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To all my Swedish friends.








CHAPTER ONE










AURORA SIGHED AND rubbed a hand across her eyes, then peered at her smartwatch and moaned. Still another three hours to go on her shift. She hated manning the front desk. It was a thankless task, filled with endless paperwork and fielding numerous phone calls from concerned citizens about the dog that’d been barking for hours next door, or the teenager on the e-scooter riding without a helmet on the footpath right beside their house. But as the newest rookie in the Luleå police department, she didn’t get a lot of say . She was so tired she could lay her head down right here on the desk and close her eyes and—


The front door flew open, admitting a blast of arctic air and a man with desperation written all over his face.


He wasn’t her type at all. He was too… Handsome. Confidant. With a self-assured swagger. He was an alpha male, and she just wasn’t into all that testosterone-fueled brashness. She much preferred the quieter, contemplative type. Men who had a sensitive side 






* * *


Why can’t you be more like your brother. His father didn’t actually say the words, but they hung in the air like a bad smell anyway.





First the did an amazing dog-sled ride, then returned back to the Barbecue Hut for lunch and coffee. Than Jiro decided to do the sauna and ice plunge experience, while his father was content to stay and look at the reindeer.













CHAPTER TWO










NIKKI STOPPED WALKING, captivated by the beautiful vista of the frozen lake surrounded by snow-capped fir trees spread out in front of her. Despite her fluffy bathrobe, the freezing air chilled her skin, causing goosebumps to erupt across her body. Cold didn’t begin to describe the temperature; it was well below freezing. Every frosty breath of air she drew into her lungs was painful, and she could feel the tip of her nose turning pink, even though the short walk between the house and the sauna at the bottom of the garden was only a hundred yards or so.


She took a few more steps, and pulled open the door to the little red wooden hut, plunging inside with a gasp of relief. The heat was a sudden, intense contrast to the cold outside, hitting her like a brick wall. Nikki had lit the stove in the tiny sauna an hour ago, to make sure the hut reached the correct temperature, and right now the little thermometer said 77C. Which was just about perfect.


Kicking off her fleece-lined boots, she hesitated a second before untying the knot on her robe. There was no one around for miles, but Nikki still glanced self-consciously out the window before slowly removing her garment and hanging it neatly on the hook at the back of the door, leaving her standing naked in the middle of the hut.


The Swedes were so open about taking a sauna nude, they’d grown up with it all their lives, it was part of their culture. But in the face of their nonchalance, she could admit how much of a prude she really was. In this isolated little house, she was completely alone, however, and so decided to give it a try. It was her last day here, so why not indulge herself?


Nikki was grateful no one else was around to pass judgment on her body. She’d always been slender, but with all the stress of her job over the past few months and her recent relationship breakup—Bradley’s revelation that he was in love with someone else had broken something inside her, especially when he’d walked out and left as if she meant nothing to him—she was teetering on the edge of being too skinny. So skinny her hip bones were almost protruding through her jeans, and her arms had begun to appear skeletal. At least these ten days in the snowy wilderness where all there was to do was eat and read and take long walks through the forest had helped her gain back a few of those lost pounds.


Feeling decidedly empowered with her newfound shamelessness, Nikki used a cute wooden cup to pour water over the hot stones on top of the stove and settled herself down onto the carefully folded towel she’d placed on the bench seat earlier. With a sigh, she pinned her long hair into a loose knot, leaned her head back against the wooden wall, closed her eyes, and let the hot steam envelop her. Why had it taken her so long to discover the appeal of a sauna? So good for the skin, so good for her mental health as well. Relaxation wasn’t something that came easily to Nikki, but the heat of the sauna definitely helped to burn away some of that built-in stress. She was still working up to the idea of a roll in the snow or an ice plunge afterwards. The well-documented health benefits of cold therapy couldn’t outweigh her abhorrence of icy water, not in her mind anyway.


After luxuriating in the steam for a few moments, she opened her eyes so she could stare out the window. Could this place be any more beautiful and serene? She’d be thanking Tammy for recommending this little holiday hut as a getaway after the intense few weeks they’d spent working together almost night and day. Lost in the wilds of the Swedish forests, she couldn’t have picked a more perfect place. It was midwinter, and this far north, the sun merely skimmed the horizon instead of rising properly, turning the sky wonderful pale mauves and oranges, colors she’d love to capture in a painting, if only she were an artist. It would be dark by mid-afternoon, but Nikki didn’t mind; it gave her an excuse to curl up on the couch and read another of the many books she’d found in the well-stocked library.
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