’s heart leaped as she recognized the words.

 Always you.

 



Chapter Six

 

#xa0;

 

An email notification flashed in the corner of her screen. Kala clicked it open, recognizing Mack’s email address even before the message was visible.

 

Loving the vardøger story! Why don’t you see if there are any other paranormal myths while you’re there?

 

Kala allowed a smile to cross her face. Barely finished one story and Mack’s already on to the next. No great shock there.

 It had been two months. Two months of supporting Vika in her fear, two months of one test after another, then the terrifying word ‘biopsy’, lurking like the hangman’s noose.

 There had been times when she had just wanted to wrap Vika in a blanket and hide her away from the world, from anything that might threaten her safety.

 An operation, they had said. We can’t know anything for sure, they had said, while handing out leaflets about ovarian cancer. Try not to worry, they had said, as Kala and Vika had sat holding the frightening statistics, as Vika had been forced to sign preoperative forms and swab herself with a cotton bud for MRSA.

 ‘Try not to worry ’. As if anything else was even possible.

 The operation was the following day. Vika was to go in that afternoon to be given final checks and monitored before going under general anesthesia, preparing to have an ovary removed. They had been reluctant to perform a full hysterectomy at Vika’s age, although the oncologist had made it clear that if it became necessary, it was still very much on the table.

 “Take what you have to,” Vika had said, with a coldness in her voice that had sent a chill through Kala. “I don’t need any of it that badly.”

 She was hiding behind a mask and it made Kala want to scream.

 And Tor. God, what this had done to Tor.

 For the first week after they’d made love, Kala and Tor had pretended nothing but friendship. Kala had felt like a sixteen-year-old again, sneaking kisses when nobody was around, touching herself at night as an unsatisfactory replacement for Tor’s presence. She had known Vika would feel weird about her being with her brother, and now was not the time for weirdness between them. This could wait.

 Then Vika had surprised them in the bathroom.

 Looking back, it was ridiculous. It was juvenile.

 And it had had the potential to have been even more embarrassing.

 She had just gotten out of the shower and had been combing out her hair in the mirror while wrapped in a towel, when Tor’s face had appeared behind her. Before she’d had time to say or do anything, he’d slid his arms around her waist, pressing a soft kiss to her neck, and Kala had melted.

 She could only be thankful he hadn’t chosen to unfasten her towel when he’d turned her around in his arms.

 “I would say get a room, but I think you’ve already got one.”

 Kala had frozen, afraid to move quickly for fear of losing the towel. Tor had stepped back, standing up straight to face his sister, who had been leaning against the doorframe with arms folded, looking for all purposes like a disapproving teacher—but with a glint in her eye.

 “Vika—”

 “Oh, don’t bother, Tor.” Vika had shaken her head, her blonde hair in a flurry around her forehead. “I could hear the hormones crackling around you two from the day Kala arrived. I was wondering how long it would take for you to say something.”

 “It doesn’t bother you?” Kala had asked.

 A smile had crossed Vika’s face. “As long as you don’t tell me what he likes in bed. I really don’t need to hear that. Apart from that, it’s my best friend and my brother—what’s not to like?”

 And so they’d stopped hiding from Vika, although Kala had made an effort to avoid making eyes over the breakfast table or too much noise at night. There were limits to Vika’s tolerance, after all.

 But Tor… Tor had suffered.

 She had found him sitting in his bedroom, in the living room, staring at walls. Sometimes punching them. He refused to talk, refused to tell anyone how he was feeling. Trying to protect Vika, or her, or himself—it was hard to know—but Kala had left him alone at first, not wanting to push him.

 Even now he was reluctant to talk about it. But he had held her a lot, seeming to work his feelings out that way. Then, one day, he had sighed and hugged her tighter.

 “Oh, baby.”

 She had hugged him back.

 “I know. It’s tough.”

 Tor had sighed again. “Just don’t tell her, yeah?”

 “I won’t.”

 And she hadn’t. Vika would have insisted on being told everything, wanting to help, but Vika was the one sick. She deserved all the care and attention, not to have their own worries put on her.

 She popped her head round the open door into Vika’s room, where Vika was packing a small holdall on the bed.

 “You don’t need to take much, you know. We can bring you anything extra you need.”

 “I know, and I’ll be in a nightie most of the time.” Vika stared down at the bag. “I just don’t want to spend too much time thinking. I’ll panic.”

 Kala glanced over Vika’s shoulder. The holdall was almost completely packed with books.

 “You really need a Kindle.”

 “Bit late now.” Vika shrugged. “Anyway, there’s only one charge point at the bed and I need that for my phone.”

 Kala doubted she would have her phone on charge the whole time, but decided it wasn’t worth debating.

 “Have you got everything?”

 “Think so.” Vika looked down. “And, yeah, I know you’ll be in every day. You can keep me distracted.”

 “You’ll be hitting on every male doctor and nurse in the place. You’ll have plenty of distractions.”

 Vika laughed and Kala joined her, conscious that the laughter was being strangled somewhere in her chest. They were babbling and she knew why.

 Vika was having an operation. For cancer. And they were all terrified.

 Without thinking, she reached out and pulled Vika into a hug.

 “It’ll be okay.”

 “I know.” Vika hugged her back, hard, and Kala let out her breath in a rush.

 It’ll be okay. Focus. It’ll be okay.

 “Tell you one thing,” Vika added as they broke apart. “You need to bring in your story once it’s done. That’ll definitely take my mind off things.”

 “Yeah,” Kala agreed. “That’s a much better image to have in your head. A Bigfoot.”

 Laughing, Vika turned to zip up her bag and Kala’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She dug it out, her mind still full of what Vika had said.

 Her Bigfoot story.

 She’d been working on it non-stop for the past two months. Vika had been pestering her to show it to her the whole time, but Kala had been firm—not until it was finished.

 It was almost finished. A couple of days of edits and it would be ready to go.

 Ready to go.

 The thought of sending that precious file out to publishers made her gut clench. It was her pet project, her baby. To think of publishers— objective publishers, she had to admit—looking at it with a cold eye, finding mistakes, judging it, made her cringe.

 But she had to bite the bullet and get it out there.

 And, Vika being Vika, she would never tell the truth about whether or not it was good. Kala needed fresh eyes on it before she could be sure—and those eyes would have to belong to a publisher.

 She clicked open the email that had appeared on her phone. It was from Niall, an editor for Spiritualise, an online paranormal magazine.

 

Hey, are you still in Norway? Any scope for an article on local myths and legends?

 

A grin spread across Kala’s face. So, not only Mack was interested. It seemed like she would have enough work to keep her going for a while.

 She could stay in Norway for the foreseeable future. Take care of Vika, and—

 As Vika threw her bag over her shoulder, Tor’s voice came from behind them.

 “You ready, Vika?”

 “Yeah, I’ve got everything.” Vika made for the door, slipping past Tor as he stepped to one side. “I’ll go put this in the car.”

 Kala was about to follow her but Tor caught her by the shoulder. She looked up into his concerned face.

 “You okay?”

 “I’m not the one being operated on.”

 “I know that. But we’re all stressed.”

 Kala held his gaze for a moment then let out her breath in a rush. “Yeah. A little. But I’m fine.”

 Tor touched her cheek, tipping her face up toward him, then leaned in and kissed her.

 Oh.

 Kala slid her arms around him, feeling the comfort of his firm body against hers.

 It would be all right. She could stay here with Tor for as long as she liked. She could help with Vika and they could be together.

 At last.

 Me and Tor. My best friend’s brother.

 After all this time. But somehow, his being Vika’s brother no longer mattered. He was Tor and he was hers.

 And the vardøger had brought them together. She would never forget that.

 As their mouths parted, Tor whispered into her hair, “Good to go?”

 “Yeah,” Kala whispered back, smiling. “I’m good.”

 And she was. Because she was here, and Tor was here, and she was loved.

 And all because of the vardøger.

 And somewhere in her head, she was sure she felt something nod in agreement.
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Rain spattered the windows of the café, mist making the sunlight bleak. At a table by the wall a man was sitting with a breakfast tray, a small stack of paper on the seat beside him, oblivious to the sideways glances given by the other customers. His messy beard, tousled brown hair and heavy duffel coat gave him the appearance of a slightly cleaned-up vagrant.

 “This place is too expensive.” Astri Ingebrigtsen dropped her food on the table and sat down across from him, throwing her dark hair back out of her face. “At this price these eggs should be gold-plated.”

 “Get Micke to pay.” Otto grunted, looking down as he dug through his paperwork. “He wanted to stop here.”

 “I did. He moaned.”

 Otto rolled his eyes just as Micke appeared beside him, breakfast in hand. Without a word Micke picked up the papers then dumped them unceremoniously on Otto’s tray before sitting down with his own.

 “Paying for Lise’s too?” Astri asked casually.

 “Get lost,” Micke snapped.

 As Lise joined them with her own food, Astri turned her attention to her breakfast, smiling to herself. Micke was so easy to wind up.

 But God, it had been a miserable week. She cast a rueful glance out of the window to where their trailers sat in the car park, each attached to a Jeep. They were a necessity when they were on a job that required travel, but try as they might, it was impossible to keep them properly warm inside, even with the help of space heaters and extra blankets. 

And this had been a long job. Traveling every day, out hunting every damned night. She was beginning to think it would never be over.

 Otto was spreading a map out on the windowsill, eating his svele one-handed as he ran a finger along the road markings. The shrill ring of a mobile phone cut through the air and he cursed, dropping his fork and burrowing his hand into his coat pocket. 

“Otto here.” He paused. “Not yet. We left Trondheim this morning.”

 Astri exchanged glances with Lise. This sounded important.

 “We should get there around two. We’ve booked ahead. Tell him to wait in our cabin.” Otto hung up the phone and eyed Astri and Lise, who looked back at him innocently.

 “That was Gunther. Our new addition will be meeting us in Orkanger.”

 “What did you say his name was?” Lise asked through a mouthful of bread.

 “Kai. Kai Amundsen.” Otto glared at Micke, who had let out a dismissive snort. “Enough, Micke.”

 “We don’t need more people.” Micke twisted in his seat to face Otto, his mouth twisted in disgust. “Too many of us attracts attention. And we don’t need a greenhorn holding us back.”

 “We’ve been over this. We need his research to capture it.” Otto held up a hand to forestall any further response. “This is not negotiable. Eat.”

 “He’s right, Micke,” Lise cut in. “We’ve been chasing it for weeks. This could mean we finally catch it.”

 Micke slammed his fist on the table, making the cutlery jump. “I do not need some college student to tell me how to do my job. When he’s never in his life caught a tr—”

 “Micke! ” 

About to snap back at Astri, Micke caught her eye and shut his mouth. Astri hastily scanned the room to see if anyone had overheard.

 It didn’t seem like it. A few heads had turned at his outburst, but apparently nobody had picked up on that last dangerous word.

 She glanced through window again at their trailers and Jeeps. It would be so easy for people to work out what they were doing. That film a few years ago had helped throw people off the scent, making the truth much less likely to be believed. But even so, they were hiding in plain sight. It only needed one conspiracy theorist to blow the whole thing wide open.

 Micke kept his head down for the rest of the meal. The rain had eased a little, but the wind hit them in the face like a knife when they opened the door. Automatically, Astri pulled up her hood and fastened her coat. Lise ran across the gravel car park toward their car, her blonde hair streaming behind her like a silk scarf. By the time Astri reached it, the engine was already running, and as she climbed into the passenger seat she felt the warm blast of the heater.

 “What the hell are those two doing?” Lise asked, switching the windshield wipers on. 

Astri squinted through the smeared window to see Otto and Micke standing next to their car, apparently having an argument. Micke was wrestling with his coat, which flailed wildly in the wind, and repeatedly pushing blond strands of hair out of his face.

 “Looks like Micke’s lost the fucking keys again. Let’s just go.”

 Lise nodded, putting the car into gear, and Astri unearthed the GPS from the glove box, fitting it onto the air vent. Their motel was already programmed in. As the screen glowed with their route, Astri leaned back in the seat and let out her breath in a rush.

 God, she hoped this new guy would help them finish this job before they murdered each other.

 

* * * *

 

“Do you think that’s him?”

 It was just after two in the afternoon, and Astri and Lise had finally pulled their car into the car park attached to the motel. One large cabin rose in front of them, obviously the main building, while several smaller wooden cabins stood along the edges of the car park, each with its own deck. In front of one, a young man was seated at a table, scanning the area every few moments.

 “Don’t know.” Astri shrugged. “You go and check us in. I’ll go talk to him.”

 The air was dry, but bitterly cold. As Astri crossed the car park toward the cabin, the young man stood up as if he was expecting her. He was tall, heavily wrapped in a bulky red jacket, blue jeans and black hiking boots. A woolly red hat lay on the table, but his head was bare, blond hair blowing in the wind on top of a pointed face with cool green eyes and tanned skin.

 From the name, Astri guessed he was Norwegian. Good. The last one they’d been sent had been English, and while her English was fairly fluent, trying to translate directions in the midst of the action had been a nightmare.

 “Hei. Is it Kai?”

 “It is.” Kai raised one eyebrow, his mouth curving into a smile. “Is it Astri—or Lise?”

 “Astri. Good to meet you.” Astri took the steps in one bound and accepted his offered hand, looking up at him with a smile.

 Now that she was closer to him, she could see better the planes of his face, how the sunlight—what little there was—struck the angles of his cheekbones and the dimple in his chin. His eyes had a touch of mischief to them. His smile seemed well-used, unusual in a profession like theirs. 

He was looking down at her with a knowing glint in his eyes—s o you’re checking me out, hmm? Astri met his gaze unabashedly. Sure, he was cute, but it had been a long time since she had gotten dressed up and made up for work, and she was damned if she was going to show shame at her own windblown hair and clean face now.

 “So this is the cabin.” She threw a casual eye over the building, noting its air of neatness and cleanliness. “Nice.”

 “It’s not bad. Three singles, a twin, living room and en suite. Need help with your gear?”

 “I won’t say no.”

 The cabin was more attractive inside than Astri had expected. As she dropped her backpack and case on the bed, she glanced approvingly at the varnished wood walls and woolen rug. It was better than most of the places they stayed in, and considerably more so than the trailer.

 Lise passed and high-fived her on her way out, dragging a case behind her. Out on the deck, Kai had sat back down at the table and, from somewhere unnoticed, produced three bottles of beer.

 “I don’t want to know where you were hiding those.”

 “Somewhere cold.” Kai raised his beer in a salute as Astri sat down. “And more to follow. I bet you could use it.”

 “You bet right.” Astri saluted him back and took a long, satisfying gulp from the bottle.

 “So how did you get into all this anyway?” Kai glanced across at the trailer. “I haven’t met many women in your line of work.”

 “How many people have you met in my line of work?”
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