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        Well, that was fun and so romantic (and hot!)
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        That was a great read. I loved the teasing banter between the two. And my, if a six foot ten sexy giant tells you that if he makes me laugh he’ll have t marry me according to ancient lore then it won’t take me long to burst into laughter. And he likes to pleasure his woman. And he’s sweet. And he’s a chef...
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        Four times her flame has failed.

        The words were not written once, but many times⁠—

        remembered, misremembered,

        whispered when the mountain believed itself alone.

        On the fourth, the fire beneath her bones wakes.

        And the King-Below stirs.

        Deep enough that stone does not refuse him.

        Deep enough that silence bends.

        Should she claim what sleeps inside her,

        the binding will split.

        One will rise beside her light.

        And one will rise because of it.

        The prophecy does not name which rising saves.

        It never does.
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            THE MAN WITH THE MISMATCHED EYES

          

        

      

    

    
      Cristabel

      “Anything to declare?” The customs officer flipped through my passport pages and lifted his head. His droopy face reminded me of my neighbour’s hound—nosy and downright mean.

      “Me? No.” How many times had a security agent stopped me on this trip to Norway?

      “Excuse me?” His shoulders tensed as he lowered his chin, his bloodshot eyes tired but sharp.

      I stood my ground. I dared not waver.

      “You look tired. Long day?” I flashed my brightest smile, tossing this man some sugar.

      “Ms. Johnson?” His words were a heavy sigh. “Do you have anything to declare? Answer the question, please.”

      “I did. Nothing to declare. Nada. Just little old me, living my best life.” I lifted my eyelashes, adding an exaggerated exhale for good measure.

      I knew exactly what I was doing. If I laughed first, nothing got close enough to hurt.

      “The reason for your visit today? Business? Pleasure?” The customs officer blinked once, then twice, as if waking from a bad dream.

      “My friend is getting married. On Christmas Eve! Can you believe it? I fucking love that girl.” I twirled my finger around the black highlight framing the side of my face and grinned.

      “Have a nice holiday, Ms. Johnson.” He flipped to page sixteen of my passport, slammed the stamp down, and sent me on my way.

      The automatic doors sighed open, cold rushing at me like a living thing. Not just air—weight pressing against my cheeks, my throat, my chest. I leaned in, one hand tightening on the handle of my carry-on, moving with the crowd.

      Airports all felt the same after a while—fluorescent, recycled, half-forgotten as soon as you left them.

      You’re tired, I told myself. You’ve been travelling too long. Everything feels strange when you’re exhausted. The explanation sounded sensible. I held onto it.

      As I stepped forward, the floor shifted—just a breath, enough to make my heart lurch.

      Salt touched my tongue. Sharp. Cold.

      That was new. I didn’t panic—panic wasted energy.

      The sensation vanished as quickly as it had come, leaving only a faint pressure in my legs—a flinch, unbidden. My body had tensed as if it remembered how.

      Without a backward glance, I rolled my wheeled carry-on, trailing behind a man—the behemoth wearing a sturdy red parka and a yellow-striped beanie, his scent wrapping me in the feathered boughs of a Scots pine.

      I didn’t look at him right away.

      I watched the crowd shifting around him.

      I didn’t mistake it for romance. Romance was noisy. This was quiet. Like standing near someone who knew how to take up space without demanding it.

      Stop it, I thought. You’re projecting.

      My gaze followed him before I could stop it. Once I saw him, the distance between us felt temporary.

      Bright pendant lighting—downlights shaped like airplane engines—led tired travellers past alternating yellow and blue pillars. My gaze settled on one of those contoured lounge chairs, anything other than him. I needed sleep—sleep and gum. I ran out of gum during the last layover. I hummed along to the jingle-jangle of holiday tunes drifting through the airport sound system.

      “God Jul! Velkommen!” A young woman stood in the aisle, greeting arriving passengers at Trondheim. She wore traditional clothing: a snug red vest with silver buttons, her white blouse fastened with a sparkling brooch, and her rich blue double skirts embroidered with snowflakes. She held out a silver tray with disposable shot glasses, each filled to the top with clear liquor.

      “This is nice. Aren’t you cute? I love your outfit. So festive.” Slugging back the offered shot, I swallowed it the wrong way, choking on a hot exhale, coughing up caraway flavours, and tasting black licorice all over again. Heat followed—not sharp, not sudden, but spreading wrong. My chest gripped, then eased, then warmed again, slower this time. The warmth rolled instead of burned.

      For half a second, the floor wasn’t solid. My stomach tipped sideways, like a boat lifting under a wave. Wood creaked somewhere deep in my ears—not a sound, exactly, but the memory of one.

      I inhaled sharply, grounding myself, the airport snapping back into place.

      I pressed my palm to my forehead without thinking. Nothing hurt. Nothing raced. The sensation just… stayed.

      “Woohoo. That’s some bad medicine.” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “It’s better with a beer chaser.” His throaty chuckle shook the ground I walked on.

      My ears thundered, and the world spun as I turned, drawn to the soothing bass note of his voice. I found myself gazing into Mountain Man’s open jacket and the third-button snap of a red flannel shirt. I lifted my chin upward, a sigh escaping my lips.

      Odd-colored eyes stared unblinking—one shining baby blue and one chocolate kiss.

      “Oh my God, your eyes are fucking amazing. I had a Siberian husky once with eyes like that.” I bowled him over with all the charm of a dancing elephant.

      Chiselled face, full lips, gold stubble shadowing a square chin—unshaven, how many days? I smiled into those mismatched eyes.

      “I said that, didn’t I? Out loud for the world to hear?”

      “It’s not a problem. What’s your name?” His voice hitched, and he blinked—the gentle giant taken aback by me.

      “Cristabel. Cristabel Johnson. Have we met before? No, of course not. I’d remember. You’re... unforgettable.” I might have sent the wrong signal to the man. Oh, dear.

      He dipped his chin, tucking his beanie into his coat pocket, letting waves of nut-brown hair spill out. Textured strands topped his head—a stylish fade, shaved close on the sides. A muscle feathered in his jaw, and he smiled.

      “I love your hair. So Viking. What do they call you? Ragnar Lothbrok? King Olaf?”  I searched for the missing clue, only to realize it was standing right there.

      “I am neither a king nor a saint. I am Rurik Andersen from Røros.”

      The way he said it made my pulse skip. Not because of the words, but because of the certainty behind them. He said it as if it were an answer to a question.

      I should have pressed. Something about the way he held himself suggested he’d give me the truth if I asked the right way.

      Handsome Man flashed two cheeky dimples and a sparkling smile.

      “A beer chaser, huh? Well, all righty, then.” Standing in his golden glow, I hugged my candy-pink faux fur vest, rocked by a sudden, unwelcome awareness of the space around me.

      “You’re partly right. Akvavit means ‘water of life’ and was once seen as a remedy for many ailments.” He lifted his chin, his gaze resting on the pretty girl offering refreshments.

      “Sir?” Her head dipped, and she curtsied.

      I swear her eyes flashed silver.

       ”Thanks, much.” He selected two shooters from the silver tray and offered me one.

      “Oh, okay.” I stared at the strong stuff. Before I could think, his cup collided with mine. My breath hitched as the liquid, a sharp spill of heat, leapt our rims as if alive.

      “Skål!”

      The word lingered between us like smoke on a frosty morning.

      He hadn’t checked if I was ready.

      But he also hadn’t assumed I wouldn’t be.

      He treated me like I was a given, not something frail that needed managing.

      “Whoa, what was that for?” I recoiled, my fingers sticky from the spilled Akvavit.

      “It’s a custom. Combining drinks ensures you’re not being poisoned.” He made it sound less like trivia and more like a habit. His gaze pinned me, something low and deliberate beneath it.

      I stared at the fine lines radiating from his pale, intense eyes—a dream come true, or something I shouldn’t touch.

      The question hung in my mind.

      I chuckled, my thoughts spinning. On my first day in Norway, I learned about ancient customs. The observation amused me more than it should.

      “Oh, a medieval drinking hack.” I joked back. It was easier than admitting I liked how seriously he took my safety. “How many centuries ago are we talking about? Are you the game night trivia champ? I bet you are.”

      “How did you find out?” He drained his shot glass, his melodic voice soothing my broken soul.

      “Good guess, I suppose. Skål.” Throwing back the elixir, I banished the last of the cobwebs, a flame igniting deep in my heart. Who was I to snuff it out?

      “Better?” His eyes questioned mine. 

      “No, but I needed that.”

      I wanted to run my fingers over his glowing skin, the crazed thought overriding all common sense.

      I’ve always hated common sense.

      “What brings you to Norway? To the northland? Where did you come from?” His gaze never left mine.

      “Me? I’m from Canada.” My stomach fluttered, and not from hunger. My pulse felt wrong, too quick, just off. 

      I stuck out my hand in an exaggerated chop. “It’s nice meeting you, Rurik. You said you’re from Røros? That’s where I’m headed.”

      When his hand closed over mine—warm and solid, too familiar for a stranger—a tiny shock skittered up my arm.

      The world tipped again. This time, it wasn’t just me.

      Water slammed against something solid. Not glass—wood. My knees bent before I understood why, my body reacting to something my mind couldn’t see.

      The sensation faded, leaving my hand curled in his. For a heartbeat, his eyes darkened—as if he’d just recognized someone.

      Someone else.

      “Cristabel,” his voice hesitated, testing the vowels. “It suits you.”

      The sound of it didn’t fade the way a name usually did. It settled, something shifting to make room for it.

      I didn’t move.

      Neither did he.

      The terminal kept going—wheels rattling, voices rising and falling.

      My chest filled with a breath I couldn’t release, stretching to the breaking point, and deciding to stay.

      I didn’t understand it.

      A second name rose, unbidden, in the back of my mind.

      Astrid.

      I blinked, and the word vanished, leaving only his courteous yet devastating smile and the crush of humanity swirling around us.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Fine,” I lied. “Jet lag.”

      I breathed him in, the light bending around him. The noise of the terminal softened, just for a breath, as if someone had lowered the volume. I inhaled—pine, balsam, something crisp and cold that didn’t quite belong in an airport.

      I blinked hard. I didn’t pull my hand back. I told myself I was curious. That was true. I also told myself that if this went nowhere, I’d walk away clean. I’d done harder things than that.

      I should have stepped away.

      Some part of me had already decided this was a moment to be lived, not avoided. Curiosity had carried me through worse things.

      The sensation lingered—a quiet pull I couldn’t name.
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      Rurik

      “Cristabel.”

      The air between us stilled.

      Names mattered. I had learned that the hard way. Doors opened more easily than they closed.

      I wasn’t inviting what might answer. So I let it stand alone.

      Her name lodged in my chest instead of leaving. I had said it before—not this one—but the sound landed cleanly.

      I wanted her closer the way a man wanted breath.

      A tightening gathered behind my eyes. A pressure low in my ribs—something old waking and refusing to lie back down.

      I held myself still. The instinct to step closer rose sharp and immediate, muscle and memory aligning before thought could interfere. For a split second, my footing faltered, as if the ground had rolled beneath me.

      Salt rose sharp at the back of my throat. My knees bent, bracing for motion that didn’t exist. Not dizziness. Something older. The pitch of a deck meeting open water. My body yielded without falling, the sensation passing as quickly as it came.

      Some bindings lived in muscle and scar. I had waited for her before. Waiting was not the danger. Reaching too soon was.

      She waited.

      Cristabel’s stillness was a choice, stripping away any pretense. Whatever she did next, she would own it. I respected that. I would not misread it. I had known that steadiness once, and had missed it when it was gone.

      She shifted her weight, one heel rocking back, the movement subtle enough that most people wouldn’t notice. The soft fur of her vest brushed her hip, a brief sweep of warmth against skin beneath the open edge.

      I felt the urge to mirror her without meaning to—adjusting my stance, matching the distance she held between us. Too close would have been a claim. Too far would have been a retreat.

      Her gaze dropped briefly, not to my face this time but to my hands, as if measuring them. When her eyes returned to mine, something unspoken drew taut between us.

      Footsteps passed. Luggage wheels rolled. A child cried somewhere behind us. Overhead lights hummed, bright and indifferent, as if nothing unusual had occurred.

      Sound moved, and for half a breath, it wasn’t voices and wheels anymore, but the rhythm of oars striking water and breath shared--a deep, measured pull. Effort timed to something larger than the self. It returned as motion, then broke apart.

      I anchored myself in the present—tile, glass, voices.

      “I love how you say my name—so lyrical.” She studied me with butterscotch eyes flecked with molten iron, hard yet soft in a way I remembered. “Do you live in Røros?”

      “Røros is my home now.” The word waited uneasily, as if it hadn’t decided whether it belonged to me. A corner of my mouth lifted, a reflex my body hadn’t bothered to warn me about.

      “Where’d you come from, Rurik? Don’t tell me—the Land of the Giants?” Her eyes caught the light.

      “Jotunheim is the land you’re thinking of.” I let the rest remain unspoken. “But no.”

      Her expression flickered, amused. I allowed myself a small nod, as if we’d just agreed to leave the strangest part of the conversation alone.

      There were older answers I could have offered. I had been many things in many places—builder, guardian, witness—but none of those belonged in an airport terminal with holiday music piping through the speakers.

      I turned first. “What brings you to Røros?”

      “A wedding. Tiinná Kriysi. Do you know her?”

      “Yes.” My chin dipped once. “It’s a small town. Everyone does.”

      The trolley cut too close. I shifted, stepping into its path before thinking better of it.

      My hand lifted toward her elbow and stopped short, fingers curling back into my palm as I adjusted my stance, angling my shoulder between her and the impact. The reflex came from history. That history had cost me.

      That same reflex had saved her once. It had failed her once, too.

      Her palms lingered, heat pressing through wool and coat and whatever resolve I’d managed to hold in place. Her breath slowed, then deepened as if she’d noticed it too.

      For a moment, neither of us moved.

      I could have closed my hand over hers. The shape was already there. Muscle remembered how easily it would fit. The fact that I noticed—and did nothing—would have amused me, once.

      I eased back, letting the contact break, her fingers sliding away with a faint reluctance that I did not imagine.

      She studied my face, gauging what I had chosen not to do. Then she laughed, already past the danger.

      “Oh geez—you saved me. Thanks. Were you hugging a Christmas tree? You smell fantastic.” She pressed her palms briefly to my chest and took a breath.

      “Laundry soap,” I adjusted my cuff, the lie small enough to pass. Woodsmoke lingered beneath it. Resin. Cold iron. Scents that didn’t belong to the city air. I had stopped trying to scrub them away a long time ago.

      She accepted the answer because she wanted to.

      Something tried to surface—cold air biting skin, wool damp with snow, breath too close in the dark. I shut it down before it sharpened.

      “I believe you’re staying at my hotel. The Gårdshuset in Røros.”

      “Did we talk on the phone?” She looked up, her brows creasing.

      I closed my hand into a fist and let it open again. “You called to confirm your reservation.”

      The facts—dates, records, things that could be written down and verified. Mortal things. Bound things.

      “Yes! Oh my God, yes.” She stepped back, gaze drifting to shop windows trimmed with garlands and mannequins in snowflake sweaters.

      Her reflection slid in and out of the glass as we walked—sometimes doubled, sometimes fractured by light and ornament. Once—only once—I thought I saw someone else there, standing half a step behind her.

      Something shifted in the glass and was gone. I didn’t look again—looking invited answers.

      “How do you know Tiinná?” My mind turned with possibilities, and found none.

      “We lived together back in school. Made a wedding pact. I went to hers. She goes to mine." She smiled. “Sounds silly, but here I am.”

      She slowed near a holiday display—reindeer, a life-sized sleigh, gnomes popping up and down behind mossy stumps—snapped a photo, then turned toward me.

      “Do you mind? She won’t believe who I ran into at the airport.”

      Her laughter rang out, bright and unguarded, its sound striking deep.

      I did not let it show.

      Her happiness made her visible, and visibility demanded care. I scanned the room without turning my head.

      She slipped an arm around my waist, her smile lighting her phone’s screen, then tucked it away, falling into step beside me as we passed a display of glass ornaments catching the overhead light.

      “And did she go to yours?” The question rose, unguarded.

      “Nope. She still owes me.”

      She stopped near the tree, studying an ornament as if it had personally offended her. When she stopped, I stopped.

      She glanced back over her shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      I stepped closer and let my hand rest at the small of her back—not guiding, not claiming. Just contact. I removed it as soon as she moved again.

      An elf cut across our path, bells chiming as he offered slabs of dark chocolate dusted with crushed candy canes. Cristabel halted, eyes lighting.

      “Oh—wow. Is that dark chocolate?”

      She tasted it, eyes closing, murmuring soft sounds. I kept my attention on the space around her instead of her mouth.

      “She’s the town doctor.” I shifted my weight, watching her instead of the elf. “Everyone’s doctor.”

      She turned toward me, chocolate forgotten, studying my face with that sharp, assessing stillness. “She recommended your hotel. The Gårdshuset. It means farmhouse. Is it still one?”

      “It was.” I reached for a shopping basket as we entered the duty-free area, placing it in her hands. “A long time ago.”

      She accepted it without comment, fingers curling around the handle as if it belonged there.

      I stopped walking.

      She took two steps before noticing and turned back, her brow lifting.

      “Do you need a ride, Cristabel?”

      “I’m sorry—what?”

      “I’m headed that way, to Røros.”

      Her gaze drifted to the shelves. She caught a dark strand of hair and wound it once around her finger.

      I didn’t fill the silence.

      “That’s kind of you.” A smile lifted her lips.

      Kind would do.

      “I’d enjoy the company.”

      The pause that followed lingered between us—thick with what neither of us intended to say.

      Cristabel didn’t answer right away. Her gaze drifted past me toward the terminal doors, then back again, mapping distance instead of destination. She adjusted the basket in her hands, fingers tightening briefly around the handle.

      When she smiled, it wasn’t playful this time. It carried consideration.

      “That’s tempting.” Her fingers tightened on the basket handle, then loosened.

      A breath left me, restrained before it became a laugh.

      “I can get you safely to Røros.” I held her gaze and let the rest remain unsaid.

      She shifted her stance, just enough to put space back between us without retreating.

      I waited.
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      Rurik

      “Thanks, but as I said, I have a room booked in Trondheim. So, I’m taking the train in the morning.” She rocked forward, her expression faltering.

      I nodded once. It changed nothing.

      The idea of her spending the night in Trondheim—alone, unguarded—met resistance.

      Want.

      I named it. Naming kept it contained.

      I slid my hands into my coat pockets, letting the cold sink through me. Acting too soon brought consequences. Yet, my attention refused to loosen.

      The longer she lingered, the harder it became to remain still.

      She stood there, bright and unmistakable against the terminal’s muted palette—pink fur, white hair, that single dark strand slipping loose again, refusing to be tamed.

      The crowd moved the way water moves around a stone it hadn’t learned to erode. I had stood in that current before.

      The memory rose unbidden—salt wind, ironwood oars biting water, the deck slick beneath my boots as the ship pitched and rose.

      Some instincts predated choice. Mine did not hesitate.

      “Cristabel." A corner of my mouth lifted before I could stop it. Discipline loosened for a breath.

      She looked up, and the simple act of it nearly undid me. Not because of her beauty. Because of what met my gaze in return—recognition, clean and exact, locking into place as if it had always meant to.

      I remained where I was, my breath calm. When I spoke, I kept my voice even, polite, and composed.

      “If you change your mind.” I gave her a slight nod. “I’ll be here.” I had stood there before. I would again.

      Her gaze lingered on my face, searching—not prying, not demanding, just… noticing. As if she felt it too—the way one step could change everything.

      The crowd surged. A suitcase clipped my heel. Someone laughed too loud nearby, the world insisting on continuing.

      I remained, my feet locked in place, because some things demanded time once they finally returned. I had waited for her before.

      Wanting her was not the danger.

      Losing her was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cristabel

      A ride to Røros with a handsome man was a terrible idea—which, historically, had never stopped me before.

      I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, the strap of my bag biting into my shoulder as if it were trying to hold me in place. My thoughts scattered, grasping for something solid—anything that wasn’t the pull of him beside me.

      Vodka felt like the safest decision I could make in that moment. Predictable choices were easier to manage than whatever this was already tugging at me. Familiar. Small. Something I could explain to myself later, if I needed to.

      I let the shelves decide for me, my attention snagging on glass and price tags. I examined a price tag, mentally converting the Norwegian kroner to Canadian dollars.

      “Buy it here. Everything in town is more expensive.” His melodic voice rumbled low, the sound settling deeper than it should. “Consider it airport survival advice,” he added, eyes glinting.

      I snorted—low, embarrassing—my shoulders dipping, my body deciding something my mouth hadn’t caught up with.

      “More expensive? Fuck me, that’s a lot for a bottle of vodka.” I cradled the liquid gold in my arms, something warm and restless pooling low in my chest.

      “You’ve got it.” He placed a one-litre bottle in his basket and then walked away.

      I watched him longer than was polite. I didn’t follow him because that would have felt reckless. Letting him come back felt… different. I didn’t chase. I just… didn’t leave.

      “Okay. Well, I guess I’m it,” I swept my hair over my shoulder, letting the aisles swallow me.

      I drifted past glass and labels and too many choices, my hands busy while my mind refused to be. Mascara, eyeliner, lip gloss in colours I’d never worn but suddenly wanted—scarlet, wild pink, a purple so deep it bordered on reckless. Shopping soothed me. A little.

      I sprayed a sample into the air and walked through it, floral and sharp, wondering what his lips would taste like—and didn’t push the thought away.

      I glanced down at my boots, then up at him, an image of Rurik dancing in my mind—stacked muscles, sculpted and firm. I tilted my head back, then back a little more when he returned. “How tall are you?”

      “The last time I checked, six feet ten inches.” His gaze held me frozen in time. “Tiinná didn’t tell me you were such a beautiful woman.”

      “Oh…well, geez. You know how to make a girl blush, don’t you? What other charms do you possess?” 

      “If I make you laugh,” his mouth tipped at one corner, “you will have to marry me.” His mouth curved, unbothered by the weight of what he’d said.

      The words caught. Not because I believed them—but because something waited for an answer.

      I paused, my heart fluttering with something I couldn’t name.

      “Marry you? What? Where did that come from?” My thoughts raced through the last ten minutes. I smiled. Did I laugh? “What are you talking about?”

      “An old Norwegian fairy tale.” He moved sideways, his arms loose at his sides.

      “A fairy tale?” I rested my teeth on my bottom lip and stared right back.

      For a blink—just one—a boy stood in the middle aisle, too quiet for the chaos around him, dressed wrong for the airport—gold sash, patterned trousers, boots untouched by scuff or snow.

      I blinked once. It was gone.

      Rurik was already smiling.

      Altitude, I told myself again. Connecting flights did strange things to memory. I refused to build meaning out of a blink.

      “Often, the humble peasant boy was the only one in the kingdom who could make the princess laugh.”

      “So the princess is the prize?” I turned my gaze back to Rurik.

      “He is the only one who pleases her. The only man in the kingdom who can make her happy.” His voice lowered, and with those fairy tale words, he promised the world.

      “Oh, a happily ever after? You, Rurik Andersen, are a romantic.” My face spread into a smile, my eyes closing for a split second.

      “Hmm, perhaps. How long are you staying in Røros, Cristabel?” He placed his hand gently on my lower back, his touch light.

      My breath caught before I could stop it.

      “I wish I could have arrived earlier, but I couldn’t get away. Work, you know? Tiinná insisted on providing my dress. For the wedding?”

      I flashed my phone screen, showing a photo of Tiinná modelling a deep navy, full-length dress with intricate embroidery.

      I talked more than usual, my thoughts skidding sideways whenever he looked at me.

      “Are you a doctor, like Tiinná?” He paused beside an impulse bin full of gum—stick gum, bubble gum, all kinds of gum—tossing a variety into my basket.

      I stared at the gum, then at him. I hadn’t realized I wanted it until he did. That should have bothered me. Instead, it felt like relief.

      My mouth opened, then closed.

      “Me? No. God, no. Not a people person. No, not me. I went into veterinary medicine.” I closed my fingers and opened them again.

      “You’re a vet?” He said it slowly, like it mattered.

      I hadn’t realized how rare that was until it happened. No one said my
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