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For Julian Blaxland
son of my heart
with all my love
(And because I thought you might like
the Vikings)


The bones of the brothers lay in the dark. Dust thick as cloth covered them, for the air was ancient and dead.

It had been a different world then, in the days of the Wanderer. A time when people turned from the old Gods, and slaughter stalked those of the newer ways. Gods are never replaced without blood.

The younger had died for love, seeking justice. The older was cut down as he’d expected to be, surrounded by his fighters. They were both betrayed.

But when they were buried, the bodies had been honoured. Placed beneath a scarlet pall, weapons lay close to their hands – an axe for one and in the other’s hand a sword.

All the grave goods were precious, the best that could be provided. The spoils of other places, other raids, there were cloak clasps of bronze inlaid with garnets and a collar of worked gold that would have glimmered, if there had been light. There was a knife, too, with a bone haft. Carved in the shape of an otter, this was a work of rare skill. The animal seemed almost alive, a sinuous fit for the palm of a dead man.

Sheep meat and a goat had been given for the journey, and there were apples in a silver dish beside their feet. Just before the tomb was sealed, the bodies were scattered with meadow flowers, and their murderers killed all the monks. It was a generous gesture. The dead must have attendants in the next life and, too, sacrifice paid the blood debt of betrayal. Murder, unappeased, makes the dead malevolent.



Chapter 1


She first saw her house from the sea.


It lay on the cliff above the sheltered cove, long and grey with a roof that was darker than the granite walls. Close by was the crumbling stump of another, much greater building. Above both was the bulk of a hill, a sentinel.


Freya Dane stood up in the open dinghy. She clutched the gunwale as they rounded the headland. There was the crescent of the landing beach beneath the cliff, and she could see the path to the house. The place matched the pictures. She had arrived.


What had she done?


The dinghy plunged over a wave crest, and Freya sat down with a bump. She’d wanted this, wanted to come here, but the cliff had not seemed so high in the pictures. Now she was close to its walls, and that dark bulk was intimidating.


Freya glanced at the things she’d brought from Sydney: her laptop, a backpack, and a larger bag for clothes. Before the crossing, she’d bought basic groceries in Portsolly, the fishing village on the other side of the strait. They were there, too, in a box. With wet-weather gear, she had all that was needed for a quick trip. Why was she feeling such anticipation? She should be angry. She’d made this journey because of him, not for him. And there was plenty of room for anger because of what he’d done – not just to her either.


Was it only the day before she’d been in Sydney? Freya saw herself, like a clip from a film. One last, brave wave to her mother at the air gate – anxiety unacknowledged on both sides – then the turning, the walking away. The last scene from Casablanca.


She half-laughed. Ah yes, they were all stoic, the Dane women – Elizabeth had trained her well. Stick the chin out, get on with it. So she had.


But she hated flying, that was the thing. When the plane took off, any plane she was on, Freya expected to die. One day, she knew, the joint confidence of all her fellow passengers would falter; and when that innocent, blind belief – the certainty that hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of tons of metal could (a) get off the ground and (b) stay up in the air – ruptured, it would all be over. They would drop from the sky like a brick, screaming.


But not this time. This time work got Freya through that endless night and the day that followed as the jumbo tracked on, indefatigable, over Australia and India, Afghanistan, the Gulf States and, as dawn broke, Europe.


After all, why terrify yourself picturing how far it was to the ground when you had only to open your laptop to allow another, equally powerful – though less terminal – anxiety to distract you?


‘An Assessment of Regional Influences on the Iconography of the Early Medieval Church in the Romance Kingdoms.’ It certainly looked like a doctoral thesis on the screen – all those pages and words and footnotes – but, sadly, trying to write her way to the end was just as difficult at thirty-five thousand feet as it had been at her desk on the ground in Sydney.


The usual terror; deadline or not, Freya just could not crack the topic – and she’d chosen it. Her fault.


A wave slapped the bow of the dinghy, and Freya ducked. Too late.


‘All right?’ The man in the stern shouted over the engine; he seemed genuinely concerned.


She raised a hand. ‘I’m fine.’


At least the air was cool on the strait between Findnar and the mainland. Freya hated heat – odd for an Australian – but Scotland made it easier to forget the steaming weight of Bangkok’s air on that first night of travel. But then there’d been sullen London and the hell of Luton on a lead grey summer’s day. Plane delays and zoned-out people in queues were Freya’s own personal vision of Hell, and that final flight north had nearly done her head in. So little room, her knees pressed against the seat in front, and she’d been wedged between two braying idiots in business suits. Both of them pale, one half-drunk with a long, odd face, the other rowdy and sweaty.


An overactive imagination; it had always been her curse. Add jet lag, and Long Face turned into a donkey while Pungent One barked like a dog as the pair talked across her. Brits. They could all patronise for Home & Empire when they heard an Australian accent.


But she’d arrived at the coast in the far northeast of Scotland in the long summer twilight at last.


And, as promised by Mr. W. Shakespeare, there was the silver sea. It really was silver. She saw that as the cab from the airport dropped her beside the shops in Portsolly and drove away.


Sharp air – real air, after more than a day of canned reek – had rinsed Freya’s mind as she walked down the twisting main street toward the harbour and that glimmering water. She was looking for a pub – always the best place to ask for directions.


Portsolly only had one pub, the Angry Nun. A small building of grey stone with leaded windows and a painted sign that moved back and forth in the gentle breeze off the sea, Freya liked what she saw, and her mood had lifted. She’d pushed the door open as the barman looked up from polishing glasses. Other faces turned to stare as she entered, and though Freya never had trouble asking for help, the observant silence made her self-conscious. The barman seemed amused as she leaned in close over the varnished counter. ‘Excuse me, but would you know someone who could take me across to Findnar tonight?’


The man had raised his brows. ‘Tonight?’ He’d looked around the bar. ‘Walter, can you help the lady?’


The r had been softly rolled and the a more of an o. Beguiling. Freya smiled as she remembered. Spoken language this far north was sweet and dark in the mouth.


One of the barstools swivelled as its occupant inspected her. Somewhere north of fifty, he had white wrinkles in the brown skin around his eyes. A good face, but he frowned.


Because she was anxious, Freya had jumped in. ‘I’m happy to pay, of course. Twelve pounds?’ Ten too little, fifteen too much.


He’d stared at her with no expression Freya could read. Then, as she’d been about to up the offer – though she didn’t want to – he’d said, ‘Best we go now. Wind’s on its way. Put your money away.’


He was wearing the boots of a fisherman, Freya had seen that when he stood, and storm gear had been hooked over the back of the stool.


Perhaps it was kindness from a stranger that had made her jumpy. ‘But it’s a calm evening, surely? Just a soft breeze.’


Walter Boyne had laughed. ‘Perhaps.’


In the end, she’d hitched up her pack and followed him, and so, here they were.


The boat pitched in a dip between waves, and Freya resisted staring at the man in the stern. Why had he been so nice? She thought about that as the sky darkened above her head. At last, the long twilight was fading, and in Portsolly, across the water, first lights blinked on.


This place was nothing like her home, nothing like Sydney – even the sea smelled different – yet the day was dying into glory, and the green of Findnar’s sheltering headland was luminous in the last light. Above, seabirds were settling in their rookery. Unfamiliar, harsh calls, a bedlam of honks and squawks, not like the evening music of wagtails and magpies.


And suddenly Freya was washed, swamped, by the thought of all she’d left behind on this fool’s errand. All the safe rituals, the habits of her life. Work on the PhD she thought she’d never finish, meeting her friends for coffee or breakfast, Sundays with Elizabeth, even waitressing to pay the rent. Known things. Known people. And now there was anxiety and fear. And yearning. They’d come back, that unholy trinity, her companions from childhood; by getting on that plane in Sydney, she’d called them up again.


The dinghy grounded on the cove in a rattle of shingle. An urgent sea, shouldering behind, pushed the boat higher as Walter Boyne cut the outboard. The engine snarled and died, the sound rushed away by the surging water. Without comment, he clambered over the side to tie the dinghy to a jetty stump.


Freya called out, ‘Mr. Boyne, will my bag be safe on the beach? Above the tide line, I mean.’ It was good she sounded calm. She’d take the laptop and the backpack, the groceries, too, up to the house, but the bag of clothes was heavy.


The man was a pace or two away, a rope in one nicked and battered fist. He shook his head. ‘Mr. Boyne’s my father. I’m Walter. Best we take your things to the house tonight. Big tide with a hunter’s moon. Wait here, lass.’


Freya’s lips quirked. Lass. Were you still a lass at twenty-six? Perhaps he was being polite, yet there was a lilt to the way Walter said the word, and she liked the music of his accent, his courteously formal way.


Freya swung her legs over the side of the boat. She swallowed the urge to call out to that retreating back because she didn’t want to be alone on the beach. Don’t be ridiculous. You chose to come, Freya Dane. That voice in her head annoyed her. Often.


But what would have happened all those weeks ago in Sydney if she’d said to the solicitor, calling all the way from Scotland, I don’t want the place. Please arrange for the island to be sold.


That had been her mother’s advice, of course. She was a practical and dignified woman, Elizabeth Dane, but both qualities ran to sand with the first of the lawyer’s letters. Corrosive regret, long strapped down beneath the armor of defensive resignation, had found a voice after Freya opened that envelope. ‘Why would you go to Scotland just because he’s asked you to?’


But if she’d agreed with her mother, Freya would have smothered that faint, unacknowledged hope. The hope she was trying, now, not to recognise.


Coming to this place, to Findnar, might help her understand why her father had walked out of their lives all those years ago.


Freya knew Michael Dane was dead. She had seen that jagged little fact in the black type and careful lawyers’ phrases. A sparse note that her father had drowned. She’d been surprised how much the news upset her – and, more strangely, her mother. They’d not talked about him for years because, stonewalled, Freya had stopped asking questions.


So there was no point, now, planning the conversation. No point scripting, in forensic detail, what Freya would say to her father, or what he would say to her, when they finally met again. The apologies (from him), the scorn (from her). Her fury, his penitence. Answers. Reasons.


Michael Dane did not exist. He was dead. They would never speak. The end.


Freya glanced up at the low grey building, now just an outline against the florid sky. His house.


So, Dad, I’m here. You whistled finally. And I came. Abrupt tears filmed her sight. Freya shook her head; too late for that, far too late.


The face of Fuil Bay changed, the surface chopped by a rising wind. Fuil. The word meant ‘blood’ – Walter Boyne had told her that, shouting against the engine and the sea as they tore over the water toward . . . what? This moment she’d never expected.


Skirling air caught the girl where she stood on the beach, lifting her soft, shining hair, streaming it away behind her head. Freya shivered and chafed her arms. So, this was summer in Scotland.


A white blur swooped close. Panicked, she ducked from the yellow eyes, the slashing beak. An owl? Freya straightened and her heart lifted as she watched the bird ascend the face of the cliff. Owls are good luck. Cheered, Freya began to ferry her things from the boat. All would be well. She could do this. The owl told her so.


Silently, behind her, a bright, small sphere rose in the eastern sky. Lassoed by Earth’s gravity, the erratic orbit of the comet had circled back to the north after more than twelve hundred years.


The people had called it the Wanderer then, and the brighter it became, the more they feared its power. Wandering stars were omens of evil times.


But as owl-light died, Freya Dane turned her back to the stars. She did not see the Wanderer as it climbed the sky.




Chapter 2


‘I’ll tell our mother it’s your fault – you took too long making the sacrifice. We can’t stay here.’ The whisper was fierce, but Signy knew what was going on – her older sister was trying to pull rank.


She made an effort to be reasonable – she was always the reasonable one. ‘Father asked me to, Laenna, you heard him. How was I to know they’d be tilling instead of singing?’ Signy nodded toward the stone hut the newcomers used so often. They’d arrived on the island when Signy was still a baby, but every day since, the strangers crammed inside and sang at least seven times from well before dawn to deep in the night. Even the girls’ father could not explain why.


But Laenna was jealous. She was older than Signy. Why hadn’t she been asked to perform the sacrifice to the Sun? ‘If we’d got here earlier, we could have made the sacrifice to Cruach, taken the eggs, and gone.’


Signy spoke over her sister. ‘But it’s safe here, Laenna – they can’t see us. If we wait, they’ll finish what they’re doing and go off and sing again. Then we can—’


‘Oh yes, and what about the tide?’ Laenna glared at her sister. ‘We’ll miss it, and then we won’t get back before Cruach leaves the world. The Wanderer will find us here, and that’s worse. You know it is.’


Laenna was impetuous, Signy was not. ‘If we run, they’ll see us; there’s hardly any cover. Besides, their God is powerful, and He’ll help them catch us. We shouldn’t take the risk.’


‘Oh, what would you know? You’re just a baby. We’ve got Gods, too, lots more than them.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘No! I am not going home until we’ve got the eggs. That’ll show these idiots. They can’t stop us taking what’s always been ours. Come on.’ Said with the unshakeable authority of fourteen summers to eleven, Laenna wasn’t whispering anymore.


Signy desperately shook her head. They’d be heard!


‘Don’t you shoosh me, Signy.’ But Laenna lowered her voice. ‘You have to do what I say – Mother said. And we have to stick together.’


‘Hah!’ Signy rolled over on her back. She would not look at Laenna; she was too angry.


‘I’m not lying. Father said it too; it’s dangerous if we split up.’


Signy smothered a sigh. That was true at least; it was dangerous on the island now, and that was not fair. The newcomers seemed to think they owned Findnar, but that was not right. The clan memory keeper said the interlopers had arrived from the South just as summer began the year after she was born. They came in three boats – big, well-made craft with plank sides and woollen sails. They even brought livestock, cattle and pigs and sheep. The men and women dressed all alike in black and spoke a language – gabble, more like – that no one could understand then and still did not. But there were no children with that first group, and none had been born on Findnar since, which Signy and the memory keeper both thought was strange. Then, before the end of that first summer, the newcomers had begun to build with the stone of the island. A hall – square, not round – then the singing hut, and barns, too, in which they slept – men in one, women in the other.


They’d been friendly at first, but then as their second year on the island began, something changed. The people of the clan found they were no longer welcome when they landed their coracles in the cove. Even Signy and Laenna’s own family, traditional custodians for generations beyond counting of the holy places – the ring stones and the great tomb of the ancestors – were made to feel like strangers.


The contest between the clan and the newcomers deepened year by year, and as Signy grew in understanding, she became fearful. She was not alone. All the clan women were frightened of what their men might do if provoked too far. No one had died yet, but that day might not be far off. Things were tense.


‘Come on, Signy, please.’


Laenna was wheedling, but her younger sister was sick of being bossed around and being responsible. She folded her arms. ‘It won’t work.’


‘Sulk if you like. I’m not waiting.’ And Laenna was off at a crouching run through the seeding grasses; Signy had no choice, she had to follow. But she was right – as usual – for, as the girls sprinted along the cliff toward the gannet rookery, one of the new men saw them. He bellowed something loud and harsh, and two others dropped their hoes and began to run after the sisters. They hauled up their tunics, white legs flashing, screaming as they came.


Signy gasped. ‘Told you!’


‘Idiot!’


The sisters, being young and thin and with a good start, actually made it to the marshy ground ahead of their pursuers, and they plunged in among man-high rushes; the ooze around the roots was cold and sloppy as duck shit. Just a bit farther, a bit farther, and they could hear the rookery now. All those eggs and chicks just waiting, if they could only—


‘Ha!’ Unfriendly hands dragged at Signy’s hair, Laenna’s hair. One of the strangers, bigger and faster than the others, had cut around the back of the meadow, and a mighty effort had got him to the marsh just as the girls peered out.


‘Deo gratias!’ Thanks to his God was premature, for Laenna bit the man’s wrist. Cursing, he punched her and Laenna fell to the grass. Like a dog will shake a rat to kill it, the man shook Signy’s sister. ‘Little filth! Slut! Thief!’


A boy arrived. He was not much older than Laenna, and the man shoved Signy at him. ‘Take her. This one’s mine.’ He grabbed Laenna’s hair with his good hand. She was crying and choking as blood splashed from her nose, but he yanked down spitefully. ‘We know how to deal with heathen thieves.’ Laenna howled as she stumbled after him, trying to match his long stride, trying to pull his hands away.


The boy attempted the same trick. ‘Come on, you.’


Signy was already standing, and she was not much shorter. She hit his hand away. When he grabbed, she growled, lifting her lips from her teeth.


The boy backed off. He picked up a rock. ‘I’ll use this and I won’t be given penance. Your heathen soul will rush to Hell.’ His voice was a squeak.


Signy didn’t understand, but she grabbed her own rock and hurled it, hard. It took him on the side of the head. The boy collapsed to his knees, yelping.


‘Hah!’ Signy ran, faster than a hare raised from corn. No time for gannets now; this was all about her fool sister – they had to get back to the cove.


The world was a blur as she closed the gap. Her sister was wailing, begging for pity. As if he understands, thought Signy, ignorant beast!


At three paces, she launched herself. She took the man’s knees from behind, and he fell hard, the breath knocked from his chest as he hit the earth.


‘Come on!’ Laenna hauled Signy up. Fear lent the sisters rabbit speed. They ran, lungs burning, until the shouting died behind them and, somehow, they’d found the cliff path.


Laenna panted out a promise. ‘My amber beads, Cruach, if you get us safe home. I swear it, into the fire they will go.’ The necklace was precious – a gift for her first moontide – but she didn’t care now.


It was hard to run on the narrow path, but they hurled around the first steep curve, past the lone young rowan, then the next bend, and soon they would be—


Laenna stopped as if hit. Signy collided with her sister’s back. Her foot slipped from the path – she was falling!


Laenna yanked her back. Signy yelled, ‘What did you do that for?’ And then she saw why.


Dragon ships were moored in the bay, and men, too many men, dressed in skins and homespun with swords and shields, were jumping into the sea.


Laenna said, softly, ‘Raiders. Nid told me. They’ve been seen up the coast. I thought he was trying to scare me.’ Under the blood and the mud, her face was white.


There was nowhere else to go. Signy grabbed her sister’s hand. ‘Come on!’


They turned and ran back the way they’d come, too terrified to scream; breath and energy were needed for survival. At their backs a thudding crash began. The raiders had seen the girls and that noise, sword hilt against shield boss, frightened the sisters more than facing the newcomers. That noise meant death; now, not later.


The children hit the top of the cliff. They screamed as they ran toward the Abbey, past Laenna’s captor, only now getting to his feet.


‘They’re here, they’re coming. Run!’


If the man did not understand, he heard the bellow of approaching death. And then he was sprinting after the girls, he was past them, yelling . . . 


‘Brothers, Brothers, ring the bell. The bell! Raiders!’


That was the first night of the Wanderer in this world.




Chapter 3


‘No power? What do you mean, no power?’


Walter was moving Freya’s things from the dinghy to the handcart he’d brought down from the house. ‘Never had the electricity on Findnar so far as I know. But there’s a gas ring in the house for cooking and a VHF radio for weather reports and contacting the RNLI. Runs on batteries.’


Freya had just been tired before; now she was exasperated. ‘Why doesn’t the house have power – and what’s the RNLI?’ She knew she looked ridiculous, hugging the laptop like a baby.


Walter hauled the clothes bag into the cart. ‘RNLI is the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, search and rescue for mariners. Like to ride?’ He extended his hand.


Irrationally, Freya was angry. ‘I’ll walk,’ she snapped. She heard herself. Surly. She stretched her face to a smile. ‘I’ve been sitting in a tin can for a day and a half. Walking’s good.’ Walter had been a stranger only an hour ago and he didn’t need to be this kind.


The fisherman said nothing, but he grinned as he bent to check the load. This one would walk up the track on her own two feet even if they bled. He picked up the cart handles and stepped forward. Two months, he thought, as he led Freya up the cliff path, three months maximum, and this girl would be gone. Autumn and the great gales would do it; that, and the truth of living on Findnar alone.


After a minute he looked back. ‘It’s not so bad when you’re used to it.’ He smiled encouragingly. Freya nodded; the gradient of the track was making it hard to speak. Walter slowed his pace without being obvious. ‘I’ve a cousin in Sydney; beautiful place I hear. Never been there, though, the bottom of the world.’


‘It’s a nice city. Friendly.’ Freya tried not to pant.


‘You’ll miss it then?’ The cart’s wheels turned, white spokes catching some flicker of last light.


‘I’m not sure, not yet anyway.’ Liar. Freya stopped and wiped her face as she stared across the strait toward Portsolly. She didn’t like to be alone. At home there was always something to do, someone to see, gossip, work; but now it would be just her and this sky, this island. Could she do it – learn to just be in this place while she waited? For what?


A breeze nudged Freya. The man, ahead, was disappearing into the dark. She hurried after him.


Fumbling with keys, trying first one and then another, Freya said, ‘I hate to think of you getting caught on the open water, Walter; the wind’s up. I can manage now, really.’


She saw the glimmer of his teeth. ‘Well now, I’m thinking there’s just a few little things I should—’


‘Got you!’ A key turned. Freya pushed the plank door wide and, stooping beneath a lintel designed for shorter people, entered Michael’s house for the first time. And nearly killed herself.


Five steps led down to the kitchen; hurrying, Freya stumbled on a dip and pitched forward. Walter snatched the girl’s backpack straps and swallowed a grin as she scrambled a foothold. ‘Perhaps it will be best if I show you how to light this house?’


Ruffled, heart thumping, Freya stood to one side, and Walter descended into the void beneath her feet. After a moment, ruddy light bloomed as he lit the wick of a lamp. With a shade of oxblood glass, it looked like a runaway from the set of a period drama, and behind him on the table stood its cousin – blue milk glass on a base of tarnished copper.


Walter waved matches. ‘Paraffin, these lamps. Just keep the chimneys clean, trim the wick each time, and make sure the fuel’s topped up; you’ll have no trouble once you’ve used them once or twice.’


Freya nodded, bemused. These were actual functioning objects, not ornaments, and from the same era, there was a kitchen range. That ancient black bulk against the wall was intimidating – some kind of secular relic, like the lamps. She gestured. ‘What about the stove?’


‘This?’ Walter patted the monster fondly. ‘You don’t have to cook on it – the gas ring’s over there.’ He pointed. ‘But you’ll find the old girl does well with a belly full of peat on a cold day – she’s got a wet back.’


‘A wet what?’


Walter laughed. ‘Pipes, Freya Dane, around behind. Water’s from a tank on the hill – gravity-fed.’ He waved toward a deep porcelain sink. There was a steel hand pump beside it. ‘Pump the pipes full and the water heats up when the stove’s working – that’s for your bath.’


He set the lamp down on the kitchen table and lit the other. ‘Let me know how you get on next time you’re over in Portsolly. Ask at the Nun. Anyone will say where to find me.’


‘I’ll do that, but would you mind if I took your number?’ Freya was unsure why that suddenly came out of her mouth, but she patted pockets, found a pen, and held it up. She said, encouragingly, ‘You could scribble it here if you like?’ Was he reluctant? She offered a cereal packet from the box of groceries with what she hoped was a winning grin.


Walter took the pen, and Freya watched him write the numerals, chatting brightly. ‘And thanks again for bringing me over here. I really appreciate it.’ She went to get her wallet.


He waved a genial hand. ‘Whisht, none of that.’ Closing the back door gently, he was gone.


Whisht? What did that mean?


A quick knock, and Walter eased the door open again. ‘I forgot to say there’s a cruiser in the cove. That’s how you get to Port.’ He tipped an imaginary hat.


‘Thanks.’ But Freya called out to the door as it closed. ‘Thanks for that . . .’ Her tone faded as she stared around the empty kitchen. Michael Dane’s kitchen.


She set the lamp with the red shade on the windowsill over the sink. The warm light was comforting, and as her eyes adjusted, she began to absorb her surroundings.


The kitchen was a useful size – not cramped but not so large it couldn’t be heated quickly. The floor was flagged with pieces of natural slate; that would be cold in winter, but cheerful kelims broke up the expanse. Winter won’t bother me. I won’t be here.


Freya ran her hand over the scrubbed top of the kitchen table. It was massive, so large it must have been built within the room. Generations of islanders had sat at this table before her, before her father.


‘Hello, Dad.’ Freya spoke without thinking. Eerie. She shook herself.


‘I’m going to explore, that’s what I’ll do.’ There was no one in this house to challenge her. Walter had put the groceries on the table. ‘After dinner.’ Soup and bread, that would be easiest.


But as Freya began to remove the bags, the tins, the bottles one by one, she saw something she’d not noticed before.


Beside the cardboard box was a folder and a string-trussed package. ‘For my daughter, Freya Dane’ was scrawled on the front of both.


Freya picked the folder up. His fingers had formed these words, shaped the letters. He’d thought of her, at least for that moment.


The edge of a chair seat caught behind her knees. A nudge to sit. Was this his chair? A Windsor carver, curved in the splats with a gentle hollow in the seat; the wood was mellow as honey.


Freya didn’t want to put the folder down. It might disappear as he had. She watched herself place it on the table as carefully as an offering. From somewhere outside her head, she saw that she was shaking.


Eight remembers a lot. Four does too. Even at four she’d sensed her parents’ unhappiness, and sometimes, after she’d been put to her bed, after the last story had been finished and she was on the edge of sleep, she’d heard them in the rooms downstairs.


Her mother, mostly. Shouting sometimes.


Michael did not shout, he spoke more softly.


Her mother would cry some nights. Then a door would slam – the downstairs bedroom, that’s where Elizabeth went when she did not sleep in the big room upstairs. The room Freya thought of as her father’s.


Those were the nights she did not go to sleep. She’d wait for him to walk up the stairs, wait for the door to the bedroom to open, wait longer for the light under the door to go out. Then she’d run from her own warm bed and burrow in behind his back. He never said much, just ‘Go to sleep. You’ll see, it will be better in the morning.’


But it wasn’t. They’d pretend, of course, for her.


It was then that dread had become her companion, because Freya knew, she knew, that one day she’d come home from school and he’d be gone. And that is what happened.


Freya squeezed her eyes shut. Why?


From misplaced loyalty perhaps – but loyalty to what, to whom? Elizabeth would not tell her. Not when she was a child and not when she was an adult. Even now it was never possible to talk about the meaning of that absence in their lives, but there was anger. A rich vein of it beneath the surface of the skin, hers and Elizabeth’s, too, with confusion at its core.


And now there was this. A manila folder. A package.


‘For my daughter, Freya Dane.’


She thought he’d forgotten. But why contact her now, and in this way? Perhaps the folder would tell her that Michael had married again, that there were other children out there – half brothers and half sisters.


Freya got up with such force the chair squawked. ‘I’m hungry.’ The weakness was low blood sugar, bound to be. ‘And I’m not going to do this now.’


She would make him wait as he had made her wait, all those years ago.


But at least, then, she’d had hope that one day the door would open and there he would be again – that he would ask her to forgive him.


She’d never worked out if she would or not. Tears or icy rejection? It depended on her mood.


Fingers stiff as twigs, Freya lit the gas ring as wind began to hunt the eaves of the house. The flame, when she struck it, was bright. A star in that dark room.




Chapter 4


Rather than run for the doubtful safety of the Abbey, Signy and Laenna had scampered back to the rushes. Burrowing, they’d clawed their way to the roots, curling together in the mud like cats in a basket. And there they’d lain as the sack of the Abbey began, too frightened to move.


The invaders had begun with the chanting shed, but now all the buildings were burning, the sky was burning, as Findnar’s newcomers were herded toward death and worse. Perhaps the raiders were demons, evil beings conjured from flame, creatures who feasted on blood.


The howls were the worst. Even at this distance, the sisters could hear men screaming. Who could tell if it was the newcomers as they died or the raiders about the slaughter?


They heard women’s voices too. Higher-pitched, sobbing, screaming out one word, over and over. Mary.


It was owl-light now, that dangerous time half light, half dark, when things change their shape. The screams stopped, and there was a lower confusion of sounds. Smoke was thicker than mist. Soon there was only the crack of burning timber and the occasional shout as an invader found something or someone missed in the first chaos. Meat was cooking; the raiders must have killed the animals as well.


‘Stay here.’ Laenna was pushing the reeds aside, wriggling away.


‘No! Please, Laenna. Don’t go!’


‘I have to see what’s happened. If they’ve gone, we can go home. Be quiet and lie still. I’ll come back for you.’


Signy tried to stop her sister, but Laenna pushed her down. She was gone before Signy could sit up.


The child closed her eyes and shivered. She should pray for help, but who would hear her? Her own Gods were at home in their parents’ house, and Cruach had left the world for today. She could not call on the new God of this island either, the one the strangers worshipped – she did not know His name, and He would not know her. Anyway, He wouldn’t help, why would He, when He’d just allowed his own followers to be murdered? Had He punished them for taking Findnar from her people?


Signy shivered. Her father always said Gods were dangerous if you crossed them. He was a shaman and knew such things. Maybe she should pray to Tarannis in the sky. He wasn’t one of their usual Gods, but she knew he looked down on everyone; he was the fire God, too, and the God of thunder. The fires lit by the raiders had roared like a storm at their height and, even if the ring stones weren’t his home, Tarannis might approve of the sacrifice she’d made, since Cruach, who lived there, was his brother. Yes, when this was over she would hurry to the stones to thank them both for the hiding place – it might be fetid, but the rushes were thick and had hidden them well.


Them. Where was Laenna?


Flat on her belly, Signy moved like a worm, knees and elbows propelling her through the ooze. Beneath the rot there was a hint of apples and mushrooms; if the marsh ever dried, this would be good soil. The strangers had come here for the same reasons her people always had; Findnar was a summerland of plenty.


Smoke hung, curtain high, above the smudge of Signy’s face as she peered out. There was clear air close to the ground, but three handspans higher and the world was blanket-cloaked, smoke hiding the stars.


That, above all else, broke Signy’s courage. If she could not see the sky, Tarannis would not see her. She would never get home, never; neither of them would. Tears fell, clean lines on her dirty face.


An owl came out of the smoke, pale as ash. It landed close, so close Signy could touch its feathers. It turned to look at her, gold eyes unblinking. A sign!


She whispered, ‘In the name of Tarannis, show me how to leave this place.’


Soft as it had come, the owl left, swallowed by the dusk and the smoke. The child screamed out, ‘No! Don’t go!’


A man’s hand descended from the smoke-blanket. He caught Signy by the throat, and she was jerked into the air, flailing and coughing. Desperation turned fingers to talons. Signy slashed at the man’s face, and she was lucky – long nails found flesh and gouged.


Blood filled the man’s eyes. Bellowing, he nearly dropped her.


She wriggled and howled. A lucky kick did the rest as one of Signy’s hard little feet found her attacker’s balls. He staggered, yelping.


That was enough. Signy fled, fast as a hind, swallowed by smoke as the owl had been.


Breathless, choking, she thought she was running toward the cliff path, but she stumbled and fell. She’d tumbled over something. A body, facedown in the grass. A sudden gust of wind tore the smoke.


Signy stuffed her hand in her mouth.


Oblivious to danger, oblivious to pursuit, she knelt. The back of the skull was a bloody mess, broken like an egg. Without words, without tears, she laid her face against the unmoving back, the dirty homespun cloth. Laenna. This was all that was left of her sister.


The smoke thinned, and through it she saw the man. He was blundering toward her, an axe in his hand – a red axe.


When Signy fled this time, it was purely from instinct, no thought in her mind but running and breathing. She ran from the light of the fires, ran and ran, and when she cried, the tears dried in the heat of that night – the heat of destruction.


Down the cliff path, down to the beach, down to the sea. It was nearly dark, but no moon had yet risen to expose her. This was all she could do, and perhaps, in the end, Tarannis was merciful, for the ships hauled up on the beach were unguarded – there’d been no need to leave sentries.


So the child hurried alone, in the shadow of the cliff, to the place they’d left their coracle at dawn, outside the sea cave.


She found their small craft smashed.


Like a wounded animal, Signy crept deep into the back of the cave, and from the pain that clenched her body she thought she might die, but in the end she only sobbed until she slept.


She did not see the comet as it rose against the clearing stars. She was too deep in the dark.


The long-necked ships would leave soon. They were being readied to push out from the beach on the swollen, full-moon tide.


The raid had been successful, and the vessels were laden with trade goods because the invaders had kept nearly all the younger nuns alive, though some of the older monks, those who’d tried to fight, had been killed. A loss, of course, but the remaining boys – those without beards – would be valuable; they’d likely be gelded before the autumn markets and sold on as merchants’ clerks. And a large enamelled cross had been looted from the chapel, along with a good, uncracked bell of bronze. Since there was always a shortage of bronze on the market, this alone would fetch a price that would put the raid into profit.


Reimer, the captain of the raiding band, was impatient at the slow start to the day. He was beginning to pace. A bad sign.


His men had eaten and drunk well after the raid – too well. After their days at sea, they’d gorged themselves on the fat sheep of Findnar’s meadows. Mutton, though not as good for fighting men as beef, was relished after fish for so many days, and they’d also found jars of mead in an earth cellar under one of the barns.


‘Men of God they call themselves – idiots and drunkards, that’s what I think them. Our Gods crushed theirs last night. No contest. Eh? Eh, Thorkeld?’


Thorkeld nodded, keeping his eye on the work going forward. He was happy to agree with his volatile war leader, since doing so saved trouble and time. No contest. The lieutenant yawned, scratching his belly. A big man who had survived late into his third decade, Thorkeld was unexcitable. He commanded Wave Piercer, the second largest ship in the fleet of twelve, and he’d worked hard last night but, after so many similar raids this season, he was, unusually, feeling the effects. His axe arm, for instance. He’d jarred it torching the chapel; plus the smoke, noise, and ale headache from the aftermath was more annoying than usual. The Abbey folk had not offered significant resistance, however, except for one or two hotheads, who were easily dealt with. On balance, irritations aside, a good result. Today though, when he was both queasy and tired, Thorkeld had no relish for the long, cold voyage to come.


Perhaps he was finally too old for this life. He didn’t enjoy it as much as he once had; maybe it was time to leave it to younger men and retire to his farm, paid for from twenty years of raiding, and breed sons. He’d earned that.


‘I’ll kill you!’


Reimer and Thorkeld turned to look at a fight at the water’s edge. A wheat-haired youth in his late teens was choking another member of the war band. They were fighting over a coffer from the Abbey. Its lid was up, and vestments, one or two of silk, were spilling into the water.


‘They’ll ruin those if they keep this up.’ Reimer hated waste.


Thorkeld nodded and started off to pull the men apart. Reimer called him back. ‘No. It might help Grimor. He’s been black since last night.’


Grimor, the blond, was winning – his opponent was on his knees in the surf, blood from a split nose and a broken eye socket washing away in the sea. At last the defeated youth staggered to his feet, hands held high and empty; he waded out of the surf followed by Grimor’s jeers and the laughter of his comrades on the beach.


Reimer grunted, transferred his attention back to the loading. ‘No word of the boy?’


Thorkeld shook his head. ‘No. Just classic inexperience – the kid was full of himself after the river village, and he thought this one was easy.’


Reimer agreed. ‘A waste.’ His band had sacked a settlement at the mouth of a small river some days sailing from Findnar before they burned this monastery. The river people had been a tougher contest since they’d been armed and had more trained fighters among them, but Grimor’s younger brother, Magni, had done well in what had been his first real raid.


Thorkeld continued. ‘I looked for his body this morning, so did Grimor. Nothing. Magni’s dead, burned I’d say. He showed promise, though, and courage – that’s something Grimor can take comfort from.’


The war leader sighed. ‘You’re right, you’re always right, Thorkeld. But we can’t let one boy’s death hold us up.’ He was distracted watching the last women being stowed onboard. Reimer didn’t want them damaged. Two of the three were handsome enough to fetch good prices at the markets, and the third was a real beauty, even with all her hair hacked off. ‘Would you look at what the Christians did to her? The hair!’


Thorkeld took his leader’s elbow in the ribs in good part as they watched one of the men pull the girl to her feet – she began to scream, of course; they were all good screamers. But he agreed, the monks and nuns truly were fools. Why would you knowingly damage the looks of a girl like that? It would take at least a year for the hair to grow to anything like an acceptable length, and someone would have to invest the money to feed her while she was held back from sale.


Reimer sucked his teeth reflectively and watched the pretty novice struggle as she was carried to Fenrir, his own ship. The craft was the largest in the fleet, big enough to take thirty rowers on each side. The girl was gagged now and her hands securely bound, but even though she was filthy with smoke and scared out of her wits, her face was a pleasure to look at. And her body was at that early stage of ripening that Reimer, personally, found very attractive; the young ones were so much easier to deal with. In fact, as he watched, he made up his mind. He’d keep this one. It was a while since he’d allowed himself anything pleasurable from a raid, and he deserved something for his efforts, long overdue tribute, in fact.


His senior wife would not be pleased, but she’d come around; he’d just have to make sure she didn’t harry the girl to a miserable death. But, in the end, what did it really matter – what was one concubine more or less?


‘Careful! Look at that, Thorkeld. What is that great oaf doing!’ The girl had wriggled so much the man who had her over his shoulder lost his footing, and he and his burden both fell into the surf. Having her hands tied, she hadn’t surfaced. ‘Pull her up, you fool! Go on!’ The girl was hauled, choking, out of the water.


Thorkeld was bored. He’d seen it too many times; this island had given all it had for the moment, and he was as impatient as his master to weigh anchor. ‘I’m sure she’ll settle now, Lord.’


At the last minute, Reimer had decided that the three best women should be placed on his own vessel, and Thorkeld agreed with the decision. There was no point putting valuable merchandise on any of the other ships, since, having been used by the crew, they’d be in a shocking state by the time they arrived at winter quarters.


Reimer nodded absently as he watched the crying girl pushed over the side into his ship. As Thorkeld had said, all the fight in her was gone. ‘Good. Let’s be away.’


After the raiders left, when the tide had lowered once and come in again, Signy left the cave.


She was hungry and thirsty and numb with grief, but the sea had washed away the marks where the hulls had rested. The raiders were truly gone.


Now she must bury her sister.




Chapter 5


This house had a name, and Freya remembered it from the solicitor’s letter. Compline House, Findnar Island, near Portsolly, KA33, Scotland – a mouthful with a twist that seemed uniquely charming when first read.


Compline. She’d looked it up. In monastic tradition, the last prayers before bed were called by this name – prayers of protection against the evils of the night.


Freya raised the lamp higher. She was reflected in one window of the largest room, at the very front of the house. In daylight there would be a view of all the western sky and the strait between the island and the mainland. The letter had told her he’d died out there. That night, in the water, there’d been no protection for Michael Dane; no search and rescue had come for him.


Lost at sea; the words had never resonated before now.


Abruptly, Freya turned away from the glass. Holding the lamp higher, she saw faint marks on the board ceiling above her head. This must have been two rooms once, and there would have been a corridor where she’d entered from the kitchen; someone had taken the walls out to open up this graceful space.


The place was sparsely furnished, yet each item spoke of a clear aesthetic. The chair of stainless steel and leather, a small deep couch and matching armchair, a glass table loaded with books and magazines – even the old station clock over the fireplace had been chosen for its design and style, not just price.


So, he’d had taste, her father. Unaccountably that made Freya angry – he’d not been around to show her how much he loved beauty.


She walked to the desk placed beneath one of the windows and ran her hand over the timber. Oak, planed and then meticulously sanded.


‘Did you make this, Dad?’


From long ago, she remembered his hand holding a chisel as the other tapped on the end with a wooden mallet. He’d made her a bed once, and carved a bas-relief of her six-year-old profile on the headboard.


She banished that image. Concentrate.


Her father’s desk was still covered with working papers, and there was a stack of books on the floor beside the chair just as if he had, at that moment, got up and gone to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. And there was a VHF radio. Small and bright yellow, it was the size of a TV remote. Freya thumbed the On button; the screen stayed blank. Her father had died six months ago. Of course the batteries were flat.


Ruby light displayed a bloom of dust on the sprawled possessions, the pot full of pens and pencils, the stapler. There was even dust on the paperweight – a snow dome of the Sydney Opera House, the sort of thing you’d give a child as a joke present.


Could she see him shaking it, or was that just imagination? No snow in Sydney, Little Fee, except in here. That was what he’d called her, Little Fee. Was that her laughter she heard, a happy kid? Freya stared at the paperweight, reached out, almost touched it . . . 


No. She turned away from the black glass, away from the image of her face, one side in shadow, one side bright. Was it a trick of that strange mirror – to see her face so haunted and so strange? And younger, the face of the lonely child she’d once been.


‘This is rubbish.’ It was bracing to shout; the noise filled Freya with energy.


‘What rubbish.’ She said it softly the second time. Freya wandered around the austere and beautiful room, trying to take it all in, trying to smell out the truth of Michael’s presence.


What remained here? What was really left? His books – he’d collected them and no doubt knew the contents of each one. Floor to ceiling, the width of the entire front wall of the house was lined with his library, and there were even shelves below, between, and above each of the windows. ‘Lotta trips up that path, Dad. That must have kept you fit.’


Freya slid a volume out from among its companions – there was almost no dust. These books had been frequently used.


Holding up the lamp, she saw a number handwritten on each spine in white correcting fluid; so, Michael still had his own system, and, if she looked, she knew she’d find his card file – there’d be no computer database for Michael Dane. ‘Writing time is thinking time, Little Fee.’ He’d always been a Luddite.


Freya nodded. I know, Dad. I agree. She, too, liked to write things first in longhand – an anachronism, but his anachronism. Some things remained to her, of him. And as a child she’d loved his cards, each one an elegant statement of his love for what he did.


Archaeology, of course. That thing, worse than another woman, the obsession that had taken him away; it must have been that. Family and archaeology – why had they been so incompatible, and why had she followed Michael into that same realm of the dead past?


Freya snorted. She knew why; any bloody amateur psychologist could tell her why. She wanted to prove herself to him, wanted to be better than he was.


Too late.


Freya shook her head, angry, not sad. Can’t please you now that you’re dead, can I? She ran a finger across the book spines as she walked the length of the room. Gradually, as she knew she would, she was absorbed by the names, the bindings, the range of topics . . . 


She stopped. Of course! This library would be the most tremendous resource for her work. Freya laughed at the irony.


No power = no laptop = no surfing the Net, but with all that was on these shelves, she’d not even miss the Web for research – her father’s books would get her to the end of her unloved doctorate. Michael’s deep knowledge of his chosen subject, the archaeology of the so-called Dark Ages, the early medieval to be exact, and the resources in this room would provide all she needed and more.


Perhaps she was meant to come to this place after all. Perhaps, in the end, there were no accidents.


Freya Dane sat down at her father’s kitchen table, the lamps placed on either side of the folder. She pulled it toward her. In that quiet room, the cardboard made a hushing sound as it slid across the plank top.


She opened the flap. It had an internal pocket, and in that was a solicitor’s card. She scanned the plain black type – it announced that Hindhawk, Piddington, and Associates, Solicitors and Advocates, could be found at Kings Quay Chambers, 18 Balloch Court, Ardleith, KA33, Scotland. Scotland was embossed – a definite statement. Freya’s lips quirked. Scots independence rose up from that small cardboard rectangle – no United Kingdom for these gentlemen at law, apparently.


She put the card aside. Inside the folder there was a mass of anonymous white pages, covered in her father’s writing. And then she took in the meaning and feeling behind the first words of his letter before they blurred.




December 31


Close to Midnight


My darling Freya,


Perhaps it is the last night of the old year that has made me write to you or perhaps because whisky, drunk alone, brings feeling close to the surface.


Truth is always complex, but tonight I have, it seems, the courage to say what must be said between us. And also to try to record what has happened on this island, to set down the facts as simply as I can, because it is your right to know.


For if you are reading what I’ve written here instead of talking to me over a companionable dram at last, that will be because I’ve left instructions with my solicitors in Ardleith.


By now you’ll know that Findnar belongs to you, with this house and all its contents. And this document will be placed where, hopefully, you will find it if and when you decide to come here. I hope you do. If I close my eyes, I can see you sitting here, at my kitchen table. That provides a little comfort.


Perhaps you do not believe that I am sad, desolate rather, that we have never met as adults? Believe me, I am. I have planned, so often, what we might say to each other, but each conversation in my head begins and ends with this. I want you to know that I have never, ever stopped loving you.





Freya blinked. There was a pain at the base of her throat, and it was hard to breathe. The words swam, and it was some minutes before she went on reading.




It’s such a very long time ago that your mother and I parted. I don’t know how much you actually understood, then, of the causes of the end of our marriage. I’ve often asked myself that question. Would it have been better if you hadn’t known the ins and outs, or worse?


No answer to that question. I shall not write of such sadness now because I want to tell you about the life I’ve lived here, and I want to explain an instinct I have long cherished: that you, and only you, are the right person to own Findnar after me. I’ll try to explain when I have told you a little more.


Of course, it will be your decision – and right – to keep this place or to sell it as you please. All I ask is that you read what I’ve set down here and suspend judgement, if you can. This is the most difficult letter I have ever written, but I am telling you the truth, so far as I understand it.


I also want to describe something very odd – a puzzle, if you like, or a mystery, the greatest of my working life. I’ve not been able to properly decode the evidence either, though I have found so many hints, gone down so many false trails trying to do just that. Perhaps you will succeed where I have failed. I hope that you do.


I know that you’re close to the end of your doctorate. By the way, I’m proud indeed that you have chosen to become an archaeologist. For this conundrum, however, you will need all the skills you have learned at university and something more, something I believe you have in your bones – instinct. I saw it in you as a child.


Do you remember that summer dig in Norway when you were seven? Freya, you were a real member of our team, not just a passenger, or the boss’s daughter.





Did she remember? Freya swallowed. Of course she remembered. Sleeping in a tent with just her dad, dirty and hot in the long, bright days, so happy grubbing in the dirt as they excavated the streets of the trading port from a thousand years ago. And the pride when, all by herself, she had found the enamelled brooch and brought it out of the ground, intact. He had been proud of her, too, and there was a photograph of them both grinning – white teeth in dirty faces – as she held up the treasure she’d found.


Nineteen years ago. Time was supposed to heal, to seal over loss. Freya cleared her throat noisily. Did you expect this to be easy for either of us, Dad?




Freya, this island gives up its secrets reluctantly. Some, from the recent past – the last six hundred years or so – I have uncovered, but some, one in particular, are much more ancient and intractable. And elusive; I did not know that, of course, when I came here. Perhaps you’ve wondered about Findnar – and why I bought the island.





Freya pushed back against his chair. ‘So, tell me, Dad.’ When he left Elizabeth, Michael had done two decent things. He’d signed over the Sydney house to his wife, and he’d never shirked his obligation of maintenance payments for Freya as she grew up. Her mother had told her that – grudgingly – after the letter arrived from Scotland.


To say Freya had been angry she hadn’t been told didn’t touch the sides, and the flare-up between the pair went nuclear. It still hurt not to have known that he’d cared about her, even to that extent, for all those years. Searing questions had been asked and avoided. Why did he leave you, why?


He was searching. We weren’t enough for him.


For what? Jesus Christ, what was he searching for? There has to be more. You’re lying to me; you have in the past, you’re doing it now.


Freya blinked. She was sorry for some of the things she’d said to Elizabeth, and they’d made up after a day or so because fights were rare between them, but her curiosity had kicked in – and Michael was right. She wanted to know how he’d been able to buy Findnar, since Elizabeth implied her ex-husband was, so far as she knew, broke after giving her the house.




I resigned from the university too – did you know that? That place was part of the problem between your mother and me. I was never ambitious and Elizabeth was – for me, that is. I’ve always liked to dig more than to teach, and they knew that. I was passed over for tenure too many times, and I was never going to be dean, of course. Politics. Not my strong suit. So I ran away from Sydney, worked in the gulf, on the rigs. Entry-level jobs at first, roughneck and roustabout. I was leading a drilling crew inside two years, and I rediscovered my physical self. How to just be and not overthink everything – that saved me.





‘Overthink everything.’ The pages trembled. ‘There’s a gene for that?’ Freya shook her head.




It was hard work, twelve, fourteen hours a day and dangerous, but very well paid. And I saved my dollars because with free food and accommodation I had nothing to spend them on (we were paid in US currency, tax-free, when the dollar was worth something in the world). I heard about Findnar from a Scot – we shared accommodation on the platform – a forced sale, he said. And the gulf was starting to heat up politically at that time so . . . I decided it was time to go. I flew to Edinburgh and choppered into Aberdeen, hired a car and drove to Portsolly. End of story. There was something about this place, and I didn’t care about the remoteness, that suited me. Findnar was so cheap, though, of course, it’s a while ago now, and though Compline had been uninhabited for years – another winter and the roof would have gone – I knew I’d have the time (fourteen days on, twenty-one days off) to restore the house. It turned out that the bank was desperate to unload the place for almost any price to set against the debts of the owners on the mainland, and I had enough put by for a deposit. That got me a mortgage, and I decided to work out of Aberdeen on the North Sea rigs. Wilder, much, much colder, but it was closer to home. And that’s what Findnar has become. My home. And slowly, Compline came good – as you’ll see if you look around. A lot of work, a lot of trips up and down that path, but satisfying to see the house come back to life.


And archaeology found me again because I was able to pursue work on my own terms here.


I hope you like living and working here too, Freya. If you decide to stay.





The soft light played with his words. ‘Sorry, Dad, not convinced I’m an archaeologist. There. Said it.’ Freya chafed her arms. Perhaps his voice in her head was amused as she read on.




Whatever you decide, my finds of these last years are all cataloged. There are site plans, drawings, and photographs, and I’ve stored the physical objects in the undercroft – others will call it a cellar, but I know you will understand what it is.


This house proper may be only a few hundred years old but in the lower layer it’s much more ancient, though linked in style to the Abbey; that’s what people have always called the ruins beside Compline, by the way, and ‘people’ are right.


However, going further, it is my belief that parts of Compline House are very much older than even the monastic era. I feel they predate the turn of the millennium before last, and it is this aspect of Compline’s past for which I have pursued dating evidence; it’s become a quest – the centre of my being. And it feels right, somehow, what I am doing here.


There are riddles in this place that I have never solved. But you? Well, you are different, you always have been. The head from me. The heart, the imagination from your mother. And that is why I feel compelled to tell you something I do not think I can share with any other person.


I have always thought of myself as a rational being, Freya, a person who deals with facts – so far as any archaeologist can. But there are other dimensions to this puzzle than concrete, datable evidence of the past. I am not able, any longer, to accept the deductions of my training, or my senses, alone.


Now, I look at what I have just written, and I see you shaking your head, yet it is very hard to find words to describe what I have experienced so recently on Findnar.


Lately, what I can only describe as visions have begun to disturb my sleep. These are not dreams, by the way – dreams have no structure – but what I see, what I increasingly hear, does. It is as if I am being given a new chapter of a story to absorb each night. The setting is always Findnar, and there is only a small cast of people, but the time is not our era.





Thraaaaaamp! Something hit the back door. Freya jumped, heart jolting. She rose from the chair. Another thump. Harder. This one rattled the handle.


‘Hello?’ She heard herself. Hello – how dumb is that?


Freya turned the key quickly and pulled the door open; wild air rushed past and riffled the papers off the table – absorbed in Michael’s letter, she had not heard the storm rise outside, and lumps of peat had been flung out of an upended basket by the force of the gale; they’d hit the kitchen door.


It was hard to shut the night outside, but Freya forced the door to close. She picked up the scattered sheets of paper and did not sit down to the letter again until she’d drunk a hot, sweet cup of tea and lost the shakes.




Recently, just before Christmas, there was a week of fine weather and I decided to finish some work I had started. In the autumn just gone, I sank some trenches in the circle of standing stones – seeking dating evidence of construction.


To that point, the trial digs yielded little, but when I reopened a trench near the centre of the circle, more digging yielded a number of remarkable artifacts. They were hidden – I’m convinced of that, by the way – but by whom it is impossible to say. Certainly pre the first millennium and utterly unique. I believe a crucifix I found there is the key to the visions – everything I have experienced began after I gave it away. You will find full descriptions of that piece and of each of the other objects in my notes. And please, Freya, look with particular care at the contents of the small lead box. Can you read Latin by the way?





Lead box? Crucifix? Freya frowned; archaeologists do not give away unique finds. Had her father been drunk by the time he’d written this stream of consciousness?




Now, you may say that a lifelong interest in the past and constant study is generating all that I am experiencing – or that I am drunk.





Freya sat straighter in the chair and faintly smiled.




At the beginning, I would have said you were right (in reference to the former, not the latter). Now, I am not convinced, and to engage with, to really examine, the meaning of recent events, the objects I have found must be properly placed in their contexts – validated, if you like.


If you are reading this letter, I will not have achieved my goal. And if that is so, this is where I must ask you to help me, though I have no right.


It would be a miracle, I know, if you were able to find written records for the people whose names I shall give you, for I have not been able to. However, I feel certain there will be something. Even a crumb of information, no matter how small, will be important.


And you must search for the grave and the tomb. I am convinced they





The writing ceased.


‘Tomb?’ Freya turned the page over, held up the folder, and shook it. Nothing, except for a small, yellowing newspaper clipping, which fluttered down, mothlike, to the tabletop.


It was from the Ardleith Herald, and it was dated January 1. The column was brief, under an arresting headline: HEROIC RESCUE FAILS.


In simple language the article recorded the death by drowning in the early hours of the morning of January 1 of Michael Dane, PhD’52, born Sydney, Australia, but longtime resident and owner of the island of Findnar.


Dr. Dane, formerly an archaeologist, had died trying to assist a fishing vessel named The Holy Isle and its crew of two: Walter Boyne, fifty-seven, and his son, Daniel Boyne, thirty-one, fishermen, both of Portsolly.


The details blurred as Freya absorbed the facts. Walter Boyne had been there when it happened.


And he’d said nothing to her.




Chapter 6


Signy was starving. She stumbled as she walked the line where hard sand met shingle in the cove. She had to go back to the Abbey, to the killing ground; she must find Laenna’s body and bury it. After that, she would look for food; there would be gannets’ eggs, if nothing else. Then she would go home. She would find a way.


The last, steep turn in the cliff track nearly defeated the child. Just a few more steps, only a few, two more, one . . . 


Signy collapsed on the grass as the sky whirled above her and settled to a high, blue bowl.


It was a warm day, quiet except for birdsong and the distant mutter and slump of the sea – perfect. But there was smoke in the air, an acrid tang.


Signy stared at the sun. ‘Help me, Cruach. Please.’ She knelt in the grass, holding up her hands to the white disc above her head. ‘Make my sister be alive. Make this all a dream.’


A breeze lifted hair from her eyes, gentle as a mother’s hand. ‘Ma, oh, Ma. How can I tell you?’ Signy thought there were no more tears, but they came from somewhere as delayed shock punched her down and she saw, once more, her sister’s crushed head.


‘Poor little thing. Hush now, you’re not alone. Hush . . .’


Signy froze. Perhaps the hand on her shoulder was kind, but like an animal she curled in on herself.


Let the blow be fast. I won’t feel it if it’s fast.


‘I can help you.’ A woman’s voice.


Signy opened her eyes. Only a little.


Soft, crumpled skin was framed in white linen; or it had been white once, but now the cloth was filthy. Robes of black wool hid the dirt better.


The smiling woman held out her hands. ‘There, see? I am a friend.’


Instinct beat fear. Signy wrapped herself around the stranger instantly, twig arms stronger than any vine.


‘What’s that?’


A man spoke.


Signy buried her head in the woman’s belly, quivering.


‘Hush, Brother. She’s just a child, badly frightened.’


The man muttered, ‘Aren’t we all?’ He cleared his throat. ‘One of ours, Sister? I do not recognise her.’


‘No, Brother Cuillin. I do not know where she is from.’


What were they saying? It was the same gabble all the newcomers spoke; Signy dared to open her eyes. The man was staring at her – his eyes were bleak. He was about the same age as the woman.


‘A heathen child. Local. Has to be unless she came with the raiders. No good to us either way.’


Why was his voice so harsh? The man seemed angry. Signy buried her head again, shaking – it was hard not to cry.


The nun, Sister Gunnhilde, put a finger to her lips. ‘Hush, Brother, you’ve scared her. At least she’s alive.’


Cuillin sighed. He was too tired to be offended. To help Gunnhilde, he bent to lift Signy, but the girl screamed when he touched her.


Gunnhilde put her arms around the child. ‘I’ll do it, Brother. There, girl, no one will hurt you.’ She pulled Signy onto her hip and walked beside the monk toward the ruins of the Abbey.


Signy hid her head in Gunnhilde’s neck. She did not want to see what the world looked like, not yet.


The adults murmured together as they walked. ‘How many of the community are left, Brother?’


The monk shook his head. Like Gunnhilde, his eyes were red from smoke and grief. ‘No more than a handful. Besides me, two brothers from the Scriptorium, Anselm and Simon, and only one of the novices; he hid in the combe.’


Gunnhilde nodded. The combe was a small wooded valley beneath the Pagan stone circle, a sensible place to hide. ‘I saw Brother Vidor from the kitchen earlier, and one of my novices managed to run away also.’


Cuillin caught Gunnhilde’s glance over the child’s head. ‘Praise be, Sister, for this at least.’ They’d both seen what happened to most of the Abbey’s novice nuns.


Signy felt something wet drop on the back of her neck. Tears. She clung on more tightly.


They were close to the Abbey when Gunnhilde stopped. Slowly she absorbed the extent of the blasphemy and the horror. She crossed herself, as did Cuillin. ‘The end of the world. You were right, Brother – you told us the travelling star was a warning.’


Cuillin’s anguish was very great. ‘Why would God punish His servants in this way, Sister?’


Gunnhilde hitched Signy higher on her hip. She was exhausted, but there was far, far too much to do to acknowledge weakness. ‘Perhaps, in His mercy, God will tell us. Then we can make reparation for our sins.’ The nun walked toward the ruined buildings carrying the child as if she’d been a mother all her life.


Brother Cuillin caught up. ‘I forgot to say, there’s another one. A heathen boy – he came with the raiders, I think. He looks like them, rather than her.’ He eyed the filthy child dispassionately. Black hair, black eyes, brown skin. The boy was blond, a superior type compared to the tiny native people. ‘I think he is dying, however. Perhaps we should put him out of his pain; it might be a kindness.’


Gunnhilde stopped. She faced Cuillin, eyes snapping. ‘If God has given us these children, it is for a purpose, Brother. They will be treated as Christ. It is our privilege to receive them and to bring them to Him.’ She clutched Signy tightly and cradled the child’s head to her chest, muttering, ‘The idea. The very idea!’
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