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      The hotel shuttle bus hummed through the afternoon gloom, its headlights cutting through the swirling snow as Elsa Berg pressed her face to the frosted window. Each kilometre north from Kittilä Airport felt like travelling backwards through time, away from her constructed Stockholm life and towards something she'd spent ten years trying to forget.

      Elsa noticed the other passengers chatting in various languages, their voices creating a gentle hum that should have been soothing. Instead, Elsa gripped her phone tighter, scrolling through Tobias's irritated messages without reading them.

      'Spectacular, isn't it?' said the elderly woman beside her, nodding towards the snow-laden pines that blurred past the window. 'This is my first time in Lapland. Are you here for the skiing?'

      'Not exactly,' Elsa replied, grateful for the distraction. 'Just visiting friends.'

      'How lovely. I'm hoping to see the Northern Lights whilst I'm here. Although the weather doesn’t look promising,’ The woman eyed the grey sky.

      Elsa murmured agreement, though her mind was elsewhere. Somewhere ahead, in the warm lights of the hotel that were just beginning to appear through the trees, Victor Andersson was waiting. Not waiting for her, of course — he didn't even know she was coming. However, she knew tomorrow she would have to confront him, the first time since Helsinki. Since the tragedy that shattered her world.

      The Hotel Äkäslompolo materialised through the swirling snow like something from a fairy tale, its warm lights a welcome beacon against the brief Arctic afternoon. As the bus pulled up to the entrance, Elsa's hands trembled — though whether from the temperature or nerves, she couldn't say.

      'Elsa!' A familiar voice called out as she stepped into the hotel lobby, and she turned to see Mikael Andersson approaching with arms outstretched. Ten years had been kind to him — he looked relaxed, happy, the lines around his eyes speaking of laughter rather than stress.

      'Mikael.' She accepted his embrace, breathing in the familiar scent of his cologne. 'You look wonderful. Marriage suits you.'

      'Happiness suits me,' he corrected with a grin. 'I can't believe you're here. After all these years of Christmas cards and promises to visit...'

      'I know, I know. Life got complicated.' She gestured, encompassing her Stockholm existence, her legal career, everything that had kept her away from Finland — and from the memories this place held.

      'And your boyfriend? Tobias?' Mikael's eyes moved past her shoulder, searching the small group of guests still collecting their luggage.

      'He's coming. Work crisis.' The lie came easily. She found explaining the truth — that she’d needed those few hours alone to prepare herself for what was coming — too complicated.

      Mikael's expression grew more serious. 'Elsa, I should mention — '

      'Victor will be here.' She cut him off, surprised by how steady her voice sounded. 'I assumed he would be. He's your brother, after all.'

      'He's my best man,' Mikael observed her. 'I wasn't sure if you knew. I’m sorry if f that’s a problem — '

      'It's not a problem.' Another lie, but what was the alternative? She'd already made the journey, already disrupted her life to be here for one of her oldest friends. 'It was a long time ago, Mikael. We're both adults now.'

      Relief flooded his features. 'Good. That's... good. Because I was worried — ' He paused, then seemed to decide. 'Oh, and Kat and I are having a small pre-wedding dinner this evening. Nothing formal, just close friends and family. We'd love for you and Tobias to join us, if he makes it in time.'

      Elsa felt her stomach drop. A pre-wedding dinner meant hours of proximity to Victor, forced conversation, and the pretence of normality. 'That sounds lovely,' she managed.

      'I hope Tobias will make it,' Mikael continued, though there was something in his tone that suggested he wasn't sure about her boyfriend. 'These work emergencies... they have a way of dragging on, don't they?'

      'He'll be here,' Elsa said with more confidence than she felt. 'He promised he wouldn't miss the wedding.'

      'Of course. Well, I should let you get settled.' He was already walking towards the reception desk, but paused. 'Elsa? I'm glad you're here. Whatever happened between you and Victor... I'm glad you didn't let it keep you away.'

      As the lift doors closed behind her, Elsa caught her reflection in the polished metal — pale, apprehensive, but determined. In just a few hours, she might see Victor Andersson again. Tonight she might discover whether the feelings she'd buried were dead, or whether some ghosts were too powerful to stay buried.

      The thought terrified her.

      It also, she admitted, thrilled her.
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      While Elsa prepared herself for the surprise dinner, she thought of seeing Victor again and her tummy flipped. She wasn't prepared to meet him yet. She needed more time and a good night's sleep. The day had been a long one; a busy morning at work, trying to ensure her brief absence wouldn't be noticed. Luckily, while she was in the cab on the way to the airport Stockholm, a text from her assistant, Emma, had assured her.

      ‘Lindqvist meeting confirmed for Monday 9 AM. Anderson case files on your desk. Hope the wedding is lovely! ‘

      Elsa had smiled at Emma's efficiency — after three years, her assistant knew exactly how to keep her life organized even from a distance.

      But the rush to the airport and a long bus journey to the Ylläs resort had left her exhausted. Perhaps she should make an excuse and cancel?

      Tobias, who’d arrived two hours after Elsa, was even more reluctant about attending the dinner than the wedding itself.

      'Do we really have to go to some pre-wedding social gathering too?' he'd complained while adjusting his tie in their hotel room mirror. 'Isn't suffering through the ceremony and reception enough?'

      'It's just dinner, Tobias. Mikael is one of my oldest friends.'

      'A friend you haven't spoken to in years until you bumped into him at that tech thing,' Tobias had countered, his tone dismissive. 'And now suddenly we’ve flown to the middle of nowhere for his wedding to some English girl we've never met.'

      Elsa had felt her jaw tighten, but she'd forced herself to stay calm. 'Her name is Kat, and I've told you why this matters to me.'

      But she hadn’t told him everything. She couldn’t tell him about Victor.

      Tobias reaction made up her mind. If she could handle difficult clients like the unpredictable Finnish tech entrepreneur, she could meet an old flame. Perhaps he too had moved on and was here with a long-standing partner? Mikael hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend earlier, but that was hardly unusual. Even when Elsa and Victor had been together, Mikael had avoided talking about him. The brothers had never seen eye to eye, which is why Elsa was surprised to hear he was Mikael’s best man.

      Elsa decided to forget about Victor and concentrate on her old friend and his happy forthcoming nuptials. She’d hastily reapplied her make-up and noticed with relief it gave her a renewed glow and went some way to hide the dark circles under her eyes. She snapped closed the powder compact and smoothed down the satin skirt which hugged her hips. She'd teamed the ice-blue skirt with a soft baby blue mohair jumper, tucked into the waistband to further show off her figure. The knee-length black block-heeled suede boots completed the look. The effect she hoped was sexy, yet not too obviously so. She didn't want to appear that she'd tried too hard, after all.

      The dinner was held at a traditional building with a steepled roof made of thick logs seemingly in the middle of nowhere. The large sign outside and lights illuminating the contours of the building marked it clearly as a restaurant. Elsa stepped inside and was met with a sudden rush of warmth and a rumble of noise coming from an opening at the far end of the room.

      A woman in a black dress directed her to a room beyond the restaurant where a few tables were filled with diners. Elsa breathed with relief when she saw there was no sign of Victor.

      Tobias's mood hadn't improved during the short taxi ride from their hotel. He'd spent most of the journey checking his phone. When he spoke, he’d made disparaging comments about the 'authentic Finnish wilderness experience.' When they arrived at the log restaurant, his expression suggested he was attending a funeral rather than a celebration.

      'How charmingly rustic,' he muttered under his breath as they were directed to their table, loud enough for the hostess to hear.

      Elsa wanted to disappear into the floor.

      But the atmosphere around them was a joyous one. Kat was warm and bubbly, immediately putting Elsa at ease with her infectious enthusiasm and genuine interest in hearing about Stockholm and Elsa's work. Mikael looked happier than Elsa had ever seen him. His usual quiet demeanour brightened by an obvious contentment that radiated from him whenever he looked at his bride-to-be.

      The other guests were a delightful mix of Kat's London friends and family. There was her mother Simona, brother Daniel, and sister Lily. The gathered guests included some of Mikael's new friends from Lapland, too. Elsa was particularly charmed by Pat and Reg, the older London couple who were investors in Mikael's ski school venture. Their silver hair and warm handshakes reminded her of her beloved grandparents.

      'Where's the best man then?' Daniel, a rather good-looking younger, and more masculine version of Kat asked, glancing around the table with a grin. 'Shouldn't he be here making embarrassing speeches about the groom?'

      Mikael's expression tightened almost imperceptibly. 'Victor's flight was delayed. He'll be here first thing in the morning,' he said.

      'Cutting it rather fine, isn't he?' Kat's mother, Simona, observed with raised eyebrows.

      'He'll be there,' Mikael said, though Elsa caught the note of uncertainty in his voice. 'Our parents are on the same flight, actually. They're staying at the family chalet rather than the hotel.'

      There was something in his tone — a careful neutrality — that suggested this arrangement wasn't entirely his choice.

      'How lovely that they're all coming together,' Kat said brightly, but Elsa noticed the quick glance she exchanged with her fiancé.

      'Yes,' Mikael replied simply, reaching for his wine glass. 'Lovely.'

      The brief silence that followed spoke volumes about family dynamics. Elsa found herself wondering what tensions lay beneath Mikael's diplomatic response. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t relived, though. She would get another few hours’ reprieve before having to confront Victor. Her solace was short lived, however, because Tobias seemed determined to spoil the evening for her.

      When Kat enthusiastically explained their plans for sustainable tourism and Mikael's environmental activism against the proposed mine, Tobias interrupted with a dismissive snort.

      'Sustainable tourism in Lapland?' he said, cutting across Kat mid-sentence. 'That's quite the oxymoron, isn't it? Flying people from around the world to see untouched wilderness rather defeats the purpose.'

      The table fell into an uncomfortable silence. Kat's bright smile faltered slightly, and Elsa saw Mikael's jaw tighten.

      'We're very conscious of our carbon footprint,' Kat replied carefully. 'We encourage guests to stay longer to make their journey worthwhile, and we offset all flights through verified reforestation programs.'

      'How wonderfully naive,' Tobias responded, reaching for his wine glass. 'I'm sure the environment will thank you for that.'

      'Tobias,' Elsa hissed under her breath, but he either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore the warning.

      The situation deteriorated from there. When the conversation turned to local Sami culture and traditions — something clearly close to both Mikael and Kat's hearts — Tobias made a comment about 'playing dress-up for tourists' that left several people at the table visibly offended.

      Kat's younger brother Daniel tried to rescue the conversation by asking Tobias about his work, but even that backfired when Tobias launched into a monologue about criminal law that managed to be both boring and condescending.

      'The problem with idealistic environmental ventures,' he declared while cutting into his reluctantly chosen vegan main course, 'is that they rarely survive contact with economic reality. Good intentions don't pay the bills.'

      'Actually,' Pat said mildly, 'we've found Mikael's business model to be quite sound. The numbers are very encouraging.'

      Tobias gave the older woman a patronising smile.

      'Of course, early investor optimism is always refreshing. The real test comes when you need to scale.'

      Elsa spent most of the dinner apologising with her eyes to everyone at the table, while at the same time trying to deflect or soften Tobias's increasingly inappropriate comments. She watched Mikael's expression grow more strained as the evening progressed, and she caught Kat shooting concerned glances at her fiancé.

      The final straw came during dessert when Kat mentioned how excited she was about their small, intimate wedding ceremony.

      'We wanted something authentic and meaningful,' she said, her eyes sparkling. 'No fuss, just the people who really matter to us in a place that's become so special.'

      'How refreshingly anti-establishment,' Tobias replied dryly. 'Though I suppose when you can't afford a proper wedding, you have to make a virtue of necessity.'

      The silence that followed was deafening. Elsa felt her cheeks burn with humiliation as she saw the hurt flash across Kat's face and the anger tighten Mikael's features.

      'Actually,' Mikael said quietly, his voice carefully controlled, 'we could afford any kind of wedding we wanted. We chose this because it reflects who we are.'

      Tobias shrugged, apparently oblivious to the tension he'd created. 'If you say so.'

      It was Reg who finally saved the evening. He changed the subject to ask about local wildlife and engaging Mikael in a conversation about the area's ecosystem. But the damage had been done. The warm, celebratory atmosphere was replaced by polite but strained conversation, and Elsa spent the rest of the evening waiting for the moment they could gracefully leave.

      When they finally returned to their hotel room, Elsa was too furious and embarrassed to speak.

      Tobias, seemingly unaware of his behaviour, complained about the food and the 'pretentious environmental messaging' until she locked herself in the bathroom to avoid saying something she'd regret.
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      Victor Andersson sat in the front row of the aircraft alone, gazing down at the snowy landscape. They were just about to land at Kittilä airport. He'd made this journey more times than he could remember, but this time was different. This time he'd been dragged more or less against his will to attend his wayward brother's wedding.

      Victor glanced across the aisle, where his father, Erik, and mother, Ulla, sat. Ulla had her eyes closed, but from her rigid sitting position, Victor didn't think she was asleep. She'd been tense throughout the flight, her usual composure strained by what lay ahead. Erik, on the other hand, was engrossed in something on his large iPad — probably reviewing the final environmental impact assessments for the Northern project. With his reading glasses perched at the end of his nose, he could be mistaken for a well-meaning grandfather. Victor knew he was anything but. Erik Andersson was a man who expected results, and Victor had learned long ago that delivering those results made life considerably easier.

      The sun was just at the top of the clouds, a red and orange glow which briefly blinded Victor, before the plane flew through the cloud cover and the runway came into view. Victor glanced at his watch. 8.55 am. They were on time at least. He'd have time to do what his father had asked before he was needed at the church at 11 am.

      The wedding itself would be tedious, Victor knew. His mother had insisted he accept Mikael's invitation to be best man, and Victor had learned not to disappoint her when she truly wanted something. It was easier to comply than to endure the guilt and emotional manipulation that would follow a refusal. Besides, someone had to represent the family properly at this spectacle.

      Outside the airport, Victor and his parents said a brief goodbye. The family dynamics were complicated enough without spending the entire weekend together. Victor would be staying at the hotel with the other guests, while Ulla and Erik had chosen to overnight at the family's luxurious villa.

      Victor saw that the car he'd booked was driven by the same man as usual, which was a relief. Matti would know where to take Victor, and he wasn't chatty. Today, Victor needed to focus on the task Erik had given him  —  a final site assessment before next week’s board meeting. Nothing complicated, just ensuring he was fully briefed on the current status.

      'Can you take me to the site, please,' Victor asked the man after he'd put his bag in the boot and Victor was sitting in the back seat of the large black Mercedes.

      'OK,' the driver replied.

      As they turned away from the airport, Victor noticed the protest banners hanging from shop windows throughout Kittilä. 'NO MINES IN LAPLAND' in both Finnish and English. Some displayed photographs of reindeer and traditional Sami clothing. Victor felt the familiar weary resignation that came with his family name — always someone protesting something, always complications that made simple business more difficult than it needed to be.

      'They've been busy,' Matti, the driver, observed, following Victor's gaze.

      'The protesters?'

      'Your brother's new wife and her friends. They've got people worked up.' Matti's tone was carefully neutral. 'Creates a lot of noise, anyway.'

      Victor nodded absently. Erik had briefed him on the opposition, of course. It was always the same — emotional appeals, carefully selected photographs, people who didn't understand the complexities of modern industrial development. His father would handle the politics; Victor just needed to be informed enough to answer any technical questions that might arise.

      As they drove through the town, Victor mentally catalogued what he saw — the seasonal businesses, the quiet streets, the general sense of a community that could benefit from year-round employment. Not that it was his job to make those judgements. Erik would decide the strategy; Victor would implement whatever was required.

      Twenty minutes later, they reached the site. Victor had Matti wait while he walked to the edge of the proposed excavation area. The morning air was bitingly cold, but he forced himself to spend enough time to make a proper assessment.

      Standing there, Victor mentally reviewed the geological surveys he'd studied. The data was solid — substantial copper deposits, manageable extraction challenges, standard environmental mitigation procedures. Nothing in the reports suggested any significant problems, which meant Monday's board meeting should proceed smoothly.

      He pulled out his phone and took several photographs from different angles, then made notes about the current site conditions. Erik expected thorough preparation, and Victor had learned that attention to detail prevented uncomfortable questions later.

      His phone buzzed with a text from his father: Board meeting moved to Monday. Need your site assessment by tomorrow evening.

      Victor typed back a quick confirmation. The timeline was tight, but manageable. He'd already all but finished the report, all he needed was to amend it in a few places. He’d complete his observations before the wedding and send Erik a comprehensive report.

      Walking back to the car, Victor felt the familiar satisfaction of a task nearly completed. He wasn't passionate about mining the way his father was, but he understood his role in the family enterprise. Do the work competently, avoid unnecessary complications, support Erik's decisions  —  it was a straightforward arrangement that had served him well.

      'Seen enough?' Matti asked as Victor settled back into the Mercedes.

      'For now,' Victor replied, already thinking about his report structure. Technical assessment, environmental considerations, logistical factors  —  Erik would want comprehensive coverage but nothing that raised unnecessary concerns.

      The hotel appeared ahead, and Victor prepared himself for the social performance that lay ahead. Check in, greet the appropriate people, play the role of supportive older brother and dutiful company representative. It wasn't particularly challenging work, just another aspect of his responsibilities.

      In his room, Victor laid out his suit and reviewed his report. It took less time than he’d imagined, so he had a few moments to close his eyes and lay down on the bed.

      An hour later, dressed and ready for his role as best man, Victor caught sight of himself in the full-length mirror. He looked exactly like what he was  —  a competent mining executive doing his job, supporting his family's interests, taking the path that required the least effort and created the fewest problems.

      Today was about getting through Mikael's wedding without incident and maintaining the family's reputation. Simple, manageable objectives that didn't require passion or deep conviction  —  just professional competence and social awareness.

      Standing at the window, looking out at the snow-covered landscape, Victor felt neither satisfaction nor regret. This was simply what was expected of him, and he'd learned long ago that meeting expectations was the most efficient way to live.
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      'For God's sake, Elsa, it's freezing!'

      Elsa heard Tobias's sharp curse as she stepped carefully from the other side of the taxi, his expensive leather shoes evidently sinking into the pristine snow. She emerged more cautiously, her hands trembling — though whether from cold or nerves, she couldn't say. The Ylläs Chapel rose before them like something from a fairytale, its red wooden walls and white-capped spire standing proud against the endless expanse of snow-laden pines. It should have been breathtaking. Instead, all she could feel was the growing knot of dread in her stomach.

      She watched Tobias pull his coat tighter around himself, his breath forming irritated clouds in the frigid morning light as he struggled to find purchase on the icy ground.

      'It's beautiful,' she murmured, more to herself than to Tobias, who was already paying the driver with visible impatience.

      'It's bloody in the middle of nowhere is what it is,' Tobias replied, banging the car door shut with unnecessary force. 'Remind me again why we couldn't just send a gift and stay in Stockholm? I've got the Lindqvist case next week, and I should be preparing — '

      'Because Mikael is one of my oldest friends,' Elsa interrupted, her voice sharper than intended. They'd had this argument three times in Stockholm, and she was exhausted by it. 'I told you that.'

      Tobias' pale blue eyes fixed on her with the same expression he wore when cross-examining a hostile witness. 'One of your oldest friends whom you haven't seen in years. One conversation in a Helsinki bar doesn't exactly constitute a close relationship, Elsa.'

      The taxi pulled away, leaving them standing in the chapel's small car park surrounded by other arriving guests. Elsa watched families emerge from sleek cars, children squealing with delight at the snow, couples laughing as they helped each other navigate the icy path. Everyone seemed to belong here except them.

      Except her.

      'You didn't have to come,' Elsa said quietly, adjusting her fake fur coat and trying to project a confidence she didn't feel. 'I told you I was perfectly capable of travelling alone.'

      'Oh yes, I'm sure you would have loved that,' Tobias's tone was dry, professional.

      The accusation stung because it held a grain of truth. She had been relieved when Tobias initially declined to attend, claiming work commitments. It was only at the last minute that he'd changed his mind. Something about not wanting her to travel alone to 'the middle of nowhere to see people she barely knew.'

      But that wasn't the real reason for his change of heart, and they both knew it.

      'Tobias — ' she began, but he was already walking toward the chapel entrance, his long stride forcing her to hurry to keep up.

      'Let's just get this over with,' he said without looking back. 'Smile, eat whatever plant-based nightmare they're serving, and we can be back in civilisation by tomorrow evening.'

      Elsa felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment as several other guests turned to look at them. Tobias's voice carried in the crisp air, his dismissive tone impossible to miss even if he was speaking Swedish. She wanted to apologise to these strangers, to explain that he wasn't usually this rude, but the words stuck in her throat.

      Because lately, this was exactly how Tobias usually was.

      As they approached the chapel doors, Elsa caught sight of her reflection in the antique glass panels. The ice-blue wrap dress she'd chosen made her eyes look almost emerald, and the fitted coat emphasised her slim figure. She'd taken more care with her appearance this morning than she had in months, telling herself it was simply because it was a special occasion.

      But her heart knew better.

      'Deep breaths,' she whispered to herself, the same words she'd been repeating since waking at four AM in their room, staring at the ceiling while Tobias slept peacefully beside her.

      The chapel doors opened, releasing a wave of warm air scented with pine and melting candle wax. The gentle murmur of conversation drifted out, punctuated by occasional laughter. It sounded welcoming, intimate — everything Tobias would hate.

      'Elsa!' A warm voice called from inside, and she looked up to see Ulla Andersson, Mikael’s mother, now an old woman clad in a dove grey outfit.

      Despite her nerves, Elsa felt herself smiling genuinely for the first time that morning. 'Congratulations. You must be very proud.'

      Ulla smiled with happiness, her greying hair reflecting her outfit. 'Thank you for travelling so far. It means the world to have Mikael's oldest friends here.' Her gaze shifted to Tobias with polite curiosity. 'And you must be...?'

      'Tobias Lundgren,' he replied, extending his hand with the practiced charm he reserved for networking events. 'Elsa's partner. Beautiful ceremony venue — very... authentic.'

      The slight pause before 'authentic' wasn't lost on anyone. Ulla's smile remained fixed, but Elsa caught the flicker of something less welcoming in her eyes.

      'Well, please, come in and get warm,' Ulla said graciously. 'Elsa, Mikael is up at the altar already, but I know he's excited to see you. You'll be seated with us, the family — as the mother of the groom I insist.'

      Elsa's stomach dropped, but she forced a smile, ‘Thank you.'

      'The front pew. Erik should be here soon – .'

      Mikael’s mother glanced through the multi-coloured glass across the car park and along the snow-covered road. ‘I can’t imagine what’s keeping him. Never mind, we’ll go in. Victor is with Mikael until the bride arrives and the ceremony starts, but he’ll be sitting with us too, naturally.’

      The world seemed to tilt slightly. After all these years of wondering, all the sleepless nights and unanswered questions, Elsa was about to see him again. Victor Andersson. The man who had once held her heart in his hands and then inexplicably let it shatter.

      'Elsa?' Tobias's voice seemed to come from very far away. 'Are you alright? You look like you've seen a ghost.'

      She forced herself to breathe, to smile, to appear normal. 'I'm fine. Just... it's warm in here after the cold outside.'

      But as they followed Ulla into the chapel proper, past the rows of wooden pews decorated with white flowers and pine boughs, Elsa's eyes were drawn inexorably toward the altar. And there, standing beside Mikael in a perfectly tailored dark suit, was the man who had haunted her dreams for ten years.

      Victor Andersson had always been tall, but he seemed even more imposing now, his shoulders broader, his presence commanding the space around him. His dark hair was shorter than she remembered, more refined, and there were new lines around his eyes that spoke of maturity and perhaps sorrow. But when he laughed at something Mikael said, throwing his head back in that achingly familiar gesture, Elsa felt her carefully constructed walls begin to crumble.

      He was still beautiful. Still magnetic. Still everything she had tried so hard to forget. If possible the bloody man was even more handsome than he had been ten years ago. His face showed some signs of maturity, with slightly deeper lines around his lips and a few wrinkles in the corners of his eyes. He was two and a half years older than her so would soon be thirty-two. Annoyingly, Elsa still remembered the date of his birthday, 15 April. A spring baby while she was born just before Christmas, 23 December.

      He looked tanned, which made his blonde hair look even lighter. He was wearing a dark blue suit and a dusty pink shirt with a flamboyant flower-patterned tie.

      'Elsa?' Tobias's voice was sharp now, demanding attention. 'I asked you a question.'

      She tore her gaze away from Victor, her heart hammering against her ribs. 'I'm sorry, what?'

      Tobias's pale eyes narrowed as he followed her previous line of sight.

      'I asked if that's your friend Mikael up there. The groom.'

      His gaze lingered on Victor with undisguised suspicion.

      'And I suppose that's his brother? The one who's making you act so strange?'

      'I'm not acting strange,' Elsa said quickly, too quickly. 'I just... I haven't seen any of them in years. It's emotional.'

      But Tobias wasn't fooled. After three years together, he knew her tells — the way she touched her throat when she was nervous, the slight breathiness in her voice when she was hiding something. His expression grew colder, more calculating.

      'Funny,' he said as they were directed toward the front of the chapel. 'You never mentioned knowing the best man. Just the groom. One would think that if you'd known the whole family, you might have mentioned it before.'

      Elsa didn't trust herself to respond. Because how could she possibly explain? How could she tell Tobias that Victor Andersson had been her first love, her first heartbreak, the standard by which she had measured every relationship since? How could she admit that she had specifically avoided mentioning him because even saying his name aloud still had the power to make her chest ache with remembered pain?

      As they approached the front pew, Ulla Andersson made her way in first, followed by Tobias and lastly Elsa.

      'Mikael will be so pleased you're here. Victor too, I'm sure.'

      As if summoned by his name, Victor chose that moment to glance toward the pews. His gaze went across the assembled guests in a casual sweep that stopped abruptly when it reached Elsa's face.

      For a heartbeat that felt like an eternity, time seemed suspended. Victor's expression shifted through half a dozen emotions — surprise, recognition, something that might have been longing, and then carefully controlled neutrality. But his hands, Elsa noticed, trembled slightly as he adjusted his colourful tie.

      She felt Tobias stiffen beside her, his lawyer's instincts picking up on the charged atmosphere even if he didn't understand its source.

      'Well,' Tobias said, his voice deceptively mild. 'This should be interesting.'

      And as Victor's gaze finally slid away from hers, leaving her feeling both bereft and relieved, Elsa couldn't help but agree. The next few hours were going to test every defence she had spent ten years building.

      She only hoped they would be enough.

      Just then, a loud sound, like the clattering of a coins on the floor of the chapel filled the air.

      The golden band rattled against the stone floor of the church, the sound echoing through the silence like a gunshot. Elsa watched it land at her feet. Victor scramble to retrieve it, his face flushed with embarrassment. His eyes met hers and he said, ‘I’m sorry.’

      Suddenly she was eighteen again, standing in the doorway of her university apartment.
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      ‘Elsa, I can explain — '

      Victor's voice had cracked the same way it did now, that telltale tremor that meant he'd been caught in something he couldn't easily untangle. But back then, it wasn't a wedding ring slipping from nervous fingers. It was her heart slipping from his careless hands.

      She'd come home early from her summer internship at the law firm, excited to surprise him with news of a potential job offer in Stockholm. The apartment had been too quiet, Victor's usual music absent, and she'd found him in their bedroom, not alone.

      Not with another woman — that would have been simpler, cleaner. Instead, she'd found him rifling through her desk drawer, her private letters scattered across their bed like autumn leaves. Letters from her father, detailing their family's precarious financial situation. Letters she'd never shown Victor because she'd been too proud, too afraid he'd see her differently.

      ‘These are private,’ she'd whispered, her hands shaking as she gathered the papers.

      ‘Elsa, please. I wasn't — I didn't mean to — ’

      He'd reached for her then, his expensive watch catching the light. The same watch his father had given him for his twenty-first birthday, worth more than her family made in six months.

      ‘You didn't mean to what? Read my personal correspondence? Discover that my father's been working three jobs just to keep our flat in Töölö?’

      Victor's face had crumpled, and for a moment she'd seen the boy beneath the privilege, lost and genuinely sorry.

      ‘I was looking for your passport. Mum wanted to know if you could come to the summer house for — '

      ‘Without asking me first?’ The words had come out sharper than intended, but the violation felt complete. ‘You went through my private things to check my availability for your mother?’

      ‘It's not like that.’

      But his protest had been weak, and they both knew it.

      She'd stood there, clutching the letters that detailed her father's pride in her scholarship, his sacrifices to give her opportunities he'd never had, his quiet worry about making ends meet. Letters that revealed everything Victor's family would never understand — the weight of being the first in your family to attend university, the pressure of representing not just yourself but everyone who'd believed in you.

      ‘Did you read them all?’ she'd asked quietly.

      Victor's silence had been answer enough.

      ‘The one where Dad talks about selling his car to help with my textbooks? The one where he mentions taking extra shifts at the factory so I wouldn't have to get a job during term?’

      Her voice had grown steadier with each revelation, even as her heart had been breaking.

      ‘Tell me, Victor, what did you think when you read about how my family scrimps and saves while yours debates whether to summer in Tuscany or the French Riviera?’

      ‘Elsa, I love you. Your family's situation doesn't matter to me — '

      ‘Doesn't matter?’ The words had exploded from her. ‘It's everything that matters! It's who I am, where I come from, why I work twice as hard as everyone else in my class!’

      He'd stepped toward her then, his hands outstretched, and she'd noticed his manicured nails, his soft palms that had never known manual labour. Everything about him suddenly seemed to highlight the distance between their worlds.

      ‘I want to help,’ he'd said desperately. ‘My family has money. We could — '

      ‘What? Pay off my father's debts? Buy me a new family that fits better with yours?’

      She'd shaken her head, tears finally coming.

      ‘You don't understand. I gave you a key so that you can get in easily, without having to constantly press the buzzer downstair. Not to violate my trust. Worse — you did it so casually. Like my privacy, my family's dignity, was just an inconvenience to work around.’
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      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Victor muttered, finally grasping the ring from right by her feet and straightening up, his face red with mortification as the wedding guests shifted restlessly.

      Elsa blinked, the church coming back into focus. Twenty-two years old or thirty-one, some things about Victor Andersson never changed. Still fumbling when it mattered most. Still that same helpless expression when he realised he'd overstepped a boundary he hadn't even known existed.

      But this time, it wasn't her heart he'd dropped.

      This time, she was just a guest at someone else's wedding, watching the man who'd once held her future in his hands struggle with a simple gold band.

      The irony wasn't lost on her.

      Elsa forced herself to chat quietly to Ulla and Tobias, ignoring Victor, who was now standing with his head bent next to Mikael at the altar. After the incident with the ring, the brothers had hardly exchanged a word. Mikael had a brief, sharp conversation with Victor. Since then, they’ve been as still as statues.

      Being in such close proximity with Victor was stirring emotions in Elsa she had long buried and didn’t wish to relive. She was glad he had his back to her now, although she found herself taking in his shape, the muscular arms visible through his dark suit. Images of herself wrapped around those threatened to enter her mind, but she brushed such thoughts away.

      Instead, she caught the eye of Mikael, who standing nervously next to his brother, as he glanced back towards the entrance of the small church. She smiled at him, and he nodded a silent greeting.

      Elsa couldn’t be happier for her school friend. Five months ago, when they bumped into each other in a bar in Helsinki, she was amazed to find that Mikael lived up in Lapland. And that he was getting married to a girl from London!

      Elsa had been waiting for a client, an owner of a start-up which just been offered an eye-watering deal by the Stockholm-based gaming company she worked for. As usual for the young entrepreneur, he was late for the meeting. Elsa only had 48 hours in Helsinki, attending Slush, a venture capital show which was favoured by geeks. It was Elsa’s last night. She and Mikael briefly exchanged important news: his upcoming marriage and her life in Stockholm with her boyfriend, Tobias, a fellow lawyer.

      Mikael had been in town to tie up some loose ends.

      ‘I’ve sold all my shares in the family firm. It’s all behind me now!’ He’d said, beaming. Some wrinkles had appeared around his eyes and mouth, and his posture was slightly better. Otherwise, he looked exactly as he did in Maths class.
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