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      The mahogany door to Professor Whitmore's office on Edinburgh University's George Square had always been imposing, but today it felt like the entrance to an execution chamber. Lily Wootton smoothed her red hair behind her ears and knocked, her first-class degree certificate still warm in her bag alongside the essay she'd spent months perfecting.

      'Come in.'

      Margaret Whitmore sat behind her desk like a queen holding court, her silver hair pulled into its usual severe chignon. The office overlooked the cobbled square where golden leaves drifted down from the ancient trees, their quiet beauty a stark contrast to the gravity Lily sensed in the room.

      'Lily, dear. Do sit down.' The professor's smile was the sort reserved for delivering bad news gently. 'I'm afraid I have some rather disappointing information about the Research Assistant position you’ve applied for.'

      Lily perched on the edge of the uncomfortable chair, her heart already sinking. 'Has the decision been delayed?'

      'Oh no, the decision has been made.' The older woman steepled her fingers. 'I'm afraid it's gone to young Sebastian Whitmore-Hayes. Brilliant boy, really. His essay on "Economic Structures in Regency England" was simply inspired.'

      The surname hit Lily like a slap. Whitmore-Hayes. He was in the same year as her. An arrogant boy with a crop of unruly blond hair and a nonchalant manner. He’d struggled through his undergraduate degree, often asking for Lily’s help with feminist terminology used by Professor Whitmore herself.

      'I see.' Lily's voice sounded remarkably steady. 'Your nephew.'

      'Well, yes, but that's entirely irrelevant. Academic decisions are made purely on merit.' Professor Whitmore's tone suggested the conversation was over. 'Sebastian's work simply demonstrated the kind of rigorous analysis this project requires.'

      'May I ask what made his application stronger than mine?'

      Something flickered in the professor's eyes. 'Well, your work on love and social mobility was... charming, Lily. But perhaps a bit lightweight for such a prestigious appointment. Academic rigour requires moving beyond emotional interpretations to examine harder evidence.'

      Lightweight. Charming.

      The words that had followed Lily throughout her academic career, no matter how many modules she’d passed with over 70% grades or how many professors praised her original thinking.

      'I'm curious,' Lily said, her voice still unnaturally calm, 'did Sebastian's essay include any analysis of marriage patterns as instigators of social change?'

      'Why, yes, actually. Quite insightful of him to make those connections.'

      Lily opened her bag and pulled out her own essay, flipping to page twelve. 'Connections like this one?' She read aloud: “Marriage becomes the ultimate promoter of social fluidity, where individual choice challenges inherited privilege." That's my exact wording, Professor Whitmore. From the draft I submitted to you three months ago.'

      The silence stretched until it became unbearable. Professor Whitmore's composure never wavered, but her expression grew cold.

      'I'm sure any similarities are coincidental, Lily. These ideas aren't particularly original – many scholars have examined marriage in historical contexts.'

      'Of course they have.' Lily closed the proposal and slipped it back into her bag. 'How silly of me to think I'd had an original thought.'

      She stood, legs steadier than they had any right to be.

      'Thank you for your time, Professor Whitmore. And your... mentorship.'

      

      The autumn wind cut through her coat as she emerged onto George Square, but Lily barely noticed. She walked without direction through Edinburgh's Old Town, where couples wandered hand-in-hand, her mind replaying every encouraging comment, every piece of guidance, every moment she'd believed Professor Whitmore valued her work.

      Stupid.

      That's what she'd been. Too trusting to think merit mattered more than family connections. Naive to believe her passion for her subject would be seen as strength rather than weakness. Foolish to trust someone who'd been feeding her ideas to her own nephew while dismissing Lily's intelligence as 'charming'.

      The night train to London was a retreat, though she had to make it in an uncomfortable seat rather than a luxurious – and expensive – sleeper cabin. She watched Edinburgh's spires disappear behind her as she fled south to lick her wounds. By the time she reached her mother's cramped one-bedroom flat in Camden, Lily was hollowed out, like a rare first edition with all the pages torn out and just the fragile covers left intact.

      'Darling!' Simona appeared in the tiny hallway wearing a silk dressing gown, her reading glasses pushed up onto her head and a stack of German legal documents in her hand. The flat was even smaller than Lily remembered, every surface cluttered with her mother's translation work. 'How did it go? Are we celebrating?'

      Lily peered at her mother's expectant face, acutely aware of the sofa bed that would be her home for the foreseeable future, and the last of her composure gave way.

      'Not exactly.'

      'Oh, sweetheart.' Simona set down the papers on the kitchen counter of the open-plan living space, her expression shifting to professional sympathy.

      'Well, these things happen for a reason. Perhaps it's time to consider something more... practical? My friend Caroline has a son, James, who has been made partner at his law firm. A lovely boy, terribly successful. I could arrange…’

      Lily's jaw tightened. Things didn't 'happen for a reason'. They happened because people like Professor Whitmore chose nepotism over merit, because systems protected the privileged while dismissing hard work as 'charming'. She'd earned that research assistant position. Sebastian Whitmore-Hayes had stolen it.

      'Mum, please. Not now.'

      'I'm only trying to help, darling. You can't live in romantic fantasies forever. James is very down-to-earth, good prospects, and Caroline says he's ready to settle down with someone special.'

      Someone special – code for someone who wouldn't embarrass him at work functions, someone who'd given up foolish academic dreams for something sensible. Not the sort who thought studying love stories constituted serious academic work, presumably. And certainly not the sort who had recently lost a promising role in academia and was now facing months of sleeping on her mother's sofa while job-hunting.

      Lily perched on the edge of the sofa, surveying the cramped space that would be her world for the foreseeable future. Through the thin walls, she could hear her mother's voice on the phone, probably discussing translation rates with a client in rapid German. The constant hum of Simona's work-from-home life – the phone calls, video conferences, the printer churning out documents at all hours – had been suffocating enough in a larger flat when Lily was eighteen. The thought of enduring it now in this tiny space, while job-hunting and pretending she wasn't devastated, felt unbearable.

      Her phone buzzed with a WhatsApp message, and Lily's heart lifted slightly when she saw Kat's name. Her sister had an uncanny ability to message at exactly the right moment.

      Lily! Hope you're not drowning in job applications and being terribly sensible about your future, because I have a proposal that's completely mad and absolutely perfect for you...

      Lily curled up on the sofa that would be her bed for months to come, Professor Whitmore's betrayal still burning in her chest. But for the first time in hours, something that might have been hope flickered alongside the hurt.

      Sometimes, she thought, the universe knew exactly when you needed an escape route.
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      Lily hauled her battered suitcase off the belt at Kittilä airport and turned towards the exit, scanning the small building for Mikael, who’d promised to come and meet her. As she manoeuvred through the small crowd, Lily's heart raced with a mix of excitement and apprehension. The anticipation of reuniting with her sister and brother-in-law in the enchanting wilderness of Äkäslompolo filled her with a sense of belonging she hadn't felt in a long time.

      ‘Lily, how lovely to see you!’ Mikael enveloped her in a bear hug, much like those her brother Daniel gave her.

      With each step, the familiar scent of pine trees mingled with the crisp Arctic air, sending a wave of nostalgia through Lily. It was less than eight months since she’d been here, a guest at their wedding. It had been a happy occasion in a magical setting, marred only by her own stupid mistake – sleeping with Joak. She was beginning to collect them, she thought, as she remembered the reason she’d jumped at the chance to escape London. Taking Mikael’s arm while he carried her suitcase, Lily decided to forget about Professor Whitmore and her obvious nepotism, as well as her embarrassing night with Joak. Lily was here to relax, enjoy her sister and brother-in-law’s company, and recharge in the silence and natural beauty of Lapland.

      Lily watched the intense blue of the Arctic twilight in the soft glow of the streetlights as Mikael led her towards the car. The cool air nipped at her cheeks, a sharp contrast to the warmth of the reunion. As they reached the car, Lily vowed silently to immerse herself in the present moment and let go of the past mistakes and uncertainties that gnawed at her.

      Mikael drove towards the small village of Äkäslompolo, while Lily’s gaze flitted from the cosy cabins with porch lanterns and glowing windows to the birches burnished gold against the dark spruces. The quiet lights and autumn colours steadied her, a small balm to her restless soul.

      ‘How is Kat? She told me on the phone she’s tired all the time?’ Lily asked Mikael, who was concentrating on the darkening road.

      ‘Yeah, and sick every morning,’ Mikael said, smiling at Lily. In that brief flash, Lily saw happiness at their news, as well as tender concern for her sister’s well-being.

      ‘We’re hoping it’s not that condition your princess had. What’s her name?’

      Lily thought for a moment, then she understood who Mikael meant. ‘Oh, Kate, Princess of Wales.’

      ‘Yeah, Kat told me Kate had been sick for nine months, which sounds horrific.’

      ‘I’m sure Kat will be OK. You’re both happy with the news, right?’

      ‘I couldn’t be happier,’ Mikael replied, a soft glow of pride illuminating his features as he navigated the winding road to Äkäslompolo. Lily noticed a mix of emotions flicker across his face – joy, anticipation, and perhaps a hint of nervousness at the responsibilities looming ahead.

      As Mikael navigated the winding road, Lily couldn't help but feel a surge of happiness for her sister and brother-in-law. The news of Kat's pregnancy was a beacon of hope in the midst of uncertainty, a promise of new beginnings and shared joys. It also stirred a longing in Lily, a silent ache for the kind of deep connection and unwavering support that she’d seen between Kat and Mikael at the wedding.

      

      'Lily, you have no idea how wonderful it is to see you!' Kat flung herself at her younger sister and held her tight.

      'Let her take her boots and coat off first,' Mikael said, his smile twinkling with love for his wife.

      'OK, OK, I'm just so excited!'

      After Lily had shed her outer clothing, Kat directed her sister to a plush corner sofa in a spacious living/dining room. Lily took in her surroundings. From the outside, the place had appeared like a fairytale cottage with its steepled roof and lights strung along the eaves. Inside, it was cosy and inviting, with a crackling fire in the stone hearth casting a warm glow over the room. The smoky scent of the open fire and coffee mingled in the air, creating a comforting atmosphere.

      Kat sank into the sofa next to Lily with a tired sigh, a hand resting protectively on her slightly rounded belly. Mikael was bustling in the kitchen, pots clanging.

      Soon they were sitting at the table, enjoying a delicious vegetable stew. Mikael offered Lily some wine and poured sparkling water into Kat's glass.

      'This is the only thing that keeps my tummy settled,' Kat sighed, viewing the food with suspicion.

      'You poor love! Now I'm here, I'm going to look after you. Tell me what I can do!' Lily said, squeezing her sister's hand resting on the table.

      She noticed Kat glance at Mikael.

      There was a brief silence while her sister and brother-in-law took a swig of their drinks.

      ‘Actually, there is something you could help with,’ Mikael said, his eyes moving between his wife and Lily.

      Kat leant forward and peered into Lily’s face. ‘Only if you’re up for it. The disappointment with the research assistant job must have hit you hard, so if you’d rather chill, go for hikes and have fun, we understand.’

      ‘I’ll do anything!’ Lily said.

      She was determined to help Kat in any way she could. She noticed Mikael’s expression held a glint of hope, while beside her, Kat's face was a mix of concern and a flicker of something akin to relief. The disappointment of losing the research assistant position, which she knew would have launched her own academic career, still consumed her. But faced with the opportunity to be of use to her big sister, who was so pale and exhausted by her pregnancy, gave Lily a new purpose. Whatever that help entailed.

      Mikael shared a look with Kat before turning back to Lily. ‘It's the Ruskamarkkinat, the Autumn Fair. Kat was heavily involved in it last year, but she’s not up to it now, which leaves us short-staffed.’ Mikael placed his arm around Kat’s shoulders. ‘It’s aligned with the Ruska Marathon, so we get visitors from all over the world. We need all the help we can get to make sure it's a success.’

      ‘Oh, I see.’ Lily had anticipated accompanying her sister on visits to the health centre, or perhaps helping Mikael with the marketing of the ski school before the season began.

      Their faces fell at her less-than-enthusiastic reaction to their suggestion.

      ‘What exactly would helping at the fair involve?’ Lily asked quickly, her eyebrows furrowing. She wanted to help but needed more information before diving into the event, although it did pique her interest.

      Mikael leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘Well, there are various sections that need assistance. There's the traditional market, where local artisans sell their crafts, a food section showcasing the region's delicacies, and entertainments scheduled throughout the day.’

      Lily's mind raced with possibilities. The idea of immersing herself in the local culture and contributing to such an event might be more interesting than she first thought. ‘What would you need me to do specifically?’ she asked, her gaze shifting between Mikael and Kat. She could sense the weight of the situation, the urgency in their faces as they thought about how to involve her.

      Mikael leaned forward, his expression earnest. ‘We could use your help with the international marketing, especially with the English text. Your organisational skills and attention to detail would also be invaluable.’

      Kat nodded in agreement, hope evident in her smile. ‘And with your passion for history and understanding of human behaviour, you could provide a unique perspective that will breathe new life into the fair.’

      Lily nodded as they told her more about the event. The Autumn Fair sounded like a community treasure, a blend of tradition and celebration that she found herself eager to be a part of.

      ‘I'm in,’ Lily declared. She could sense the relief in Kat's face and the gratitude in Mikael's

      ‘Thank you, Lily. Your help means the world to us.’
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      The view from Lily's window in the morning was breathtaking. Her room had a huge vista overlooking a small lake, where a thin layer of mist hung over the dark water. All around, the forest was ablaze with bright colours, from deep reds, pale yellows, and dark greens to vibrant oranges. Lily opened the window to get a better look and was greeted with a deep chill. But the view was so beautiful that she didn't want to shut it out. She wrapped herself in the thick duvet and sat gazing out into the Lapland morning. Slowly the mist lifted and the steel-coloured lake, with the tip of the Ylläs fell beyond it, came into view. Lily spotted a few specks of snow on the mountain, where the pistes would soon be. All the Ruska colours were now reflected on the inky surface of the lake, as if someone was holding a mirror up to the trees. Suddenly, a clattering noise erupted from the lake, and she spotted a pair of swans taking off. And then, birdsong was everywhere. Lily wasn't very knowledgeable about the different species, and she resolved to find out more. There must be lots of information online about local birds in this region, she thought.

      Rapid steps, as if someone was running in the hallway, interrupted her thoughts. She heard the door to the bathroom opposite her room fly open and shut with a bang. Then she heard retching noises through the door.

      Poor Kat, she thought, and closed the window. Time for her to help her big sister. She was glad she’d agreed to lend a hand with the annual fair, not only to help Kat and Mikael out, but also because she badly needed to find a purpose. Even if it was for a limited time.

      While Lily got dressed, she wondered what the day would bring. She was due to meet the other Autumn Fair volunteers at the site today.

      By the time she emerged from her room, freshly showered and dressed in jeans and a thick jumper, Kat was curled up on the sofa with a blanket, looking pale but determined. Mikael was hovering nearby with a mug of ginger tea.

      'I'm fine,' Kat said before Lily could ask. ‘One of those mornings. It comes and goes.'

      'Are you sure you don't want me to stay with you?' Lily asked, sitting on the edge of the sofa.

      'Absolutely not. I'll probably sleep most of the day anyway.' Kat managed a weak smile. 'Besides, you're doing me a huge favour by helping with the fair. I feel terrible that I can't be more involved this year.'

      'Don't be daft,' Lily said, squeezing her sister's hand. 'You're growing a human. That's enough involvement for anyone.'

      

      Mikael's truck was warm, the heater blasting, and they drove through the winding roads towards the event site. The Ruska colours were more spectacular in daylight, the morning sun turning everything golden.

      'So, what's the setup like?' Lily asked, watching the landscape roll past.

      'It's held in a clearing outside the village centre,' Mikael explained. 'Near the community hall. There's a small stage for entertainment, and we section off areas for different types of stalls: crafts, food, children's activities. The marathon route runs past the site, so we get a lot of foot traffic from spectators.'

      'How many stalls are we talking about?'

      'Usually around forty, give or take. Local producers mostly. There’ll be reindeer products, handicrafts, cloudberry jam, smoked fish. Some people come from as far as Rovaniemi to sell their wares.' He glanced at her. 'The coordinator will explain everything better than I can. He's been running community events here for years.'

      Something in Mikael's tone made Lily curious, but before she could ask, they pulled into a car park beside a large wooden building. The clearing beyond was already bustling with activity – people marking out spaces with stakes and string, carrying timber, directing a small digger that was levelling the ground.

      'Come on,' Mikael said, climbing out. 'I'll introduce you.'

      They walked across the damp grass, Lily's boots squelching slightly. The air smelled of pine and woodsmoke, and she could hear the sound of hammering somewhere nearby. As they approached a cluster of people gathered around a folding table covered in plans and clipboards, Mikael raised his hand in greeting.

      'Morning! Everyone, this is Lily, Kat's sister. She's volunteered to help with the coordination.'

      Several faces turned towards her – friendly, weather-worn, curious. But Lily's attention caught on one figure standing slightly apart from the group, studying a set of plans with intense concentration.

      He was tall, dark-haired, wearing worn jeans and a thick flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves despite the autumn chill. When he looked up, Lily's stomach dropped.

      Those eyes. That face. The way he held himself with that particular combination of confidence and guardedness.

      It was him. Joak. The man from Kat's wedding. The one night that was supposed to stay buried and put down to too much champagne and celebratory joie de vivre.

      For a moment, neither of them moved. His expression shifted through surprise, recognition, and something Lily couldn't read before settling into careful neutrality.

      'Joak Lindström,’ Mikael said, seemingly oblivious to the sudden tension. 'This is Lily Wootton. Lily, this is Joak. He's the coordinator.'

      Of course he was.

      Joak's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. ‘We've met,' he said, his voice carefully even.

      'Oh?' Mikael looked between them, his eyebrows rising. 'At the wedding?'

      'Briefly,' Lily managed, finding her voice. Her cheeks were hot despite the cold air.

      'Well, that makes introductions easier.' Mikael smiled, still apparently missing the undercurrent. 'Joak's the man to talk to about everything. He knows this event inside out.'

      Joak stepped forward, extending his hand with the formality of a business meeting. When Lily took it, his grip was firm, professional, and lasted exactly one second longer than necessary.

      'Welcome to Äkäslompolo, Miss Wootton,’ he said. Then, turning back to Mikael, his tone shifted to something cooler. 'I wasn't aware we'd be getting additional help from the Andersson family.'

      The way he said 'Andersson family' made it sound like an accusation.

      'Lily's visiting from London,' Mikael explained, apparently unfazed. 'She's got organisational experience and she's brilliant with people. Thought she could help with marketing and promotional materials. Maybe include some historical aspects – you know, the storytelling side of things.'

      'How nice,' Joak said, his expression unreadable. 'Another academic perspective. That's exactly what we need.'

      Lily bristled at the sarcasm threading through his words. This wasn't the same man who'd made her laugh with stories about reindeer racing, who'd kissed her like she was the only person in the world.

      This man looked at her like she was a problem he hadn't asked for.

      'I'm here to help,' Lily said evenly. 'Whatever needs doing, I'm happy to do it.'

      'Marvellous.' Joak's smile didn't reach his eyes. 'In that case, you can start by reviewing the English language brochures. We need to finalise the layout by tomorrow.' He thrust a thick folder towards her. ‘The criteria are clearly marked. I'm sure your education makes you well-qualified to understand basic text.’

      Before Lily could respond – and she had several responses forming, none of them particularly polite – one of the other volunteers called Joak over to talk about the stage positioning.

      'Excuse me,' he said, already turning away. 'Work to do.'

      Lily stood there holding the folder, watching him stride across the clearing with the easy confidence of someone completely in his element. Her mind was spinning, trying to reconcile the man she'd spent that night with and this cold, hostile stranger.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ Mikael said quietly. 'Joak's been under a lot of pressure with the fair. He's usually much friendlier.'

      'It's fine,' Lily lied, clutching the folder. 'Where should I sit to go through these?'

      Mikael pointed to the community hall. 'There's a room you can use. Coffee machine's in the kitchen if you need it. I'll check in with you in a couple of hours?'

      Lily nodded, grateful for the escape. As she walked towards the building, she couldn't resist one glance back.

      Joak was standing by the stage, talking to another volunteer, but his gaze flicked towards her for just a moment. From this distance, she could feel the weight of it.

      This was going to be complicated.
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      The next day, Mikael drove Lily to the site early. They had eaten breakfast alone in the quiet timber-clad house where the walls breathed at their own slow pace.

      Kat had been better the evening before and had managed to eat a little of the soup Mikael served. She'd looked tired, though, with dark circles around her eyes that Lily hadn't noticed before – or perhaps hadn't wanted to notice. Until now, Lily had imagined pregnancy as something that simply happened, a natural progression marked by a growing belly and that mythical 'glow' everyone mentioned. She hadn't expected this pallor, this careful exhaustion in every movement.

      'You OK, sis?' Lily had asked, reaching for Kat's hand on the table.

      Kat had appeared startled, as if she'd forgotten Lily was there, but a wide smile had spread over her face as she gazed back at her sister.

      'Better for you being here,' she'd said before carrying on eating, swallowing each half-spoonful as if it was some kind of poison.

      Lily had wanted to ask more. Is this normal? Should you look this tired? Should Mikael be worried? But the questions felt invasive, presumptuous coming from someone who knew nothing about pregnancy beyond what she'd gleaned from half-watched television dramas. And Kat seemed so determinedly cheerful whenever she was awake, as if admitting she was struggling would somehow jinx everything.

      Lily had also been unexpectedly wiped out after only a few hours at the site, and she wondered quietly how she was going to manage working with the decidedly grumpy Joak. The thought sat in her stomach like a stone. She'd spent half the night rehearsing professional greetings, imagining scenarios where they could somehow pretend the night at the hotel had never happened, that they were simply colleagues thrown together by circumstance.

      Be professional. Polite. Distant.

      During the past twenty-four hours, the area had been completely transformed. It was a dull day, and this morning Lily had hardly been able to see the view from her bedroom window, so thick was the mist on the lake. But as Mikael's car descended the winding road towards Äkäslompolo, it began to lift, revealing that something looking much like a village had sprung up overnight in the valley below.

      'Blimey,' Lily breathed, sitting forward in her seat.

      Mikael glanced over with a satisfied smile. 'Impressive, isn't it? Wait until you see it up close.'

      He wasn't exaggerating. What had been an empty field with a few marked plots was now a bustling maze of wooden stalls, their peaked roofs creating a jagged skyline against the autumn colours beyond. Red and white striped awnings fluttered in the morning breeze. Hand-painted signs in Finnish and English pointed to different sections: Käsityöt – Handicrafts, Ruoka – Food, Taide – Art.

      The contrast to London hit Lily with unexpected force. Only last week, she'd been navigating Camden Market's crush of tourists, the air thick with exhaust fumes and the synthetic smell of mass-produced incense. Here, as she stepped out of the car, the scent that greeted her was woodsmoke and fresh-cut pine, underlaid with something sweeter – cinnamon, perhaps, or cardamom from one of the food stalls already firing up for the day.

      'Lily!' A woman with steel-grey hair tied back in a practical bun waved from behind a half-constructed stall. 'Come, come – we need someone with good English to check these signs before we put them up!'

      Before Lily could respond, Mikael gave her a gentle push. 'That's Marja. She runs the handicrafts section. Better not keep her waiting.'

      And just like that, Lily was absorbed into the organised chaos.

      The sounds were nothing like London. No traffic roar, no police sirens, no tinny music bleeding from a dozen competing speakers. Instead, there was the rhythmic thud of hammers, the rasp of saws, conversations in Finnish punctuated by bursts of laughter. Somewhere, someone was testing a sound system with traditional joik singing, the haunting Sami vocal style sending shivers down Lily's spine.

      In London, everyone had moved with purpose but separately, each person an island in the crowd. Here, the work was communal. Three men worked together to raise a heavy timber frame while two women held the supports steady. A teenager jogged past carrying an armload of electrical cables, calling out cheerful warnings as he went. An elderly man sat on a folding chair, carving something intricate from pale wood, while a cluster of children watched in fascination.

      'These translations,' Marja said, thrusting a sheaf of papers at Lily, 'do they make sense to English speakers? My daughter did them with Google, but I don't trust that machine.'

      Lily scanned the first page and bit back a smile. 'Traditional Sami handicrafts from the ancient peoples of the North' wasn't technically wrong, but it sounded like it had been lifted from a museum label written in 1952.

      'How about this?' Lily suggested, pulling a pen from her pocket. 'Authentic Sami crafts, continuing traditions that have shaped the Arctic for generations.'

      Marja's face lit up. 'Yes! That's better. You have a good way with words. Keep going!'

      For the next hour, Lily found herself editing signs, helping to string fairy lights between stalls, and taste-testing three different versions of cloudberry jam to determine which one should win the prime display spot. 'The one with the lighter colour,' she'd declared, trying to sound authoritative about a berry she'd never encountered before last week. 'It tastes more... delicate.'

      In London, she'd have been sitting in a coffee shop with poor wifi, sending out job applications and getting automated rejections. Here, she was useful. Needed.

      The realisation was both exhilarating and terrifying.
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      'Lily!' Mikael appeared at her elbow, slightly out of breath. 'Joak needs you at the main information pavilion. Something about the programme brochure.’

      The stone in her stomach turned to lead.

      'Right,' she said, with false brightness. 'Where's that, then?'

      'Centre of the site. You can't miss it – it's the big structure with the green roof.'

      As Lily made her way through the increasingly crowded pathways, she caught glimpses of what the fair would become. A food stall vendor was treating the volunteers to impossibly perfect cinnamon buns, their smell drifting towards Lily. A man tuned a kantele, the Finnish zither, producing notes that shimmered in the crisp air.

      London was a million miles away. Not just geographically, but temporally – as if she'd stepped sideways into a different version of reality where community still meant something.

      The information pavilion loomed ahead, its green roof indeed unmissable. Through the open front, Lily could see Joak bent over a large table, papers spread before him like battle plans. He was arguing with someone in rapid Finnish, gesturing emphatically at a site map.

      Lily's heart did something complicated in her chest – simultaneously leaping and plummeting, making her feel dizzy.

      Be professional. Polite. Distant.

      She repeated the mantra as she climbed the three wooden steps into the pavilion.

      Joak looked up, his dark eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made her forget every practised greeting she'd prepared.

      'Miss Wootton,' he said, his voice carefully neutral. 'Thank you for coming.'

      The formality was both a slap and a relief in equal measure.

      'Joak,’ Lily said, pointedly using his first name, and not entering into the game he was playing. Only a few months ago, she’d lain in his arms, tangled between the sheets, not far from here in Hotel Äkäslompolo. In her mind, that gave her the right to be a bit familiar with him.

      ‘Mikael said you needed help with the programme schedule?'

      The man Joak had been arguing with – older, wearing a badge that read Festivaalikomitea – studied them with curiosity.

      'The English translations are problematic,' Joak said, still not meeting her eyes. 'Many of the event descriptions don't make sense. We need someone who is a native English speaker and...' He paused, choosing his words carefully, 'and understands the cultural context. Mikael suggested you might have relevant expertise.'

      Expertise. Not you specifically. Not I wanted you here. Merely a bloodless, professional necessity.

      Lily squared her shoulders. 'I'd be happy to help.'

      'Good.' Joak slid a stack of papers across the table towards her. 'These are the current descriptions. They need to be accurate but also appealing to international visitors. We have tourists coming from across Europe, and Asia. The fair is important for the local economy, so we can't afford miscommunication.'

      His tone was that of a project manager briefing a contractor. Nothing in it suggested that his hands had mapped every inch of her skin, that she still sometimes woke with the ghost-memory of his lips against her throat.

      'Understood,' Lily said, matching his professionalism. She pulled the papers towards her and began to read.

      Traditional reindeer herding demonstration by indigenous peoples.

      Cultural performance of ancient songs from before Christian times.

      Marketplace of local producers with organic principles.

      They weren't wrong, exactly. But they were as dry as academic footnotes, stripped of any magic or life.

      Lily looked up to find Joak watching her, unreadable emotions flickering across his face before his expression smoothed back to neutrality.

      'Well?' he asked. 'Can you fix them?'

      In London, Lily had spent months being told her work was 'charming' but 'lightweight'. Here, a man who'd once gazed at her like she was the answer to every question now spoke to her as if she were an inconvenient necessity.

      She thought of Kat's careful spoonfuls of soup. Of Marja's delight at better phrasing. Of the kantele player tuning his instrument, creating beauty note by careful note.

      'Yes,' Lily said, pulling out a chair and sitting down without being invited. 'But not like this. If you want these descriptions to work, you need to tell me what you want people to feel when they read them. What's the story of this event? What are you trying to create here?'

      Joak blinked, caught off-guard. The older man – she still didn't know his name – grunted something that might have been approval.

      'You want to know the story?' Joak repeated.

      'I'm a historian,' Lily said, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. 'Stories are what I do. So yes. Tell me the story, and I'll help you tell it better.'

      For a long moment, Joak observed her. Outside, someone laughed. A child called out in Finnish. The autumn wind rustled through the valley, carrying the scent of woodsmoke and possibility.

      Then, slowly, Joak's expression shifted.

      'Alright, Miss Wootton,' he said, pulling out the chair across from her. 'Let me tell you about what we're trying to build here.'

      And despite everything – the awkwardness, the uncertainty, the careful distance they were both maintaining – Lily found herself relaxing.

      This was going to be complicated. Messy. But she was here, in the heart of Lapland, doing work that mattered to real people.

      In London, she'd been lost. Here, perhaps, she had a chance to be found.

      Even if the man across the table was looking at her like she was a puzzle he hadn't decided whether to solve or abandon.

      One step at a time, she told herself. One step at a time.
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      When Mikael had said he was bringing in another volunteer to make up for Kat's absence, Joak had been sceptical. How could anyone fill Kat's vast boots when it came to arranging this, the most important community event in the Äkäslompolo calendar? Not only had Kat doubled the number of visitors last year, but she had managed to bring in both the indigenous Sami people and the locals, whom the Sami still, after thousands of years, thought of as newcomers. Mikael's new wife had also managed to secure sponsorship for the event, which had been unheard of before her arrival. The investment from the local supermarket had made a huge difference, funding the wooden huts, better electric lighting, and proper costumes for the stall holders. These were just a few improvements that Kat had achieved single-handedly.

      Joak had been devastated when he'd heard she was too worn out by morning sickness to take part this year. But the community had pulled together, everyone determined to prove they could manage without relying on one person, however talented. And it was going well so far. But Mikael had insisted more help was needed – specifically, help with the English translations and international marketing.

      Had Joak known who Mikael had in mind, he would have fought against the plan.

      Yesterday had been difficult enough. When Mikael had brought Lily to the information pavilion, he’d been standing over the site map with Antti, discussing electrical supply issues. He'd looked up at the sound of footsteps on the wooden stairs and there she was – red hair catching the autumn light, those deep hazel eyes meeting his with an expression he couldn't read. The shock of seeing her had been physical, as though the air had been knocked from his lungs. He'd managed to keep his voice neutral, his words professional, while his heart hammered against his ribs. 'Miss Wootton,' he'd called her, as if formality could protect him from the memory of her skin against his, the sound of her laughter in that hotel room. She'd appeared hurt by the distance he'd created, and he'd hated himself as he maintained it. After that first encounter, he'd spent the rest of the day finding urgent tasks on the opposite side of the site whenever he spotted her helping Marja with the handicraft signs or taste-testing cloudberry jam. Cowardly, yes. But safer than standing too close to her, safer than risking another conversation, in which he might forget why keeping his distance was necessary.

      It was spineless, and he knew it. But what was he supposed to do? Walk up to her and say what, exactly? Hello, how are you? Remember me? The man who left you sleeping alone after the best night of my life because I wasn't brave enough to face the morning?

      
      He'd barely slept. Every time he'd closed his eyes, he saw her – standing in the pavilion doorway yesterday afternoon, looking simultaneously determined and uncertain. The particular way she'd held herself when he'd called her 'Miss Wootton', as if his formality had physically hurt her.

      Good, he'd told himself at three in the morning, staring at his cabin ceiling. Better a small hurt now than a bigger one later when she realises you're not worth her time.

      But the logic that had been sound in the dark hours felt hollow now, in the morning light, as he stood in the information pavilion waiting for her to arrive.

      Antti had been insistent. The translations were a disaster, and they needed fixing before the promotional materials went to print. Joak had tried to suggest alternatives – perhaps they could hire a professional translator from Rovaniemi, or maybe one of the English teachers from the local school could help – but Antti had been unmoved.

      'But didn't Mikael say Lily Wootton has a degree in history,' he'd said, as if that settled everything. 'She understands context, not merely the words. We need someone who can make people care about what we're doing here, not just understand it.'

      So Joak had sent the message through Mikael, asking Lily to come to the pavilion. Professional. Necessary. Nothing to do with the fact that he'd spent the entire previous day hyperaware of her presence, tracking her movements across the event ground like some kind of stalker.

      Nothing to do with the fact that seeing her again had made him feel more alive than he had in months.

      He heard her footsteps on the wooden stairs outside and his heart kicked against his ribs.

      Professional, he reminded himself. Keep it professional. She's Kat's sister. She's here temporarily. She has a university degree and a life in London. You have nothing to offer her except complications.

      She appeared in the doorway, and all of Joak's careful resolutions wavered.

      She looked tired, he noticed with a pang of an emotion he didn't want to examine too closely. There were shadows under her eyes that suggested she hadn't slept well either. Her red hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she was wearing a thick jumper that looked borrowed. Probably Kat's, given how the sleeves were slightly too long.

      She looked beautiful, and sad, and Joak wanted nothing more than to cross the space between them and apologise for yesterday's coldness, for the morning after the wedding, for every wall he was trying to maintain.

      Instead, he straightened his shoulders and kept his voice neutral.

      'Miss Wootton,' he said. 'Thank you for coming.'

      The formality was like a blade in his own chest, but he maintained it anyway. Better this than the alternative. Better distance than the inevitable disappointment when she found out what everyone else in his life already knew: that he was self-taught, unqualified, someone who'd failed at the most basic requirement of Finnish education.

      She responded with his first name, 'Joak’, pointedly familiar after his stiff greeting. It reminded him, painfully, that they'd been far more than professional acquaintances once. That she had every
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