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			About the Book

			Their love was forbidden. But echoed in eternity.

			When Mia inherits her beloved grandmother’s summer cottage, Birch Thorpe, in Sweden, she faces a dilemma. Her fiance Charles urges her to sell and buy a swanky London home, but Mia cannot let it go easily. The request to carry out an archaeological dig for more Viking artefacts like the gold ring Mia’s grandmother also left her, offers her a reprieve from a decision – and from Charles.

			Whilst Mia becomes absorbed in the dig’s discoveries, she finds herself drawn to archaeologist Haakon Berger. Like her, he can sense the past inhabitants whose lives are becoming more vivid every day. Trying to resist the growing attraction between them, Mia and Haakon begin to piece together the story of a Welsh noblewoman, Ceri, and the mysterious Viking, known as the ‘White Hawk’, who stole her away from her people in 869 AD.

			As the present begins to echo the past, the enemies threaten Birch Thorpe’s inhabitants, they will all have to fight to protect what has become most precious to each of them . . .

		

	
		
			To my wonderful mother
Birgitta Tapper
with all my love

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			On the outermost tip of the peninsula, she waited and watched through the lonely hours of dawn, scanning the water as far as the eye could see for a glimpse of the familiar snake’s-head carving at the prow of his ship.

			He would come back, she knew it. The runes had told her so, and Old Tyra said they were never wrong. It might not be in this life, but in the next, and although that possibility made her sad, her distress was temporary when she thought of spending eternity with the man she loved.

			He would come back.

			And she would be waiting.

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Sweden, February 2000

			One single Viking ring, displayed against a background of blue velvet, shouldn’t even have merited a second glance from Mia Maddox. She handled such items on a daily basis as part of her job. And yet, at the sight of this one, she stopped and gasped out loud, barely registering the impressive two-kilo neck torque in the next glass case.

			No, it can’t be.

			The basement of the Historical Museum in Stockholm definitely deserved its name – The Gold Room – as it contained unimaginable amounts of treasure trove. The ring she was staring at, by no means even the largest or finest in the collection, was nothing special. Merely a stylised snake, a common motif for the period in the same type of design as many other items here. It was hand-made and should have been unique, but Mia knew for a fact that it wasn’t – because she was wearing an identical ring on her right index finger.

			She felt light-headed for a moment, and imagined she heard a susurration echoing around the vault, as if the little serpent itself had just slithered round the perimeter and hissed, its soft scales brushing the stone floor. The fine hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood up, and she shivered.

			‘I don’t believe it,’ she murmured.

			Frowning slightly, she looked from one ring to the other, holding up her hand to compare every detail. There was no difference, as far as she could see, other than the size – hers was definitely smaller, in circumference at least. Still, they could have been cast from the same mould, so alike were they. Another shiver went through her.

			It was uncanny.

			She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and realised someone had been watching her, but whoever it was had ducked out of sight. Probably another tourist, wondering why she was talking to herself. Self-consciously, she stuffed her hand in her pocket while still staring at the exhibits. She blinked several times, as if that would change things, but the rings remained the same. If she hadn’t known better, she would have said that their little snake faces had looked pleased to see one another, but that thought was just too bizarre for words. Shaking her head, she tore herself away and headed for the exit. She would have to make enquiries at the information desk to solve this mystery.

			The Gold Room was underneath the museum, in a specially excavated vault. Shallow stairs, dark and dimly lit, led back up to the entrance hall. The walls here were painted with Viking motifs in rusty red and ochre, and several enormous rune stones guarded the top and bottom of the staircase. Mia had studied them with interest earlier, but now she was lost in thought and hardly spared her surroundings a glance. As she reached the halfway landing, a man appeared out of nowhere and blocked her way, making her jump.

			‘Excuse me, but could you come with me for a moment, please?’ he said in Swedish, staring straight at her, his blue eyes intense under a deep frown.

			Mia came to an abrupt halt. ‘Sorry? Are you talking to me?’ She understood him perfectly, being half Swedish herself, but didn’t know why he’d be addressing her. She glanced around, but she was the only person on the stairs at that moment and his gaze was firmly fixed on her.

			‘Yes, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind. It concerns your ring.’ He glanced at the golden serpent that encircled her finger and she fancied she could feel its coils gripping her more firmly, defiantly hanging on for dear life, as if this man posed a threat to it. But that was just ridiculous. What the hell was the matter with her? She wasn’t normally this fanciful.

			‘M-my ring?’ Unconsciously she made a fist to conceal it, but that was futile, as he’d obviously seen it already. And once seen, it wasn’t easily forgotten. The reptile had a head at either end of its body, which was curious to say the least. Beautifully shaped, it was covered in tiny decorations consisting of lines and swirls all along its back. Whenever she moved her hand, the pure gold glinted. Eighteen carat? Maybe even twenty-four. For a brief moment now she thought the snake’s eyes glittered with . . . what? Excitement? Anger?

			She shook her head again. The snake was an inanimate object; it had no expression whatsoever.

			‘That’s right, your ring,’ the man said, bringing her back from her strange thoughts. Mia noticed that his accent was Norwegian and wondered what he was doing in Sweden’s capital. More to the point, what authority did he have here, challenging her like this?

			‘And who are you?’ she asked. She knew she sounded curt, perhaps even rude, but he had disconcerted her with his sudden appearance.

			He pointed to an identity card that hung round his neck. ‘Haakon Berger, one of the archaeologists based here.’

			‘Oh, right.’ How stupid not to have noticed the ID, which was right in front of her nose. He must think her a complete idiot. ‘Well, I . . .’ Panic assailed her, as if she had been caught doing something illegal, but she quashed it. This was ridiculous. She had a right to visit the museum just like anyone else, and the fact that her ring happened to look exactly like one of the exhibits she’d just seen was mere coincidence. Wasn’t it?

			She’d been going in search of some answers herself. Perhaps this man could provide them. ‘OK, fine,’ she conceded. ‘Lead on then, but I don’t have much time, so you’ll have to make it quick.’

			He nodded and began to mount the remaining steps up to ground-floor level, taking them two at a time. Mia followed at a slower pace, belatedly registering his appearance properly. About her own age – late twenties, early thirties – tall and athletic-looking, with a shock of white-blond hair that stood up as if gelled in place, he could have been an advertisement for pure Viking genes. She had noted that his blue eyes were set in a sharply angled face with a very straight nose and high cheekbones, and with that uncompromising mouth he resembled nothing so much as a Norse god bent on vengeance. She shivered yet again. His anger had seemed directed at her. Why would that be?

			The reception area was quiet when they reached it. Two guards stood next to the information desk, talking in hushed voices. Berger nodded to them, as if he knew them well, but didn’t pause. He strode across the hall, Mia trailing behind. The huge space was lofty and modern, with enormous windows overlooking a courtyard quadrangle. In front of her was the obligatory gift shop, and in one corner was a door leading to an exhibition about Vikings, which she had wanted to visit. She resented the fact that because of this man there might not be enough time for that now.

			‘This way,’ Berger said, and entered a door marked Private set in the far wall. Inside was another staircase, this one much steeper, and they climbed it in silence. As before, he was much faster than her and had to wait at the top, holding open a door that led into a corridor. Mia could hear the hum of voices from somewhere nearby, but there was no time to listen as the archaeologist ushered her into one of the first rooms on the right. It was nothing more than an untidy alcove really, with bits of paper strewn everywhere and old artefacts in boxes and bubble wrap. She wondered how he could work in such a mess.

			He removed some items from a chair. ‘Please, sit down.’

			Mia did as she was asked, then waited as he took the room’s only other chair, behind a cluttered desk. He crossed his arms over his chest and regarded her thoughtfully.

			‘May I ask your name? And do you have any ID with you?’

			‘Myfanwy Maddox, but I’m usually known as Mia.’ Her name was none of his business, but she had no reason to conceal it either. She took out her wallet and handed him her English driver’s licence. He gave it a cursory glance before passing it back.

			‘You’re not Swedish, then?’ He looked surprised, but she was used to this, since most people took her for a native.

			‘Half. I’m British, but I have a Swedish mother. I’m visiting her at the moment.’ That wasn’t quite true, but he didn’t need to know that.

			‘I see. I take it you come here a lot?’

			‘Yes, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’ Mia frowned at him, but he ignored this and ploughed on.

			‘Miss Maddox, are you aware that any ancient finds have to be reported to the relevant authorities here in Sweden?’ His Norwegian accent was more pronounced now, and she wondered briefly why he was working here in Stockholm instead of in his home country.

			‘Yes, of course I am. As a matter of fact, I—’

			He didn’t allow her to finish. ‘When you dig up an ancient artefact, you have to take it to the nearest museum or council, where someone will tell you whether you have found anything of interest or not. If you have, they will add the item to the register of antiquities, and then possibly they’ll make an appointment to view the site where it was found. In certain cases, you may be allowed to keep your find, but mostly you’ll be recompensed and the item placed in a museum.’

			‘Yes, yes, I know all that, but—’

			He interrupted once more. ‘Under no circumstances are you allowed to keep the item for yourself if it’s valuable. That is a crime.’ He emphasised the last word while he glanced at her ring, and Mia followed his gaze, again suppressing the urge to hide the snake.

			‘Is that what you’re accusing me of, Mr Berger?’ she demanded, tired of being harangued. ‘You think I’ve dug up this ring and kept it without telling anyone?’

			He nodded. ‘Judging by the length of time you stood in front of the display case downstairs, it can’t have escaped your notice that there is a ring exactly like it in the museum’s collection. As far as I’m aware, no permission has been granted to any jewellery company to make replicas of it, although I know a few of the others have been copied. That must mean that yours is as old as the one kept here. May I see it, please?’

			He held out an imperious hand and Mia felt obliged to remove the gold snake and pass it across to him. It was an almost physical wrench. That ring was her last link to her beloved grandmother, who had died only a week ago. She couldn’t bear to part with it now, and she could have sworn the serpent was just as unwilling to leave her, since it took her a moment to wriggle it off her finger.

			He received it reverently, turning it this way and that so the gold glimmered in the light from the small window. After a while, he hunted in his desk drawers until he came up with a magnifying glass, then studied the ring some more. At length, he looked up again and regarded her with a solemn expression.

			‘Viking. Ninth century, probably the middle to later part. An exact replica of the one downstairs, or as near as makes no difference. I happened to be looking at it only the other day. Now, I should very much like to know where you found it. Wherever it was, I’m afraid you can’t keep it. It belongs to the state.’

			Mia took a deep breath to contain the anger swirling inside her. How dare he treat her like a thief? She was nothing of the sort, and she knew as much about the subject as he did. Staring him straight in the eyes, she prepared herself for a fight.

			‘Now that’s where you’re wrong. And I can prove it.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
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			‘What do you mean, you can prove it? I’m an expert on Viking artefacts and you can’t fool me into believing that ring is a fake. I can tell the difference, you know. It’s my job.’

			Haakon Berger glared at the woman, whose clear grey eyes were shooting sparks of anger at him, like sunlight glinting off ice. She looked seriously offended, her long, curly dark hair bouncing as she tossed her head, but he crossed his arms over his chest and waited. He knew that ring was over a thousand years old and it belonged in a museum. End of story.

			She raised her chin. ‘I’m not going to try and bamboozle you in any way. I know as well as you do that it’s not a fake. As a matter of fact, I work at the British Museum in London, in the department that specialises in exactly this era. It’s part of my job to be able to identify Viking artefacts too.’

			He felt his frown deepen. ‘Is that how you came by it then, as part of an English collection?’ Although if that was the case, she still shouldn’t be walking around wearing it, let alone taking it to Sweden illegally.

			Mia shook her head. ‘No, my Swedish grandmother gave it to me a few days ago, just before she passed away, in fact. It’s been in her family for donkey’s years, a family heirloom I suppose you could call it.’

			‘So someone in your family found it? Then it’s still treasure trove, even if it was years ago.’ He sent her a look of triumph, but she held his gaze with her own, not backing down.

			‘I doubt it. You see, there’s no proof that it was found anywhere. It’s mentioned in a will dated sixteen hundred and something, so it could have been handed down through the generations long before that. It might not have been buried in the earth at all, and you can’t prove that it was.’

			Haakon gave her another hard stare, wishing he could see through her and into her brain in order to check whether she was lying or not. It sounded plausible, but he had to make sure. ‘And you can show me that will?’ he asked curtly.

			‘Yes, when the lawyers finish sorting out my grandmother’s effects. She told me I was to inherit most of her possessions, so I assume it will be with her papers. No doubt that will take a while, though.’

			He took a moment to digest this information, then relaxed his expression a little. If she had proof that the ring was an heirloom, there was nothing he could do. But damn, he’d love to acquire it for the museum. Having a pair – a his and hers, if he wasn’t mistaken, judging by their sizes – was extremely rare, if not unheard of. Not to mention exciting. He looked at Mia Maddox again. ‘Do you know where your grandmother’s family came from? Was there a farm or other property in particular?’

			‘No, but she said the land her summer cottage is built on had been in the family for a long time. That’s on the southern shore of Lake Mälaren.’

			‘Really? The other ring was found near that lake. I wonder if they were originally a pair, or whether a goldsmith in that area just happened to make two that he sold to different buyers?’ For some reason he was sure they were a pair, but he didn’t want to tell her that, as it was just a gut instinct.

			‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever know.’

			And what were the odds of both of them turning up in the twenty-first century? Pretty slim, actually, but it had happened.

			Haakon studied the ring through the magnifying glass again. ‘There’s an inscription on yours. Runes. It looks like it could be E and R, and the last letter might be an I, but it’s not clear. The other ring, if I remember correctly, has A and U written on the inside, and possibly an R at the end.’

			Mia shrugged. ‘So no similarities. That doesn’t tell you anything.’

			‘Still, I’d like to examine the two together. Would you consider leaving your ring here for a day or two?’ The thought of reuniting them made his heart rate kick up a notch, but Mia shook her head.

			‘No, I’m sorry, I can’t let it out of my sight. I swore to Gran that I would keep it safe. If you want to examine it, you’ll have to do so with me in the room, and right now, I simply don’t have time. The funeral is tomorrow, and after that I have to return to London, to my job.’

			Frustration coursed through him, but he didn’t protest. ‘Could you at least give me your contact details, then perhaps we could arrange for you to come in at some future date? And if at all possible, I’d like to have a look at that property you mentioned. There might be clues in the terrain as to whether it could have been a Viking settlement or burial ground. If that ring really was handed down through the generations, it’s plausible that your family stayed in the same area. And if it was found – albeit centuries ago – it could have been there.’

			‘I suppose.’ He pushed a pen and a notepad towards her, and she scribbled something before fishing a business card out of her purse. She tore off the piece of paper and handed it to him together with the card. ‘Here. I’m at work most days, so it’s easier if you contact me there. And this is where the cottage is. You can drive out and have a look if you want. Just go in through the gate; it’s not locked. Obviously you can’t get into the house itself, but then there wouldn’t be anything of interest there anyway.’

			He glanced at what she’d written, and at her card, which appeared to be genuine. Mia Maddox, Conservator, Department of Prehistory & Europe, British Museum. That made her a colleague, and therefore, hopefully, more trustworthy. ‘Thank you, I might do that.’ Correction – I will definitely do that, and soon. He looked up, feeling slightly awkward now. ‘I’m sorry if I sounded a bit harsh earlier. I just get so frustrated with all these amateur archaeologists out there with their metal detectors. They have no idea what damage they’re doing, making our job impossible when they dig things up without recording anything. Context, you know?’

			Mia nodded. ‘I know, it’s the same in England, or so my colleagues tell me. I don’t do much fieldwork myself. I promise you I’m not one of them, though. I’m on your side.’

			He smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ And he was starting to believe that, at least.

			She smiled back, relaxing at last, and Haakon felt a shiver of awareness slither through him. Those sparkling grey eyes, that tiny tip-tilted nose with its sprinkling of freckles, not to mention the glorious hair . . . she was lovely, and the sight of her affected him on an almost visceral level, something he’d never experienced before. He stood up abruptly, uncomfortable yet at the same time wanting her to stay a bit longer, but she got to her feet as well and grabbed her bag.

			‘Goodbye, Mr Berger,’ she said firmly, and left the room before he could think of any way of continuing the conversation.

			But it didn’t matter, because he was sure they would meet again.

			For now, he was going to have another look at the ring downstairs.

			Birch Thorpe, or Björketorp in Swedish, was what the Swedes called a summer cottage – a small house by a lake, specifically built for living in only during the brief Nordic summer months.

			As Mia stood at the back of her grandmother’s house the following day, leaning her forehead against the cold glass panes of the nearest window, she breathed in the musty smell of neglect. Although Granny Elin had in fact lived here all year round, no one had been in the cottage for some time now, not since Elin had been taken ill. She’d been in hospital for over two months, which meant her home was in desperate need of cleaning and airing out. Sadly, that would have to wait, since Mia had to return to England that afternoon, and the Lord only knew when she’d be able to come back and see to everything.

			The lake was visible to the left and right of a small peninsula that jutted out straight in front of her. It pointed like a finger towards an uninhabited island not too far from the shore, which was partly covered in fir trees and pine, with rocky outcrops next to the water. On this bleak day in February, the view was monochrome and dull, a stark contrast to the glorious riot of colours she was used to seeing every summer when she visited. There had been snow on the ground until recently, but it was thawing at the moment and lay in dirty, slushy piles in the garden and the field beyond. There was still some ice on the lake, but only hugging the shoreline; further out, the water was open, and angry waves lapped at the edges of the frozen parts.

			Birch Thorpe was situated to the west of Stockholm, on the southern shore of Lake Mälaren, which wasn’t strictly speaking a lake at all. Rather, it was an inlet of the Baltic Sea, stretching narrow tentacles deep into the countryside. In Viking times it had contained saltwater, but at some point after the twelfth century, the land around it rose until water began to flow out to sea instead of in, washing away the salt and transforming Mälaren into a freshwater area. It formed a huge natural network of channels and waterways connecting inland Sweden with the coastal regions and all-important trade routes.

			In the old days, Mia knew, rich Swedes would have fled the large cities for their country properties during the hotter months of the year. Sometime in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the middle classes had begun to copy this exodus, although on a smaller scale. Thus, tiny wooden houses, usually without running water or any other amenities, began to crop up around the numerous Swedish lakes, and the traditional summer cottage was born.

			With literally a hundred thousand lakes dotted all over the country, there was no shortage of land to be had for this purpose, but when Elin’s family had followed suit, they apparently already owned the land needed.

			‘Mum, didn’t Gran say her family had farmed in this area for generations?’

			Her mother, Gunilla, was sitting in an antique rocking chair to her left, restlessly swinging it back and forth. ‘What? How should I know? You were the one always listening to her stories, not me. Although come to think of it, I do remember visiting some cousins at a nearby farm a couple of times when I was little. I think they sold up in the late seventies, though.’

			Interesting. Gran had never mentioned them, and Mia hadn’t bothered to verify anything as fact, but she was now determined to check the records at the earliest opportunity. If nothing else, she wanted to prove to Berger that she hadn’t been lying.

			The house itself was a two-storey timbered building with a large glassed-in veranda at the back – a sort of early version of a conservatory – facing the lake. The ground floor was divided into two halves: a large kitchen to the left and a sitting room to the right, with a steep staircase rising in between them. The second floor contained two bedrooms with dormer windows and sloping ceilings, built under the eaves of the roof to utilise every inch of space, and a tiny bathroom in the middle.

			Mia sighed and, still staring straight ahead, tackled the elephant in the room. ‘She should have given the house to you. I live too far away to spend enough time here. Do you want me to sign over the deeds?’

			‘Heavens, no! Far be it from me to take something she obviously didn’t want me to have.’

			Mia heard the hurt in her mother’s voice. ‘Mamma . . .’ she began, using the Swedish version of the word on purpose because she knew that Gunilla liked it and she hoped it might placate her.

			‘No. I know you think I’m being childish, but your grandmother made it clear to me that you were to have Birch Thorpe. I had to sign a document renouncing my claim on the estate in your favour, since children automatically inherit half in this country. I don’t deserve it, because she considered me a bad mother. And daughter, for that matter.’

			‘That’s not true. She was always there for you.’

			That wasn’t strictly the truth either, although Mia kept that thought to herself. Gunilla had gone through a rough patch in her late twenties, becoming an alcoholic and having to give up custody of Mia to her then husband. And although Elin had done her best to help by having Mia to stay every summer, the old lady hadn’t been very patient with her daughter. In Elin’s opinion, Gunilla lacked willpower and ought simply to have pulled herself together. She never saw that her daughter first needed to eliminate the deep unhappiness that had caused her to turn to drink in the first place.

			‘No, she wasn’t. She just paid for things and waited for me to sort myself out.’

			‘Well maybe that was what you needed,’ Mia dared to suggest. ‘If she had cosseted you, would you have made the effort to stop drinking and make a new life for yourself?’

			‘Of course I would, and a lot faster too,’ Gunilla replied, sounding irritated, but Mia didn’t believe her. Still, it was all water under the bridge now. Gunilla had a new husband and two young sons to keep her on the straight and narrow. She seemed happy with her life, most of the time. Except when she met up with Mia and the old feelings of guilt were stirred up. It was silly, because Mia didn’t bear any grudges.

			She sighed again, not wanting to get into an argument. ‘Well, it’s madness, giving me this. I told Gran that. How am I supposed to find the time to come over here and keep an eye on the place? I’ve got my work to do in England, and Charles won’t want to spend every holiday here. Although he has nothing against Sweden as such, he loves travelling to different places.’

			She tried to imagine her English fiancé spending his summers here, the way she herself had always done, and failed. He’d been here once, but it wasn’t a successful visit. The shabby decor and somewhat primitive conditions, along with the whole living-in-tune-with-nature thing that Gran had going on, made him seem like a fish out of water. Charles was a city boy, a Londoner born and bred, and asking him to do something like put a worm on a hook to go fishing stumped him. For Mia’s sake he’d tried to fit in, but she could tell he was supremely uncomfortable the whole time, and she’d visited on her own from then on.

			For some reason she suddenly pictured Haakon Berger here. No doubt he’d be in his element – worms wouldn’t faze him, and as an archaeologist he’d be used to roughing it. She remembered his face as he’d smiled at her yesterday, taking her by surprise. It had totally transformed his features, so much so that she’d nearly gasped. With the stern expression gone, she’d seen a dangerously attractive man, but not one she ought to have noticed. She had a fiancé, and besides, Berger wasn’t her type. Men with looks like his were usually only too aware of their charm, and insufferable as a result. She’d fallen for that before and it hadn’t ended well.

			Best not to go back and see him, she decided. He’d probably forgotten all about her ring by now anyway. Or if he hadn’t, she’d send him copies of the old wills once she received them. No need for any further contact between them at all.

			‘You could rent it out, you know?’ Gunilla’s words broke into her thoughts. ‘Lots of Germans come over in the summer. I bet they’d pay huge sums to stay in a cottage like this. Or you could employ someone to look after it. She left you enough money to do that.’

			‘I don’t think that’s what she meant me to use it for.’ Mia felt the hopelessness of it all settle like a heavy weight in her stomach. Gran had wanted her to continue to spend her summers in Sweden, but she wasn’t a child any more and it just wasn’t possible. She had a life in England. I’m more English than Swedish, aren’t I?

			She stared at the island again. So many happy memories of summer picnics, rowing out there with Gran and sitting on a blanket eating cake while listening to the old lady’s stories.

			‘This place is special,’ Elin had told her. ‘Magical. It’s belonged to our family for hundreds of years and it must stay that way. My father made me promise, and one day it will be up to you to keep it safe.’

			‘Safe from what?’

			‘Intruders.’ Gran had looked serious. ‘There are people who want to build on islands like this, but it should remain unspoilt.’ She’d swept an arm around. ‘Can you imagine ruining this beautiful setting by cutting down the trees? It would be sacrilege.’

			Mia didn’t know what that word meant at the time, but she got the message. The island had to be protected. And she’d sworn to Gran that she would do her best, but how was she supposed to keep that promise now?

			‘So what are you going to do?’ Gunilla asked, as if sensing Mia’s turmoil.

			‘I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. Could you possibly keep an eye on it for me until the spring at least? Maybe get a cleaning lady in every now and then – I’ll pay, of course. I really don’t want to rush into anything.’

			‘OK, fine, but you’d better make your mind up quickly. I don’t have time to traipse out here every week. The place reminds me too much of my mother.’

			Mia regarded her sadly. The hurt ran deep, she could see that. The rift between her mother and grandmother had never been healed, and it made her unhappy to think that it never would be now.

			Gran was gone, and all that was left was Birch Thorpe. How could she possibly sell it? And yet how could she keep it?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			Haakon pushed open the rickety gate and closed it carefully behind him. It looked as though it could do with some new hinges; at least one of them was hanging off just one screw. The fence around the property also needed attention, some of it leaning at a precarious angle. No doubt the heavy snowdrifts earlier in the year had weighed it down, and someone would have to prop the fence posts up again during the spring. Mia? He smiled at the thought. She hadn’t looked strong enough for such hard work.

			A small sign told him he was definitely in the right place – Björketorp – and he walked across the garden, squelching through the slushy piles of snow that hadn’t yet disappeared. He hated this time of year – neither proper winter nor full-on spring – when everything looked dull and dirty. The tufts of grass sticking up in between the snow heaps were yellowish and sickly-looking. He longed for spring, when everything would go back to vibrant green, but it would be a while yet.

			Would Mia return then? And could he persuade her to come to the museum so he could study her ring some more?

			‘Oh, why does it matter?’ he said out loud, exasperated at himself. He had loads of other work to be getting on with. This one ring was insignificant, way down on the list. And yet he couldn’t let it go. The image of Mia smiling at him was still clear in his mind, refusing to let him forget.

			At the back of the house, the lawn sloped gently towards the lake. He went to the shore first, checking the lie of the land from there upwards. A shimmer of excitement shot through him.

			‘Perfect,’ he muttered.

			Turning back to the water, he saw a small bay with a jetty, protected by a promontory, and a little island further out. A natural harbour, it would have been big enough for a Viking ship and a couple of rowing boats for sure, and he could visualise a much larger jetty sticking out into the water. Tethered to the end of it would be a knarr, perhaps, the type of vessel used for trading – they were usually short and broad, with high sides, the keel not too deep in the water. Or maybe a karv, a more versatile ship that was handy both for trading or as a warship. He narrowed his eyes and pictured the scene in his mind. Sail furled at the bottom of the mast in readiness, warriors boarding, stowing their sea chests under the narrow benches and hanging colourful shields along the railing, picking up their oars, cursing and laughing . . . It would have been a magnificent sight. Exciting.

			Behind him and to the right of the house the land rose higher. It seemed to form a small plateau that would have been just right for a settlement – far enough from the water and with a view over the surrounding countryside. Trees grew up there now, but they would have come later, after the settlement was abandoned perhaps. Again Haakon imagined the scene – a huge longhouse in the centre with lots of smaller buildings around it, smoke drifting out of the thatched or turf roofs, and people scurrying around while performing their daily tasks . . .

			He shook his head. It was almost too real, and for a moment there he’d thought he could smell the woodsmoke, hear the high-pitched voices of children and the sounds of daily activity. His imagination was working overtime today.

			Glancing down at his right hand, guilt assailed him as a glint of gold flashed in the pale winter sun. He’d ‘borrowed’ the Viking ring from the museum for the day, a highly irregular thing to do. No, be honest – it’s totally against the rules. Technically you’re a thief. He made a fist and shoved his hand back into his pocket. What had possessed him? He’d taken it out of the display case, filling in a form to say he was studying it for a project he was working on, but that wasn’t true at all. He’d just had this feeling that he ought to bring it here. No, he had to bring it.

			Back to the place it had come from?

			It certainly felt like it, but he had no proof of that whatsoever. Just gut instinct, and right now it was telling him to go up that hill to look for clues.

			With long strides, he set off.
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			Irish Sea, ad 869

			Haukr Erlendrsson was angry.

			So angry, in fact, that he thought he might almost qualify as a berserker. Several weeks in an open boat, sailing all the way from Svíariki and across the North Sea, had not cooled his temper. Neither had the efforts of his friends and companions on the journey, nor copious amounts of ale. Being buffeted by rough seas and howling winds only added to his frustration, and the burning fury inside him refused to be quenched.

			And it was all his wife’s fault.

			It had started with a question . . .

			‘Did they not have any nice silver jewellery for sale this time?’ Instead of finishing her evening meal like everyone else, Ragnhild had been fiddling with the string of amber beads he’d just bought her on his recent trading journey to Heiðabýr and, along the way, the island of Gotland.

			Haukr looked from her to the necklace and back again. ‘You already have silver rings aplenty. I thought that necklace was more beautiful. Did you not see the little seed trapped inside the largest bead?’ It fascinated him, and he’d paid a goodly sum for it once the seller showed him that amazing feature.

			Ragnhild shrugged. ‘It’s well enough. A mere trinket, though.’

			‘Trinket? I’ll have you know it cost more than the arm ring I brought you last time.’

			Her eyebrows went up. ‘You surprise me, bóndi.’ But she didn’t look impressed.

			An uncomfortable silence ensued while Haukr simmered quietly. Her unspoken words were clear – he’d not brought her a good enough gift. Silver and shiny objects were what she coveted. But he wasn’t a king and she a queen. Although well connected and known as a jarl, he was really just a prosperous farmer who gave her what he could afford. If it wasn’t to her liking . . .

			Ragnhild suddenly turned to the man seated on her left, and elbowed him to get his attention. ‘What did you bring back for your wife, Steinn?’

			‘What? From the journey?’ Steinn looked confused. ‘A silver ring. Why?’

			It was clear he’d not been listening to their conversation. Ragnhild turned to Haukr with a small smile of triumph. ‘See? Even Steinn knows how to please a woman.’

			Haukr glared at her. ‘I thought that was what I was doing. Most wives would be very happy with such a necklace. Obviously I’ll have to bring you something better next time.’

			‘Why wait a whole year? And there’s no guarantee the harvests will be as good. I hear tell there are still rich pickings abroad for those who go a-viking. My brothers were talking about going soon. Perhaps you could join them?’

			There was a challenge in her blue eyes, but Haukr ignored it. ‘We have no need to plunder.’ He swept a hand out to indicate everything set out on the trestle tables before them. ‘Do we not have plenty? No one goes hungry here.’ He was proud of that. They were doing better and better each year, and lived well. ‘Besides, you have five brothers, with only one settlement between them once your father dies. It makes sense that at least some of them will have to seek their luck elsewhere.’

			Ragnhild snorted. ‘We have food, yes, but nothing to show our status. You have the biggest landholding in this area, your father was related to the king, and yet we have no wealth on display.’ She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Are you a coward that you do not go a-viking like everyone else?’

			She had chosen – whether on purpose he’d never know – a moment when there was a lull in the conversations around them, and her voice was loud enough for every man in his hall to hear. Every single one. The challenge was clear, and there was a collective intake of breath before a hush descended as they all waited to hear his reply.

			Ragnhild folded her arms and a small smile played on her lips. She was normally a beautiful sight, but in that moment all he wanted was to wring her neck. She’d backed him into a corner and she knew it.

			She pressed home her advantage, pulling the amber necklace over her head and putting it on the table. ‘Beads. No gold, no silver. Go out and plunder, I say. Bring me back something worthy of our status. And some more thralls wouldn’t go amiss either. Fifteen at the very least. The ones you purchased are lazy and good for nothing, and we need to clear more land. How will we ever grow richer otherwise?’

			And then she had the gall to turn her back on him, rise from the table and walk away, as if she had dismissed him, given him his marching orders. Haukr was almost incoherent with rage. It was a most unusual state for him, as hardly anything ever riled him, but he knew well enough that once an idea entered Ragnhild’s head, he’d never hear the end of it until she’d had her way. He could ignore her, but as she’d called his manhood and courage into question in front of all and sundry, he now had no choice but to prove himself to everyone. It went against the grain, it surely did, but he couldn’t see any other way.

			So, still simmering with fury, he’d gathered his men and left the very next day, even though it was really too late in the year for such ventures. It would serve the woman right if none of them came back at all. Although perhaps that was what she was hoping for . . .

			His anger still boiled like a bubbling cauldron in his veins, and he felt totally unlike himself. Normally he would never even contemplate taking anything that he hadn’t honestly paid for. Or at least he hadn’t done since he was young and hot-headed and had gone raiding with his father and uncle one summer. Normally he would never fight anyone he had no grudge against. But he was not himself, and he was about to do just that.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
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			‘Where on earth have you been? I thought you said you’d be back in time for dinner. I’d booked us a table at Quentin’s.’

			‘Nice to see you too, Charles. And the funeral went as well as can be expected of these things, thanks for asking.’ Mia dropped her heavy bag on the floor with a thump and turned to divest herself of coat and boots. Nothing had gone as planned on the journey back from Stockholm, and she was not in the mood for any complaints from her fiancé.

			‘Sorry, I didn’t mean . . . Of course I’m happy to see you, babe. And I’m sorry I couldn’t be there with you, but work is manic at the moment, you know.’ Charles came forward, arms outstretched, and she went into his embrace, waiting for the familiar feeling of safety and happiness to envelop her.

			It didn’t.

			Slightly puzzled, she stepped away from him before he had time to kiss her, and headed for the fridge, telling herself she was just tired and still struggling to come to terms with her grief. Soon everything would be back to normal.

			Their flat in Canary Wharf was tiny – the front door opened straight into the living room, which was open-plan with a kitchenette at one end. A cramped bedroom, a bathroom and the balcony completed their domain, but Mia knew they were lucky to have even this, and she loved it. Buying property in London was incredibly expensive, and a lot of people their age still flat-shared, something she’d hated. Charles often grumbled about the lack of space and the fact that they weren’t living in west London. Recently he’d become obsessed with climbing the property ladder and buying something in what he called ‘one of the posh areas’, but Mia couldn’t see the point. A large chunk of their wages already disappeared each month to pay the mortgage, and until such time as they decided to have children, they didn’t need anything bigger.

			‘The plane was late taking off, then we were circling for ages over Heathrow,’ she explained as he trailed after her. ‘I honestly thought we were going to run out of fuel before they allowed us to land, and I was so grateful I hadn’t eaten anything because it was like being on a roller coaster. Is there anything to eat here? I’m starving now.’ She pulled open the fridge and stood looking at its meagre contents. Apparently Charles hadn’t done any shopping at all since she’d left, except to buy milk and bread, but he’d probably been eating out with his friends and colleagues so there had been no need for anything else.

			‘Only sandwiches, I guess. As I said, I was going to take you out, but it’s too late now.’ He leaned on the counter, his hands in his pockets. ‘Hey, maybe we can celebrate your homecoming tomorrow instead? I’ve missed you.’

			‘Sure, I’d like that.’ She glanced at him while rooting around in the fridge drawer for something to put on the bread, and felt guilty for being grumpy. He looked so crestfallen, the lovely surprise of a posh restaurant meal spoiled by her lateness. Not his fault. Well, not anyone’s really, just one of those things. ‘You know I’m happy to go to Quentin’s any time,’ she added.

			His expression cleared and he leaned over to give her a kiss. ‘Excellent! I’ll email them to rebook.’ And as far as he was concerned, everything was sorted.

			Mia wasn’t so sure.

			He was still the same man she’d said goodbye to a week ago – his boyish features as gorgeous as ever – but for some reason she wasn’t feeling the usual pull of attraction, and that disturbed her. What was wrong with her? She loved him.

			She’d met him at a fund-raising event at the museum, three years earlier. She was newly employed there then and still reeling from the loss of her dad, and Charles had just landed his dream job at a big accountancy firm. He was great fun to be with, reminding her of an enthusiastic Labrador puppy, all bouncy and happy, and he’d cheered her up. His high spirits were infectious; she’d been carried along on a wave of enthusiasm for life that helped her through her grief. It was just what she needed at the time.

			Of average height, but solidly built, with hazel eyes, Charles was charming and good-looking. His dark hair hung in a floppy fringe across his forehead in that endearing, Hugh Grant fashion, and he’d flirted with her outrageously until she agreed to meet him for a drink the next day. Things had happened swiftly after that, and when Mia’s then flatmate decided to move out, Charles moved in. Soon afterwards, they bought the flat in Canary Wharf.

			And they’d been very happy living together – were still happy – so why did she have this feeling that something had changed? She tried to shake off the unease. She was just exhausted, that was all.

			‘So how did it go, really? Your mum being difficult?’ Charles asked when they were both seated on the sofa in front of the TV, Mia with a plate of sandwiches, a bag of crisps and a glass of milk. She had a childish enthusiasm for ‘the white stuff’, as the adverts called it, which she’d never outgrown. It was a Swedish thing, as most people there had milk with their meals. Charles nursed a can of beer instead, wrinkling his nose at her choice of beverage while trying to steal some of her crisps.

			Mia shrugged. ‘Like I said, as well as could be expected. The same as all funerals, I guess. Not exactly a happy occasion, is it?’

			‘No, but what about afterwards? You said you were seeing a solicitor. Did the old lady leave you anything like you thought she would?’

			‘Oh, that. Yes, as a matter of fact, she left me everything, except for five thousand pounds each to my half-brothers. My mother wasn’t exactly over the moon about that, as you can imagine, although to be fair Gran had always said that was what she was planning to do.’

			‘Everything? That’s wonderful! It means we can put our plans into action much sooner than we—’

			‘Hold on a minute.’ Mia held up a hand to stop him. ‘I didn’t inherit a fortune, you know. According to the solicitor, there’s only about ten thousand pounds once all the expenses have been paid, and that might be needed for the upkeep of the property.’

			‘Yes, but as soon as you sell the house, there will be quite a little nest egg, won’t there?’ Charles caught her frown of annoyance. ‘What? The will didn’t stipulate that you have to go and live there or something, did it? You know I could never give up my job here, I told you before. And Swedish is a language for people with elastic tongues, not normal guys like me.’

			‘Charles, please stop jumping to conclusions. The will didn’t say anything of the sort, but all the same, I think I want to keep the cottage for at least a few years. It’s what Gran would have wanted, you know.’ She hadn’t actually decided this until now, but as she said the words out loud, it felt right.

			‘Keep it? But it’s going to cost you a fortune, and for what? A week now and again by a Swedish lake.’

			‘I might be able to rent it out.’ Although she didn’t really want to, and couldn’t visualise strangers tramping through Gran’s home, using her things, sleeping in her bed . . .

			‘Honestly, wouldn’t it be better to sell up and put some of the money aside? Then you can rent a cottage yourself just as easily, if that’s what you want.’

			Mia took a deep breath. He didn’t understand her strong attachment to Birch Thorpe or the fact that it felt like her last link with her grandmother. To him, it was just a house.

			She didn’t want to rent just any old cottage. If she was going to Sweden, it had to be to Gran’s place. It was her second home. Perhaps her true home. The rational part of her knew Charles was right – it would be silly to hang on to it – but the emotional part was winning at the moment. This was her inheritance, and as they weren’t married yet, she had a right to decide what to do about it, but she needed time. Time to grieve, time to think. And she really was very tired from the journey, and not in the mood for an argument.

			‘Please, could we talk about this some other time? It’s been a long day and you know what a strain I find it, spending time with my mother. I’ve had enough strife for one day.’

			‘Yes, but in my opinion there really isn’t anything to talk about, surely? I was looking on the internet only yesterday, and those lakeside properties near Stockholm go for amazing amounts of money. One and a half to two million kronor. That’s what – a hundred and fifty, two hundred thousand pounds? If we sell it and this, we could definitely afford a flat in west London. Maybe even in Kensington.’

			‘You checked out the cottage’s value already? Without knowing whether it was going to be mine and without asking me if I was selling it?’ For some reason this made Mia incredibly angry, although a little voice inside her head told her she was overreacting. She ignored it. ‘You had no right to assume that I would want to part with it so soon. Gran’s hardly even cold in her grave!’

			He held up his hands as if to ward off her anger. ‘Whoa, I’m sorry! I was only thinking of our future.’ He took one of her hands and stroked it with his fingers. ‘I know I’m impatient, but it’s because I want to move our relationship to the next level. Instead of waiting a couple more years, we could buy a much nicer place in a matter of months if you sell up. Then we could set the date for the wedding and get everything organised. Isn’t that what we’ve been waiting for? What you want?’

			‘I don’t see what us buying a flat in west London has to do with whether we get married or not.’

			‘It would be a proper home for us, more fitting. Somewhere special to start our married lives. Not like this . . . this hovel.’ He swept a hand out to indicate their tiny living room.

			But Mia wasn’t buying it. Living in a better area was his idea. He was climbing the corporate ladder in one of the biggest accountancy firms in the City, and everything seemed to be about status with him these days. Brand-name clothing, nice watches, flashy company car . . . The truth was, he was ashamed of where they lived, which was ridiculous, but then a lot of his workmates came from affluent backgrounds, so he felt he had a lot of catching up to do.

			She swallowed the sharp retort that rose to her lips. Charles was right in a way. She was being selfish, but everything inside her screamed out in protest. Gran hadn’t bequeathed her Birch Thorpe in order to give them a leg up the property ladder – it was a legacy to remind Mia that part of her belonged in Scandinavia. Sweden was in her blood, no matter how English she felt.

			Elin had been almost obsessive about her Nordic
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