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			She stared at the man again. Was he real? Her mind returned to the ghostly figure by the shore and to her strange dream. No, he was not a figment of her imagination.

			Skye Logan has been struggling to run her remote farm on Scotland’s west coast alone ever since her marriage fell apart. When a handsome stranger turns up looking for work, it seems that her wish for help has been granted.

			Rafe Carlisle is searching for peace and somewhere he can forget about the last few years. But echoes of the distant past won’t leave Skye and Rafe alone, and they begin to experience vivid dreams which appear to be linked to the Viking jewellery they each wear.

			It seems that the ghosts of the past have secrets . . . and they have something that they want Skye and Rafe to know.
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Prologue
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			Vestnes, Rousay, Orkneyjar, ad 883

			The feast was in full swing and everyone was getting raucous as the ale flowed freely. The spacious hall rang with toasts, jokes, laughter, chatter and arguments, and Óttarr leaned forward to better observe it all. He didn’t want to miss a single moment, and a huge smile spread across his face as he took it all in. Was there anything better than an evening spent this way with friends and relatives?

			Oil lamps and the flickering fire of the central hearth bathed the room in a soft sheen, throwing shadows across the colourful woven hangings and painted shields decorating the walls. The air was filled with the scent of burning peat, mouth-watering cooking smells, spilled ale and humanity. At the centre of it all sat the chieftain, Óttarr’s father Óláfr, on a carved chair he’d brought with him from Hordaland many years before, when he came to settle on these remote islands. One day Óttarr himself would sit in it as owner of this settlement, but for now, that was far into the future. He’d seen a mere fourteen winters, and his father was in the prime of his life.

			He laughed at a particularly bawdy joke told by one of his father’s men. There were a dozen of them, with wives and families, who’d settled here and sworn allegiance to Óláfr. Not a large number, by any means, but it wasn’t easy to carve out a living in this desolate place, and Óláfr’s domains wouldn’t support any more as yet. Their expressions showed nothing but contentment, and the camaraderie and jovial atmosphere was tangible. This was a group of people bound by ties of blood, kinship and trust, who enjoyed each other’s company and felt comfortable together.

			‘It must be time for some arm wrestling,’ Óláfr shouted, banging his mug down on the trestle table. ‘Who’ll challenge me? Óttarr?’

			That drew gales of laughter. Although big and strong for his age, Óttarr was no match for his father, and everyone recognised this as the joke it was intended to be. And it wasn’t ill meant; Óláfr knew as well as Óttarr that the day would come when he’d be able to best the older man. It just wasn’t yet.

			He raised his ale mug in a salute and grinned. ‘Soon, Father, soon.’

			‘I will!’ someone else called out, and a bench was hauled forward so that the two men could face each other. A gaming board was pushed to the side to make room for their elbows, the lead pieces scattering across the table, and a serving woman snatched up a dish of smoked fish that was about to fall to the floor.

			The two men hadn’t done more than grip each other’s hands firmly, however, when the double doors to the hall slammed open so hard they bounced against the wall. A rush of cold air and the tang of the sea blew in as someone came running inside, shouting at the top of his lungs, ‘Grab your weapons! We’re under attack!’

			It took a moment for the words to penetrate the babble of voices and sink in, but when they did, Óláfr stood up so quickly he overturned the table, sending food and crockery flying. He dived for his weapons, which were always kept next to his chair, and then ran to grab a shield off the wall, where they hung in neat rows. The other men did the same, and some of the women – including Óttarr’s mother – armed themselves as well.

			Óttarr froze to the spot for an instant, then sprinted towards his sleeping bench. His weapons were stashed underneath and he kneeled to retrieve them – a sword and a battle axe, honed to lethal sharpness. By the time these were in his hands, the attackers were already swarming in through the doors, and the clash of steel on steel and metal on wood rang out. Óttarr threw himself into the fray. It was his first real battle, but he wasn’t afraid. He’d been taught well and knew that the outcome didn’t matter, only that he fought as bravely as he could so that he’d gain entry to Valhalla if it was his fate to die this day.

			Through the haze of anger and bloodlust that flooded his veins, he heard the shouts of the enemy. The words were in his own language, which surprised him. He’d always thought that any threat would come from the peoples across the sea whose lands men like Óláfr had appropriated. Or the ones who had occupied the islands before them. It hadn’t occurred to him that their fellow Norsemen would attack them, but this seemed to be the case.

			‘Die, niðingr!’ he bellowed, as he succeeded in running his sword through a youth who couldn’t be more than a few years older than himself. The stunned look on his face as he crumpled was a crude reminder of the reality of bloodshed, and all around him, Óláfr’s men were falling too.

			The high-pitched screams from the women and children of the settlement, at once heart-rending and chilling, made Óttarr’s blood run cold. He battled his way towards one particular woman who was about to be molested, despite fighting her attacker tooth and nail. Her desperate cries spurred him on, but he kept being intercepted, and in the end he failed to reach her in time. Next to her, crumpled on the floor like broken driftwood, lay a toddler who would never play again in this realm. A red mist of fury washed over Óttarr as he gripped his sword with clammy hands, and the need for revenge rose within him. He concentrated fiercely on what he was doing, but the men of the settlement were vastly outnumbered and the outcome was never in doubt.

			The tang of blood hung heavy in the air now. He heard his mother yelling something, and Óláfr’s reply – ‘I’m coming, ást mín!’ – but when he dared a quick glance over his shoulder, he was met by the sight of his mother sitting in a pool of blood, her eyes staring sightlessly towards the roof. One of the attackers began to tear her jewellery off with greedy fingers, stowing it in a sack. Óláfr was still trying to fight his way through to her, but it was too late. An enemy warrior set upon him from behind. Even with an axe buried in his shoulder, he fought on, roaring like an enraged bull, but Óttarr could only watch helplessly as his father was surrounded and attacked from all sides. No man, however strong, could have survived such an onslaught.

			As something connected with his skull, the last thing Óttarr saw was his father’s body lying on the floor, surrounded by utter devastation.

			‘I’ll see you in Valhalla,’ he whispered, then he blacked out.

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter One
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			Auchenbeag, Argyll, west coast of Scotland, 2022

			Skye Logan gripped her mug of tea tightly with both hands, trying to draw the warmth into her very bones, but it wasn’t working. She stared out towards the island of Jura, which could be glimpsed in the distance across the sea, a beautiful sight she’d never tire of looking at. The water between there and the mainland was calm today, below a layer of morning mist that also swathed most of the island. It crept up towards the cottage, its soft swirls stirring restlessly on an unseen breeze. Indoors, here in her cosy kitchen, she was safe and warm, but the chill was lodged deep inside her and not even the wood-burning Rayburn could thaw her out.

			She was starting to wonder if anything ever would.

			It was barely light, but she’d been unable to sleep. She had always been an early riser, yet waking up pre-dawn was taking things a step too far. No point tossing and turning, though, not when she had so many chores always waiting for her attention. If she could just force down a bowl of porridge, she could get a head start.

			She was about to turn away from the window when something caught her eye. A shadow came gliding into the little bay that belonged to her property, a rowing boat of some sort, although she couldn’t quite make it out. A shiver of unease slithered down her spine, making the hairs at the back of her neck stand on end.

			‘Who on earth . . . ?’

			Perhaps someone from up or down the coast, out on an early-morning fishing trip? But as she watched, the vessel headed straight towards the sliver of beach where she kept her own boat during the summer. At high tide, like now, the water came halfway up the rocky outcroppings that framed the bay, and made it possible to row all the way in. At any other time, the boat would have got stuck in the mud and tangles of seaweed further out.

			There was a hazy figure, all alone, and she saw him or her put the oars away and stand up, jumping on to the shore. A her, definitely – it had to be a female, as Skye could see now that she was small, with a long plait falling forward as she pulled the boat on to the sand and tied it to a nearby rock. When she straightened up, a flash of metal glinted off what looked like two large pieces of jewellery, one either side of her chest above her bosom. Her clothing was long and blew slightly in the breeze; some sort of layered maxi dress. She kneeled on the beach for a while. Then she picked up a sack and headed for the line of trees, where the forest abutted Skye’s garden and fields.

			‘Hey!’ Skye knocked on the window and tried to wave at the intruder to gain her attention, but it had no effect. She ought to go outside and confront her, but instinct made her stay where she was. The woman could be dangerous; deranged even. Why else was she sneaking around on someone else’s property? Skye was suddenly glad her front door was still locked. There was something eerie about the individual; the way her shape seemed so insubstantial at times, Skye wasn’t entirely convinced she was real.

			‘Perhaps I’m dreaming,’ she murmured. Had she fallen asleep at last, only to imagine herself having breakfast?

			But when she placed her fingers on the glass of the window, it felt cool to the touch and not in the least dreamlike.

			‘I’m going mad,’ she muttered.

			She was painfully aware of how isolated she was here, far from any other habitation. Since her soon-to-be-ex-husband Craig had left her, she’d been living on her own with only her two Border collies for company. Wait, the dogs! She glanced at them and was surprised to see them sleeping peacefully in their squishy beds next to the Rayburn. Pepsi and Cola were excellent guard dogs and ought to have been barking furiously right now. The woman outside hadn’t exactly been stealthy, but they appeared oblivious. What on earth was going on?

			As she turned back to the window, the shadowy figure was disappearing into the forest. Skye waited a few minutes, but the woman didn’t come back, and when she glanced towards the beach, the boat was gone too.

			‘How is that possible?’ she whispered, thoroughly spooked now. ‘Who took it?’ It had been there only moments before, she’d swear to it.

			There was no reasonable explanation that she could come up with, and the whole episode left her feeling shaken and unsettled. What had just happened?

			Skye was up early again the next day, although for a different reason this time. She’d had strange and disturbing dreams all night, and had woken up covered in sweat and with tears running down her cheeks. Something had happened in the dream that made her both sad and depressed, but she couldn’t quite remember what it was. All she knew was that her head was filled with dark thoughts and she couldn’t stop hearing the clang of metallic objects bumping against each other, as well as an anguished cry that sounded like ‘neigh’.

			But it wasn’t real.

			When she emerged into the fresh morning air, the sun was shining and all should have been right with the world, but something felt off. It was too still, too quiet, as though the world was waiting for a disaster. The calm before the storm. She shook her head and gave herself a stern talking-to.

			‘For goodness’ sake, stop imagining things, woman!’

			As she went about her daily chores as usual, she had the eerie sensation of being watched. Several times she scanned her surroundings and found nothing out of the ordinary, but she couldn’t shake the unease that clung to her. She made sure to bring both dogs with her wherever she went. The memory of the shadowy figure she’d seen yesterday still lingered, and she wasn’t taking any chances. But nothing happened. She let the chickens out to scratch around to their hearts’ content, milked the goats, checked on the sheep and said hello to the Highland cow and her calf, who were grazing near the house. Then she went to do some planting in her vegetable garden and greenhouse. As the day progressed, she began to relax and lost herself in the work.

			The woman in the rowing boat had to have been a figment of her imagination, and the dreams as well. Maybe she needed to use her brain more and not just work physically all the time. Some kind of long-distance studying, perhaps? That should challenge the little grey cells, but when would she have the time or energy?

			While she grabbed a quick bite to eat at lunchtime, she leafed idly through a local newspaper. Nothing much happened around here and normally she’d use it for lighting the fire with, but today a headline on the front page jumped out at her: Viking Age Settlement Found on Argyll Coast, it screamed in extra thick letters. She started reading the article underneath, the fine hairs on her arms rising as the words sank in.

			A team of archaeologists from the University of Glasgow are spending the summer months excavating at Carraig Beag, on the west coast of Argyll, near Lochgilphead. A local farmer had reported finds of pottery sherds and slag – the residue when iron is extracted from iron ore – which seemed to indicate metal-working activity on the site. Kieran McCall, the director of the dig, has now confirmed that there is a lot more to it than that.

			‘We’ve found post holes that show the outline of buildings, as well as stones making up hearths of various sizes. There are middens and signs of continued occupancy over many decades. Dating-wise, we have only come across two coins – both from around the end of the ninth century. But the most exciting finds so far are a number of burials, skeletons complete with grave goods that show the settlement was populated by Vikings. There is no doubt in our minds on that score at all, judging by their possessions, and one is a rare boat burial, which indicates the deceased was of very high status . . .’

			Carraig Beag was the property to the north of Skye’s place, Auchenbeag, which was interesting. The article went on for another couple of paragraphs, but suddenly she stopped reading and instead stared at the rather basic black-and-white drawing of a Viking woman that accompanied the text. A violent shudder rippled through her and she whispered, ‘No way! It can’t be . . .’

			The image fitted perfectly with the glimpse she’d had of the shadowy woman’s clothing the day before – a long dress in two layers, with those large oval brooches holding up the straps of the over-gown that looked more like an apron. They were unmistakable, and she remembered now learning about them at school. Turtle brooches? No, tortoise? They were called something like that, as they resembled a tortoise’s shell. But why would there be a Viking spirit here if the newly discovered settlement was up the coast? And why were the Vikings in this area at all? This was Scotland. Had they raided here? Or settled on this coast? She’d have to find out.

			Abandoning the newspaper, she Googled ‘Vikings in Scotland’ for a while, learning about their activities in the area and how they’d ruled the Western Isles and parts of the mainland for centuries. It made for fascinating reading, and she decided to continue that evening when she had more time. Heading outside, she couldn’t resist going to the part of the forest the figure had disappeared into. Thick stands of birch trees grew down here, close to the shore, interspersed with ferns and dense bracken as tall as herself. There was a path that led inland and up the slope, where other types of trees were mixed in – oak, alder and rowan. These were further apart, making it easier to walk, but the ground was wet and muddy following recent rain showers. She scanned the surroundings for footprints, but found nothing. No one could have walked here and not leave their mark; that would be impossible. Perhaps she hadn’t seen anything at all and her brain had made it up. Why would it, though? And why a Viking woman, of all things?

			‘I need more sleep,’ she muttered. Perhaps it was time to go and see her GP to ask for some sleeping pills. It wasn’t good to be so tired she’d started to hallucinate strange people in the garden. Or see ghosts. But she didn’t want that to be true. The mere thought of it gave her the shivers. It was bad enough living all alone in the middle of nowhere, but if her house was haunted as well, she might need to think again.

			A small burn flowed through the forest and emerged to run along her garden boundary. It was in full spate this early in the year, and incredibly noisy. A brownish colour because of the high peat content, it was nevertheless clear enough to see the stones at the bottom. Skye stood next to it for a while, letting the sound of running water soothe her. As she turned to go back, a flash caught her eye and she bent to take a closer look. Right by the edge of the brook, a metallic item had become lodged next to a stone, and she kneeled down to pick it up.

			‘Oh my God!’

			What she’d thought would be litter was in fact a bracelet that glinted as if made from pure gold. It couldn’t be, surely? Extremely plain, it was just a smooth circle in the shape of an ordinary bangle, but it was heavy. Very heavy, and at least a centimetre thick. If it was gold, the weight alone would make it valuable. How could you tell? She couldn’t see any official stamps or hallmarks, so it could be any yellow metal really – bronze? Brass?

			Who on earth had dropped it here? Could it have been lost elsewhere and transported downstream by the force of the water? There had been some fairly heavy rain recently and the brook had almost doubled in size overnight the week before. As far as she knew, no one lived up on the nearby hill where the spring originated.

			‘Hikers?’ she wondered out loud. ‘Or someone trespassing?’ She didn’t fancy that any more than ghostly apparitions.

			Holding the bangle up to the light, she studied it more closely and noticed some scratches on the inside. They weren’t letters so had to be from wear and tear. Why they were on the inside was a mystery, though.

			A shiver shook her, so violent it gave her goosebumps. The bracelet couldn’t have been dropped by the person she’d seen the day before, could it? It had clearly been made for a woman, the size about right for someone like Skye herself. To test this theory, she threaded it on to her own slim wrist with some difficulty – she had to push the sides of her hand hard to make it pass through the narrow circle. Once on her arm, however, it fitted perfectly.

			‘Gosh, aren’t you a beauty!’

			A thrill ran through her. Despite being so plain, the sheer brilliance of the metal made the bracelet stunning. Skye had no idea how old it was, but if it was gold, it wouldn’t rust even lying in a brook for ages. It could have been made any time in the last two thousand years.

			No. It was probably modern – 1960s, maybe? Wasn’t that the decade when everything was plain and functional? She decided to keep it for the moment and perhaps report her find to the local police station next time she went to Lochgilphead. Maybe check the internet too, to see if anyone had reported it lost. For now, it was safe where it was and she had things to do.

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter Two
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			Arnaby, north-west coast, Skotland, ad 890

			‘Blood, so much blood . . . had to die . . . Bitch of a woman . . . so fierce . . . No, the children’s screams . . . Make it stop!’

			‘Shh, Father, it’s not real, merely a dream.’ Ásta ThorfinnsdÓttir dabbed at her father’s forehead with a cloth wrung out in cool spring water. He was thrashing around, clearly in the grip of nightmares, and his voice rose ominously on those last words. She feared for his life. His body was so thin, it was as though something was eating him from inside. He wasn’t long for this world, but she couldn’t bear for him to go just yet.

			Bathed in the pale light of two small oil lamps, his sleeping chamber was stiflingly hot, with the stench of sickness hanging over it. Ásta had wanted to throw open the door and douse the brazier, but her father would have none of it; his emaciated frame needed all the heat it could get. For a healthy person like herself, however, it was like being in a svartalfr’s forge underground, and she longed to escape, if only for a moment.

			He opened his eyes and they were surprisingly clear and lucid. ‘Not a dream,’ he muttered. ‘It all happened. I did it. I killed them.’

			‘Killed who?’ She frowned at him. He’d often bragged about his past exploits, raiding with his men down the coasts of Írland and Alba since long before she was born, but he’d never mentioned any women or children. Surely he had only taken those captive to sell as thralls? That was what most raiders did. It was normal.

			‘All of them.’ He closed his eyes again, his mouth set in a harsh line. ‘We never left anyone alive in the settlements we raided. Just . . . cut them down. Every last one. Now they’re trying to make me regret it, attacking me with nightmares when I sleep. Well, I don’t. I regret nothing.’ His voice was a mere thread now, a whisper so hoarse Ásta could barely hear him, but the words still seared her brain.

			She swallowed hard. ‘You didn’t capture any thralls?’

			‘No. None. Well, except one, but that wasn’t my doing.’

			‘How . . . how could you kill children?’

			Although warfare and raiding were concepts she’d grown up with, she had never imagined it affected the young, except inasmuch as they were likely to be taken to be sold. Not that she’d given it much thought – it was men’s business. The tales she’d heard were all about the glorious battles with the Írska and the Engilskir. She had always pictured the enemy as male warriors, but of course they had families. Wives, children and elderly relatives, exactly like here. Ásta adored children, and longed for the time when she’d have her own. She couldn’t imagine ever hurting one.

			But apparently her father had. She shuddered with revulsion. This did not tally with the man she knew and loved.

			He shrugged. ‘I didn’t stop to consider it. Pure necessity. Couldn’t afford to leave any witnesses or anyone to take revenge on us.’ One of his hands reached out and gripped hers. ‘Don’t you understand? I was merely trying to protect you and your mother, to prevent anyone attacking our settlement and hurting you, but . . . now I can’t stop hearing their screams in my head. The trolls take them! Maybe they are draugar, come back from the dead to torment me.’

			She stared at him, trying to mask the horror creeping up inside her. Bile rose in her throat as she fought to banish the images his words conjured up. He’d always been the best of fathers, doting even, and she was having trouble reconciling this with the past behaviour he was now revealing. It was as though he was two completely different people.

			‘It’s not me you should be explaining this to, Father. Perhaps you’ll meet them all in the goddess Freya’s hall, Sessrūmnir, and then you’ll have your chance.’

			She doubted it very much. He might not be welcome there, any more than in Valhalla, which was only for men who’d died bravely in battle. In truth, she was sickened by his confession, but he was still her father, the man she’d looked up to all her life. She owed him her loyalty, and as he’d soon be gone, there was no point in telling him how she felt. The gods would deal with him as they saw fit and she was afraid his afterlife would not be all that he’d hoped for. There was nothing she could do about it.

			‘Try to sleep now,’ she murmured. ‘You might feel better later.’

			His hand gripped hers harder, not letting go. ‘No! I won’t, I know that. I don’t have much time left and there’s something you must do for me before I go. Please, Ásta mín?’

			She hesitated. ‘What is it?’

			He nodded towards the foot of his bed. ‘There, in the kist, is a large sack of items. It’s all that’s left of my wealth. I want you to take it and bury it somewhere only you know. It’s to be your dowry when the time comes.’

			She didn’t understand. ‘But I’ll have all this.’ She gestured around them, meaning the settlement. He was the owner of it, the chieftain, and she his heiress. There were no siblings, no one else to inherit, so he had openly acknowledged her as such. Some of his men had looked dubious, but they’d accepted his decision. Or so she believed.

			‘No, sweeting. Ketill covets what is mine and he’ll take it from you, mark my words. I’m so sorry, I should have found you a strong husband while I could to protect you from him, but I was selfish. I didn’t want to part with you yet, and now it’s too late . . .’

			‘Ketill?’ Ásta almost shivered as she uttered the name of her cousin. The son of her father’s younger brother, who’d died on one of those long-ago raids, he had been raised alongside her. Thorfinn could have made Ketill his heir, but he hadn’t, because the man was a nasty character, always dissatisfied, always making mischief and sowing discord. Ásta didn’t doubt her father’s words, though. The constant tasks in the sickroom had made her forget about everything else, but of course Thorfinn was right. She couldn’t stand up to Ketill on her own. ‘Surely your men will uphold my claim?’

			‘He’s been worming his way in, promising them wealth. My wealth, as soon as I’m dead. I’ve heard the whispers. I may be ill, but I’m not deaf.’ Thorfinn sneered. ‘I should have beaten it out of him years ago, but I was too lenient with the boy. And now he plots.’ He pulled Ásta down to sit next to him on the bed. ‘You must thwart him, in this at least,’ he hissed. ‘If he has nothing to bribe the men with, they might take your side eventually. It’s your only chance. Promise me?’

			She could see the sense in his reasoning and heard the desperation in his voice.

			‘Very well, but how will I get a large sack past everyone in the hall?’ They were in Thorfinn’s private sleeping chamber right now, and the only way out was through the communal area of the building, where most other people slept on benches along the walls. It was still dark, as dawn had yet to come, but some of his men were light sleepers.

			‘Climb up to that opening and drop it down using a length of rope, then go outside and collect it.’ Thorfinn pointed to a small ventilation hole high up in the wall. ‘If you stack a couple of kists on top of each other, you should be able to reach.’

			It seemed unwise, but Ásta couldn’t see any other way, so she did as he suggested. After some manoeuvring, it worked, and she heard the metallic clunk as the heavy sack reached the ground.

			‘Good, now go!’ her father urged her. ‘I won’t rest until I know it’s done.’

			‘Are you sure I should leave you right now?’ She hesitated. Would he survive until she returned? His face was so pale in the shimmering lamplight it had a sickly grey hue.

			‘Yes. Please, Ásta, do it now. I’ll be here when you come back, you have my oath on it.’

			There was no time to lose and she had always done as she was told before. Walking calmly through the hall carrying a bucket that needed emptying, she made her way outside, grabbing an old shawl from a hook in passing. Once in the fresh air, she made sure she was alone, then went to fetch a small spade from one of the nearby storage huts before rushing around to the back of the hall, where she retrieved the sack, trying not to bump it against her legs so that the noise of it gave her away. It was but a short distance down to the shore, and she jumped into a rowing boat, setting off along the coast.

			If this was her father’s final wish, she would fulfil it.

			Away from the settlement, Ásta shivered in the cool morning air, though she was hot from rowing. She eventually beached the boat in a narrow bay where the forest came down close to the shore. There were certain landmarks she’d recognise so that she could find this place again and retrieve her dowry when the time came. Dowry? Would she even need one? With her father gone, who was to say what would happen to her? And was this really such a good idea? But she’d promised, and the sooner she carried out her father’s wishes, the quicker she’d be able to return to him. Despite the horrors he’d confessed, she didn’t want him to die without someone there to hold his hand.

			She pulled the boat up higher on to the sand and secured it to a nearby rock to prevent it from floating away, then lifted out the spade and sack. There was a mist hanging over the sea and shore, making her shiver. She was supremely conscious of how alone and vulnerable she was, and the place seemed eerie and other-worldly. What if she’d unwittingly entered a different realm? Could there be magic, trolldomr, here?

			‘Stop being ridiculous,’ she muttered. Scaring herself with such imaginings was not going to help.

			Before proceeding any further, she spread the shawl on the ground and tipped the contents of the sack on to it. A gasp escaped her. ‘Sweet Freya and all the gods!’

			In front of her lay a glittering array of items – ingots, arm rings, finger rings and coins, of both silver and gold. There were bowls and other vessels, some clearly from monasteries and holy places – she had heard about those and knew they were always full of treasure – and also pieces of metalwork with precious stones. These could be clasps of some sort, or buckles, she wasn’t sure. Dagger and sword hilts were jumbled up with necklaces and bits of other ornaments, as well as a brooch and a large silver cross inlaid with niello in an intricate pattern. It was, quite simply, a treasure fit for a king.

			No wonder her father didn’t want Ketill to get his hands on it.

			‘But I don’t want it either,’ she whispered to herself.

			All of it had been acquired by bloodshed, and innocent little children had given their lives for it. She imagined for a moment that she could see the dark, viscous liquid dripping down the objects as their owners were slaughtered trying to hold on to them. Their screams rang in her ears. That tiny ring there could have belonged to a young girl; that arm ring to a boy . . .

			‘Nei! No, no, no . . .’ she moaned. It was disgusting and she didn’t want to think about it. Couldn’t bear it. No one had the right to kill small children for the sake of owning something like this. She’d bury everything and then try to forget about it. If she knew Ketill, he’d never let her marry in any case. There would be no need for a dowry. Because her mother had been a Pict, he considered Ásta beneath him. She’d be surprised if he spared her a single thought once he had control of the settlement.

			Her hands shook as she grabbed the corners of the shawl, but her jaw clenched with determination. He wouldn’t be gaining the men’s loyalty with her father’s ill-gotten treasure.

			Gripping the spade, she trudged up a slight incline and headed into the forest, where she selected a suitable spot at the bottom of a huge tree trunk. An ancient oak that was hard to miss. Not that she wanted to find the loot again, but just in case . . . She began to dig and eventually succeeded in burying the whole hoard, wrapped in the old shawl. Or almost all of it – she put a tiny amount of coins and hack silver back into the sack, and stowed a few pieces for herself safely in the leather pouch hanging off her belt. She’d let Ketill find the sack in her father’s kist, and hopefully he would believe the rest had already been used up or given away. It had been many years since Thorfinn had last gone raiding, after all.

			As she was about to leave, her gaze fell on a large gold arm ring she was wearing and she shuddered. Her father had given it to her some years ago as a gift, saying he’d scratched her name in runes on the inside to show who it belonged to. But Ásta was now fairly sure it had come from someone he had killed, and this sickened her. It fitted her perfectly, and consequently it must have belonged to a woman or a girl – one who had lost her life for it. It was tainted with her murder.

			With nausea threatening to overwhelm her, she wrenched it off her arm and threw it into the forest with a cry of anguish.

			She never wanted to see it, or the rest of the treasure, ever again.

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter Three
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			‘Damn it all, move, you stupid thing!’

			Skye heaved with all her might, but succeeded only in shifting her rowing boat a couple of inches. It had been placed upside down on trestles the previous autumn and covered with a tarpaulin, but she’d recently made sure it was watertight by painting the hull with water-resistant paint. However, all that work would be for nothing if she couldn’t get the annoying thing into the sea.

			‘Come on!’ She tried one more time and managed to lift one end. If she couldn’t set it down carefully, though, chances were she’d smash all the bones in one or both of her feet, and then where would she be? This was useless. ‘There’s got to be a way,’ she muttered.

			She could try to push the trestles over with a broom handle, but what if the boat crashed to the ground too heavily? It would break, and she couldn’t afford to lose it. Either way, it was upside down and she still wouldn’t be able to turn it over. She needed it in one piece. Fishing was a great way to supplement her diet and keep her food spending to a minimum. Plus, fish was nutritious and tasty, and she adored all seafood.

			‘Would you like a hand with that?’ The deep voice came from right behind her, and Skye jumped and swivelled around, her heart turning somersaults inside her chest.

			‘Jesus! Where did you spring from?’ She brought up a hand to push against her ribcage, where her heartbeat was going nineteen to the dozen.

			A man stood a few metres away, glancing from her to the boat and back again. His expression wasn’t threatening, but he was tall, and the tight T-shirt he wore emphasised a powerful torso as well as muscular arms and shoulders. She swallowed hard.

			Calm down. Breathe! Visitors to her remote place were few and far between, but she had prepared herself for this eventuality. In an outside pocket of her combat trousers she carried a switchblade, in case someone arrived who wasn’t friendly. And she knew how to use the weapon; a former boyfriend had seen to that. He’d wanted her to be able to defend herself, should the need arise. Still, the reality of being confronted by an intruder was a lot scarier in real life than in theory only.

			He held up his hands in a peace gesture, calming her a fraction. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I parked my van down the lane and walked the last bit. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your potholes are more like small craters.’ He gave her a disarming smile. ‘Wasn’t sure it was worth the risk to my tyres. Thought you heard me coming, but I guess you were busy.’

			Down the lane? He must mean the rough mile-long track that led to her remote cottage. If he’d walked along that, his footsteps should have been clearly audible on the crunchy gravel. Where the heck were her guard dogs, and why hadn’t they barked to let her know someone was approaching? This was the second time in as many days they’d failed her, which was unheard of. Although she couldn’t really expect them to hear a ghost . . . She pushed that thought aside and whistled for them. They came bounding over, wagging their tails at the stranger, who stooped to pat them both in turn. The sight shook her, as it had never happened before. The traitors! They were normally wary of visitors, but this guy had them enthralled. Perhaps they had barked initially, but she’d been so focused on the boat she hadn’t noticed.

			Still, they shouldn’t be so friendly with anyone unless she told them to. This was worrying.

			She stared at the man again. Was he real? Her mind returned – as it had done several times today – to the ghostly figure by the shore, and to her strange dream. No, he was not a figment of her imagination. For one thing, he was too good-looking. Long golden-brown hair twisted into a messy man bun, big blue eyes under arched dark brows, a perfectly proportioned nose and a mouth surrounded by at least a week’s worth of stubble. The fact that his long-sleeved T-shirt was faded and his jeans ripped and worn didn’t matter – he’d have rocked any outfit, she was sure. The point was that he wasn’t dressed as a Viking, nor was he as insubstantial and shadowy as that woman had been. He couldn’t possibly be a ghost.

			She tried to get a grip. She was clearly overreacting a wee bit here. Yes, understatement!

			But handsome or not, he was big and male, and she was all alone with him. Ghosts were one thing, they couldn’t hurt her, but this man most certainly could if he wanted to. Her hand hovered over the pocket that held the switchblade. The knowledge that it was there calmed her.

			She cleared her throat. ‘Why are you here?’

			His mouth twitched up further into a smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle attractively. ‘Someone in the village said you might be wanting to hire some help for the summer months. I’m looking for a temporary job. Thought I’d come and ask in person.’

			‘Oh. Who said that?’ She’d been careful not to tell anyone that Craig no longer lived here. It was safer that way. People talked, and it was a small community where everyone liked to know everyone else’s business

			The guy shrugged. ‘The owner of the village store.’

			That made sense. Mr Fraser must have remembered that they’d hired someone last year to help out for a couple of weeks. God knew she could do with an extra pair of hands, but she couldn’t afford it.

			‘This is Auchenbeag, right?’ he added. ‘Whatever that means. And I probably didn’t pronounce it correctly either.’

			He hadn’t, and the way he’d massacred the Gaelic word made her want to smile, but she resisted the urge. She shouldn’t find anything about him charming. He was a stranger. Potentially dangerous . . . She shook her head.

			‘Yes. It means “little field”, but sorry, I don’t—’

			As if he’d read her mind, the man interrupted her. ‘I’m happy to work for nothing but food and free Wi-Fi. No salary necessary. And I brought my own accommodation, a camper van. That is, if I can get it down that bumpy track. But perhaps you need to consult with your husband? Or should I go talk to him myself?’

			‘Um, no, that’s not . . . I mean, he’s not here right now. Family emergency. He might be a while.’

			Yes, like for ever. But she couldn’t tell him that. And she shouldn’t have mentioned that Craig wasn’t here – now he’d know for sure she was all alone. What was wrong with her today?

			‘Right. Well, would you like a hand with that boat, and then maybe we can talk some more? I’m Rafe, by the way. Rafe Carlisle.’ He came closer and stuck out a hand, and Skye was forced to shake it. The touch of his skin on hers was disconcerting.

			How long had it been since she’d touched another human being? Months, probably. More like half a year – be honest. No one since Craig left. This was not the time to think about that, though.

			‘Skye Logan.’

			‘Oh?’ His expression grew puzzled. ‘I was told a Mr and Mrs Baillie lived here.’

			Damn. She’d forgotten to use her married name. As soon as Craig had left, she’d no longer considered herself as Mrs anything and reverted to her own surname, although technically the divorce hadn’t gone through yet. ‘Um, yes, but I usually go by my maiden name. It’s to do with business,’ she prevaricated.

			‘Ah, I see. Right.’

			‘And yes, please, I could definitely do with some help here.’ She’d be stupid not to accept his offer, because there was no way she’d ever get this boat off the trestles and into the water by herself.

			They took their positions at either end, and Rafe said, ‘OK, on the count of three? One, two, three, hup!’

			Somehow she managed to lift her end this time, and only narrowly missed her toes when she lowered the boat’s rear to the ground.

			‘Whoa, that really is heavy, huh?’ His eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘What’s it made of – concrete?’ The grin that accompanied this statement should have put her at ease, but it had quite the opposite effect. Butterflies danced in her stomach and she forced herself to look away.

			‘Oak. It’s one of the heaviest timbers there is.’

			They turned it over on another count of three, although she suspected he was doing most of the lifting single-handedly. She caught a glimpse of bulging biceps but told herself they were nothing special. Acquired in a gym, just for show, most likely. Then together they pushed the boat along the grass, across the thin strip of sandy beach and into the sea. ‘Thank God for that,’ she muttered. ‘I mean, thank you, Mr Carlisle.’

			‘Rafe, please, and it was nothing. My pleasure.’

			When she’d tied the mooring rope securely to an old iron ring set into a rocky outcrop by the beach, she took a deep breath and tried to make up her mind. It sounded too good to be true – a worker who didn’t need either a salary or a bed, only food and Wi-Fi. She could provide both, no problem, unless he ate like a horse. But there had to be a catch. And it would be nerve-racking having a big man like him around the place – well, any man she didn’t know really – and sooner or later she’d have to confess that she had no husband. Not any more.

			‘Would you like some tea or coffee?’ she found herself asking as they made their way back up the hill towards her cottage. It was the standard offer whenever anyone visited around here – hospitality was the norm. And it would give her time to consider her options.

			‘A coffee would be great, thanks. Black, three sugars, please.’

			‘OK, coming up. Er, perhaps you’d like to take a seat out here while you wait?’ She pointed to a rickety garden bench set under an apple tree. There was no way she’d let him in the house. She didn’t know the first thing about him.

			‘Sure, will do.’

			She watched him surreptitiously through the kitchen window while making the drinks. Pepsi and Cola had ambled after him, and Cola, always the needier of the two, was leaning his head against Rafe’s knee. The expression on his doggie face turned to bliss when the guy scratched him behind the ears. Traitor indeed. It still bothered her that they hadn’t barked. Was Rafe a dog whisperer in his spare time?

			Perhaps it simply meant that they didn’t see him as a threat. Either way, she’d be on her guard. She stuck her hand into the pocket of her combat trousers, feeling the reassuring touch of cool metal; the switchblade was still there. Although she wasn’t normally afraid of living alone in such an isolated place, she wasn’t stupid either. Shit happened and she had to be prepared.

			She too liked her coffee black with lots of sugar; she reasoned that with the amount of hard work she did, it wouldn’t affect her figure. It would be a miracle if she put on any weight at all, actually, since she was active from morning till night. With that in mind, she put some home-made flapjacks on a plate too, and brought that and the two mugs outside on a small tray, which she placed in the middle of the bench. She sat down on the other side of it and handed Rafe his coffee. ‘Here you go. Help yourself to flapjacks.’

			His eyes lit up. ‘Thanks, I love those.’ He took a bite of one, and an expression of bliss crossed his features. It reminded her of how the dog had looked earlier, and she almost laughed. ‘Mmm, delicious! Did you make them?’

			‘Yes. Old family recipe.’ Why she was telling him that, she had no idea. ‘Sorry about the dogs. Please, push Cola out of the way, he’ll get the message.’

			‘It’s fine. I love dogs.’

			And they clearly liked him, but Skye didn’t say that out loud. ‘So, um, why do you want to work here? And how long for?’

			He popped the rest of the flapjack into his mouth and finished chewing before answering. ‘I got tired of the rat race and I’ve been touring Britain for the last couple of years searching for . . . I don’t know, something better? I stop wherever I feel like it. You know, in places that catch my fancy and areas I’d like to explore. I have a small income from renting out my flat down in Surrey, but I can’t just bum around all the time, so I’ve tried my hand at different jobs along the way.’

			‘You got any farming experience?’

			‘No, but I learn fast and I work hard. Done some fruit picking.’

			She nodded. It wasn’t rocket science, and she mostly needed help with heavy stuff anyway, like digging, building work and scything. ‘What did you do before?’

			‘Painting and decorating. Anything like that, I’m pretty handy.’

			That could be useful. She and Craig had started work on turning part of an outbuilding into a holiday let, but it was only half finished. It might be too late to do it now – she needed the income immediately – but it would at least increase the value of the property if she could get some more done.

			‘References?’

			He shook his head. ‘Sorry. I was self-employed. Ran my own company.’ Looking slightly sheepish, he added, ‘Um, bit of a one-man band, actually.’

			She had the feeling there was something he wasn’t telling her, but it sounded plausible. It made her hesitate, though, and he must have picked up on that.

			‘You could always phone your friends around here and tell them I’m working with you. Then they’d be able to check up on you, make sure I haven’t done away with you or anything.’

			The grin that accompanied that statement was obviously meant to reassure her, but his words didn’t. Because she had no friends around here, only acquaintances. She doubted any of her neighbours would be concerned about her welfare, and very few of them had set foot on her property over the last six months. All Craig’s fault. Well, mostly.

			Everyone had been friendly enough when they’d first arrived, but her ex had managed to alienate the neighbours and villagers one by one. He seemed to have a knack for it, more was the pity. After he’d left, Skye had been too embarrassed to face anyone. It had seemed easier all round to avoid people as much as possible. She’d dropped out of the book group and the weekly Zumba class, and usually only nodded a greeting to people then hurried on, as if she had things to do, places to be. A few still tried from time to time, inviting her for coffee, harvest festival, a new knitting circle or a yoga class, but she always had some excuse ready. She really ought to pull herself together, become part of the community again. She should go and see her nearest neighbours, or even join that wild-swimming group she’d been tempted by last year, but at the moment, it was too daunting. And Craig’s mocking words when she’d mentioned the swimming still rang in her ears. But Rafe didn’t know any of that, and she couldn’t afford to turn down his offer. It could mean the difference between keeping this place or having to sell it in a month or two.

			‘OK, fine, how about you stay for a couple of weeks on a trial basis and we see how it goes? I . . . I mean, we’ve got some building work that needs doing. And I’ll need help with shearing soon. Always better with at least two people, and Craig might not be back in time.’

			‘Shearing as in sheep?’ Rafe had been about to take a sip of his coffee but stopped and stared at her over the rim of his mug, his blue eyes opened wide. Goodness, but they were stunning, the lashes around them long and dark. Skye had to make an effort to drag her gaze away.

			‘Yes, but don’t worry, you’d just have to hold them for me. I’ll do the actual shearing. And there aren’t that many – half a dozen.’ She’d learned how, and although she wasn’t as fast as a professional, she got the job done neatly.

			‘Oh, OK. Sure, sounds great. A trial period it is.’

			Was it her imagination, or did he look relieved when they shook on it? But she pushed the thought aside. Beggars couldn’t be choosers.

			Rafe heaved an inner sigh of relief and breathed easier as he walked back down the track to fetch his camper van. It had been touch and go for a while back there, and he hadn’t been sure Ms Logan would give him a chance. Not many people did these days. Usually when he said he couldn’t provide any references, they grew wary, unless the business they ran was a bit on the dodgy side. She had as well, but he’d sensed a certain desperation in her, and somehow she’d accepted his explanation.

			Thank Christ for that!

			Much better if he could avoid her finding out about his past. He was so done with being judged unfairly, and she’d be no exception, he was sure. He’d yet to meet anyone who would give him the benefit of the doubt, which was frustrating as hell, but he’d learned the hard way that keeping quiet was by far the best option.

			He drew in deep breaths of the fresh spring air and concentrated on his surroundings. There was dense forest either side of the rutted track, which was in a dreadful state. Not only was it full of potholes, but there were stones sticking up everywhere and the middle consisted of grassy tufts that would scrape against the bottom of his van. Interspersed with the trees was more bracken than he’d ever seen in his life, mostly brown but with mint-green shoots emerging. Bushes and ferns grew in between, as well as brambles. Towering over everything were steep hills, the tops currently wreathed in mist, and in the distance he could glimpse the sea.

			This place was gorgeous, but so remote. Well off the beaten track, and he’d never have come across it if that shopkeeper hadn’t mentioned it and given him directions. Why would someone like Skye – thinking of her as Ms Logan or Mrs Baillie seemed too formal – choose to live out here? There wasn’t another dwelling for miles. No close neighbours. And with her husband away, she’d have no one to talk to. Or to help with heavy stuff like turning that boat.

			He frowned. Why the hell hadn’t she waited for her husband to come back before attempting that little manoeuvre? It made no sense. She must have known she couldn’t lift it on her own. Weird.

			Oh, who cared? He had a job for the next two weeks and he’d make the most of the peace and solitude. All he had to do was get along with his new employer, then she might let him stay even longer. He was tired of constantly being on the move. Bored with roaming the country without any fixed goal. It had been exciting at first, and a relief to escape from everything, but after two years, he knew it was never going to be viable in the long run. He had to find a more permanent solution. Only he hadn’t figured out what that might be yet.

			Staying here for a while would give him the time and head space to do that.

			Yes, Auchenbeag was exactly what he needed right now.
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