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			Chapter Three

			[image: Presentation]

			‘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.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			[image: Presentation]

			Óttarr had just stepped outside his back door when he heard the clank of metal. Even though it was only a faint noise penetrating the morning gloom, he knew he wasn’t mistaken. As a blacksmith, it was a sound he was very familiar with, but he wasn’t used to noticing it outside of his forge.

			He was an early riser, always had been, and normally used the time before dawn to do some weapons training on his own. Officially he wasn’t one of Thorfinn’s men, but as he had been the son of a minor chieftain for the first fourteen years of his life, he’d been used to training daily with sword, spear, axe, and bow and arrow. It was ingrained in him, a part of who he was. He wanted to keep his skills up, because he had plans, but he did it in secret. He’d rather no one found out about his proficiency, because those plans didn’t involve working for the niðingr who inhabited this place any longer than he had to.

			After the fateful raid on his father’s settlement, he’d been surprised to find himself on board a ship, alive, although with the mother of all headaches and a huge lump on his head. It was humiliating to realise that he hadn’t been chosen to accompany everyone else to the afterlife. Even more so when he understood that he was now a lowly thrall. Never would he inherit his father’s hall and sit in that special chair, nor ever see his mother and the other members of their group again. He’d seen with his own eyes that they were all dead, and no doubt the dwellings had been torched.

			Only he had survived. But why?

			He could only assume that the gods had something else in store for him.

			He had recovered somewhat by the time they’d arrived here at Arnaby, Thorfinn’s domain, apparently named after the sea eagles that frequently soared above the place. He’d been told he was to work for the resident blacksmith, whose previous apprentice had died. In fact, the smith was the reason Óttarr hadn’t been killed – he’d claimed to have seen the boy’s potential and carried him to the ship himself, slung across his mighty shoulder.

			‘Big strapping boy, you were,’ he said on many occasions, while telling this tale. ‘And me in need of an apprentice. It seemed like fate.’

			A fate Óttarr could have done without, but he never said that out loud. At least the man had treated him reasonably well and taught him useful skills. They’d come to a grudging understanding eventually, and the work of a smith was satisfying in many ways.

			Now, seven years later, Óttarr had grown even more in both size and strength. And when the blacksmith was on his deathbed two months ago, he’d asked Thorfinn to release his apprentice from bondage and make him a freeman.

			‘You’ll need a smith when I’m gone, and the boy is more than capable of doing the work. It seems only fair he should be able to ask for remuneration.’

			He didn’t add that it would have been difficult for anyone in the settlement to force Óttarr to continue to work if he didn’t have an incentive. Having seen twenty-one winters, he wasn’t a boy any more, no matter what the smith called him. Short of being put in chains or maimed, he could no longer be controlled. Thorfinn must have seen the sense in this and freed him. He’d probably been under the impression that Óttarr was reconciled to his new status, but although he enjoyed the work in the forge, that was very far from the case. And the chieftain had clearly forgotten that he was the man who’d captured Óttarr in the first place and killed all his kin.

			The argr. Óttarr hated his guts, and as soon as he’d gathered enough silver, he’d kill him and escape.

			Apart from the children, he hated everyone in this place, from Thorfinn himself down to the lowliest of the freemen. He was tired of dancing to their tune and longed to go home and see if he could rebuild Óláfr’s settlement. If not, he could at least work for someone who hadn’t murdered his parents and kin.

			Now, hearing the clink of metal, he stopped what he was doing and put away his sword. He’d made it for himself in secret once his former master had passed away and there was no one watching his every move. It wasn’t as good as the beautiful specimens his father had owned – pattern-welded and wrought in far-away Frankia – but it would fulfil its function when the time came. Which would be soon.

			When he peered round the corner of the hut that housed the forge, he was surprised to see Thorfinn’s daughter, Ásta, hurrying off towards the shore carrying something bulky. She was glancing around nervously, as if fearful of being spotted, which piqued his interest. Ordinarily, there was nothing particularly remarkable about her – she was of average build, with even features and a dark brown plait hanging over one shoulder. He’d seen her going about her duties around the settlement and in the hall, but hadn’t paid her any more attention than the other inhabitants of the place, whom he mostly ignored. Now he looked at her properly for the first time and noticed the natural grace with which she moved, the subtle sway of her hips and the soft swish of that long silky plait . . . He blinked and shook himself mentally. What was the matter with him? She was just another woman, and the daughter of his sworn enemy to boot. Nothing about her should interest him, except her current activities, which were intriguing.

			‘What are you up to?’ he whispered to himself. She wasn’t normally about at this time of day. No one was except him.

			There was something so furtive about her movements, he simply had to follow her. He waited a moment so that she wouldn’t notice him, then moved silently towards the sea. She was just starting to row a small boat along the shoreline, a bit erratically at first, then settling into a more even rhythm. The waves were against her, which meant that Óttarr could follow her on foot. He dived into the forest and kept an eye on her through the trees as she continued to row for what seemed like ages. With his long legs, he had no problem keeping up with her.

			‘Now I’m definitely intrigued,’ he muttered, as she finally pulled the boat up on to a sliver of beach. She kneeled down to do something, although he couldn’t see what. The sound of metal clanking against metal rang out again, and he could only assume she had brought some precious items in the sack he’d glimpsed.

			The forest was dark, and there was a low mist hanging about the place, which was to his advantage. He found a particularly thick tree trunk to hide behind. From this vantage point, he watched while she dug a big hole and buried a whole lot of shining objects. The spoils of war, or more likely, raiding. He clenched his fists, because he knew exactly where some of that treasure had come from – his father’s locked chests and his mother’s body. What he didn’t understand was why Ásta was burying it here. He’d heard that Thorfinn was poorly, but surely she wouldn’t steal from her own father while he was unwell?

			Actually, nothing about these people would surprise him. They were scum.

			She appeared agitated, and after she’d finished her task, he heard her shout out her frustration while hurling something into the undergrowth. It seemed most unlike her, as she was normally even-tempered and calm, as far as he’d been able to tell. In fact, he’d never heard her so much as raise her voice before.

			‘Curious,’ he murmured, holding his breath as she turned to survey her surroundings one last time. Would she notice him? But she remained oblivious to his presence.

			As soon as she’d left, he walked over to where she had buried everything and memorised the spot. If the objects lying here were what he suspected, she had no more right to them than Thorfinn had had. He dug around in the soil with his hands and came up with a silver-gilt cup. It clinked against a ring he wore on the middle finger of his right hand, the only ornament he allowed himself apart from a silver Thor’s hammer amulet around his neck. Yes, these were definitely stolen items; the cup looked like something made by the Engilskir followers of the White Christ. He put it back and covered it over, stomping on the ground to flatten the earth.

			‘Tomorrow night I’ll come back and move them somewhere else,’ he muttered, but he’d need a proper spade to make the work easier.

			At least that way Ásta could never find them again. She didn’t deserve to.

			[image: Presentation]

			Rafe woke up entangled in his sleeping bag and impatiently pushed his way out of it. The back of his beat-up VW camper van wasn’t the most comfortable place to spend the night, but that didn’t normally trouble him. These days he could sleep anywhere, blissfully unaware of whatever was going on around him. As long as he didn’t have to share his space with anyone, a herd of elephants could trundle past and he’d be none the wiser.

			Except last night he’d had weird dreams, and now he felt tired and grumpy. What was that all about?

			He had a vague memory of digging in soil with his bare hands, and imagined he could still smell the rich earth and the greenery all around him. It must have been because he’d noticed that Skye had a lot of vegetable beds at the back of her garden and he’d imagined helping her dig them over.

			‘Not without a shovel, surely?’ he said out loud. He shook his head – the mind worked in mysterious ways sometimes, and never more so than in dreams.

			As he raised his right hand to push the hair out of his eyes, the silver ring he wore on his middle finger caught the light. He’d bought it only yesterday off some guy selling items at a street corner, spread out on a tatty piece of cloth in the nearby town of Lochgilphead. The expression on the man’s face – like a puppy someone had kicked when it was already wounded, and with absolutely no hope left in the world – had made Rafe stop and peruse the goods, although he didn’t really want any of the stuff for sale. He’d felt so sorry for the man, and had been willing to buy something just for the sake of it. If it could keep the guy from despairing for at least one more day, it was worth it. Sure, life was crap sometimes – didn’t he know it – but there should always be hope.

			While contemplating the things on offer, a ring on the man’s hand had flashed momentarily in the sunlight. Something about it drew Rafe’s gaze, and without thinking, he’d nodded at it. ‘Would you be willing to sell me that?’ he’d asked.

			‘What, this?’ The man’s eyebrows drew down into a scowl as he contemplated the piece of jewellery in question. ‘I shouldn’t really. It’s an heirloom, handed down from father to son in my family, but . . .’

			‘No worries. I understand.’ Rafe had gone back to checking out the sad collection of stuff laid out on the ground, but nothing appealed to him.

			The man bit his bottom lip, clearly torn, then nodded as if he’d come to a decision. ‘Nah, it’s fine. You can have it. I hated my old man, so it has no sentimental value to me. Here.’ He pulled the ring off his finger. ‘If you give me fifty, it’s yours.’

			‘Fifty?’ That seemed too much, and they haggled for a while, but in the end, Rafe paid up, as he figured the guy needed the money.

			He’d never worn a ring before, but this one had appealed to him instantly – a broad, flat band with slightly uneven runes etched all around it. Once he’d checked it out, he knew why it had caught his eye. He was an armchair history buff and was especially into reading about the Vikings and Anglo-Saxons, and this particular ring looked authentic. Obviously it couldn’t be, but it was a nice fantasy.

			It only drew his gaze for a nanosecond now, however, as he became aware of something else and his hand stopped in mid-air.

			‘What the hell?’

			He stared at his fingers. They were filthy, as if he’d been playing in mud like a little kid. There was soil caked under his neatly cut nails and embedded in his skin. Where on earth had that come from? Skye had allowed him to use her downstairs shower room the night before, and he’d scrubbed himself clean. Very clean.

			Had he been sleepwalking?

			The images from his dream returned to him. Had he been half awake after all? Although why he’d go digging in the soil was beyond him. He sure as hell had no reason to. Jeez, perhaps his itinerant lifestyle was getting to him more than he’d realised. But with any luck, this was a one-off. He certainly hoped so.

			As he opened the side door of the van and jumped out into the cold morning air, he had the distinct impression that he was being watched. While pulling on a thick hoodie, he glanced over at the house, but the windows were blank. Then something flickered at the edge of his vision, down by the shore. A fleeting group of shadows crossing the ground from the little beach towards the forest. They were gone almost as soon as he’d seen them, but the image lingered in his mind and his heartbeat sped up. Who were they? Intruders?

			For several minutes he kept his gaze on the spot where they’d disappeared, but nothing moved and he couldn’t hear anything out of the ordinary.

			He shook his head. ‘Get a grip, man. There’s no one there.’ He ran his fingers through his hair and automatically twisted it into a bun on top of his head, reaching for the elastic tie he kept round his wrist. His mind was playing tricks on him and he probably just needed more sleep.

			He’d have to make sure he locked himself into the camper van from now on, in case he did any more sleepwalking. That could not be allowed to happen.

			[image: Presentation]

			The steady thump of stones hitting each other echoed over the headland as Ásta hefted yet another one into her arms. Everyone in the settlement was helping to bring them from all around the area to pile on to Thorfinn’s grave, and it was nearing completion now.

			He was being buried in a rowing boat, about twenty feet long, and had been placed with his head near the prow, on his back with his shield on top of him. He was wrapped in a cloak fastened with a large silver brooch – one of the ones he’d brought back from Írland – and he wore his finest belt buckle and an amulet for luck. A selection of beautiful furs had been draped over him and under his head. Alongside him lay his sword, battle axe, spear and various other weapons. Ásta had also placed a whole host of items around him: his drinking horn, vessels containing food and mead, and anything else he might need in the afterlife. As a final touch, Thorfinn’s favourite dog had been killed and laid at his master’s feet. He should have been accompanied by a horse as well, but Ketill had said that was a waste. Ásta hadn’t insisted, because she secretly agreed with him.

			Both ends of the boat were now being filled with stones to weigh it down, and then the whole would be covered with soil until there was a visible mound. There was a smaller one nearby, where Ásta’s mother lay buried, and she hoped her parents were now reunited.

			‘Thank you,’ she murmured to a couple of people she passed after dumping her stone. She had a feeling her father hadn’t been well liked, which made her doubly grateful that they were still willing to assist her with this task. Since her mother had died, he’d been brusque and domineering with everyone other than his daughter. She was the only one who’d still been allowed occasional glimpses of his softer side. Although she’d believed it was grief that made him act coldly towards others, he would never have admitted it. Showing weakness was not in his nature. And now she was beginning to doubt everything she’d known about him. Perhaps she had only seen what she wanted to, and in truth he’d been as ruthless as everyone else seemed to think.

			Ketill had been all for burning his uncle and leaving it at that, but Ásta had stood her ground, and in this matter at least, she’d had the support of Thorfinn’s men. He’d been their chieftain and he deserved to sail into the afterlife in a fitting manner. After his admissions the day before, Ásta still wasn’t sure where he would be heading after death, but she was happy to leave that up to the gods to decide. She had done her best to be a dutiful daughter and her only thanks was an uncertain future. No use repining. She simply had to make the best of things.

			Even if she’d wanted to, she wasn’t given time to grieve. Ketill made his intentions clear almost immediately. As soon as everyone had trooped back to the hall, where a feast in Thorfinn’s honour had been prepared, he began his takeover. Ásta headed for the carved chair on the dais where her father had always sat, but her cousin beat her to it and sat down, challenging her with a smirk.

			‘I believe this is now mine.’ He caressed the armrests while still keeping his gaze on her. His pale blue eyes were cold and mocking. It made her want to hit him. But since he was goading her on purpose, she wouldn’t stoop that low.

			‘That is not what the men promised Father,’ she retorted, putting her hands on her hips to glare at him.

			His smile widened. ‘I think you’ll find they have changed their minds.’ He stood up abruptly and called for silence. ‘Men, it is time to swear allegiance to your new leader – me. I know you all agree that it makes sense to have a man in charge here. Come up one by one and give me your oath.’

			‘You have already sworn an oath to be led by me!’ Ásta jumped up on to the dais. She’d had to raise her voice to be heard over the murmuring that had broken out. ‘My cousin did so as well, which means he is now an oath-breaker. Do you really wish to follow a man who doesn’t keep his word? That is dishonourable.’

			She had stepped in front of Ketill as she spoke, but he put his hands on her shoulders and manhandled her to one side. ‘She lies. I never promised anything and Thorfinn knew it. Now make your choice or be gone from here, unless you want to be cowed by a weak woman!’

			Ásta could see the moment they made their decision, because their gazes slid away from her face and they couldn’t look her in the eye. One by one they came up to the dais and swore an oath to Ketill. Only a few had the decency to murmur an apology to her as they left. She crossed her arms over her chest and stood her ground, skewering them with her glare. Nothing would make her step off the dais until she’d witnessed the perfidy of each and every one of them. Their faces were etched into her mind. She would not forget.

			‘You will pay for this,’ she hissed, whenever anyone came close enough to hear her. They threw her worried glances, as though she was a trollkona cursing them for all eternity. She wished she was, but it was obvious how little power she actually had here, despite years of running her father’s household and being in charge whenever he was away.

			Surveying the assembled crowd, she caught the anguished glance of her friend Eithne. Their gazes collided and Ásta saw her own shock and worry mirrored there. They both knew how precarious her position was. How quickly the men had forgotten their promises to her father. What would happen now? She swallowed hard past the lump that rose in her throat. It wouldn’t do to show weakness, but it was good to know that she had at least one ally in this hall. Originally her mother’s friend, Eithne had lived with them since Ásta was born, and was now her loyal companion. Possibly the only person present who cared what became of her. That was a lowering thought.

			It also made her furious.

			Others should care. Without Ásta to intercede for them, there were many families here who would fare ill under Ketill’s rule. The man had no compassion whatsoever, and she couldn’t imagine him listening to grievances with any amount of patience or tolerance, let alone doing anything to help if people needed food or other resources. Not that her father had been much better, but Ásta had pleaded on their behalf whenever necessary, and for the most part he’d humoured her. She couldn’t imagine Ketill doing the same. He had no reason to listen to her, and was more likely to do the opposite of what she asked just to spite her and show that he could. That was a galling thought.

			When everyone had gone to sit down and the various dishes Ásta had ordered were being served, she turned to him. ‘And what is my role here now? Am I a thrall, since you have taken all my possessions away from me?’

			‘No need to be so melodramatic.’ Ketill held out a mug to be filled with ale by a serving woman. ‘You will continue to run the household as before. That’s always been your role, no more, no less. As and when I take a wife, I suppose I’ll have to find you a husband, but there’s no rush, is there? Your father certainly didn’t seem to think so.’

			More was the pity.

			And run the household? For him? In other words, she’d have all the duties and responsibilities of a wife but none of the privileges or rewards. Aargh! She wanted to hit him over the head with her father’s battle axe, and probably would have done if they hadn’t been in a hall full of people who were on his side. For now, all she had was her pride.

			‘Very well, but you will regret this day, Ketill Thorsteinsson, you have my oath on that.’

			As she jumped off the dais and headed outside, she felt the stares of everyone present. Not a single one of them had stood up for her. The trolls could take the lot of them for all she cared.

			Óttarr lurked just inside the door to the hall, listening to the proceedings. He needed to know what was happening, as he’d have to adjust his plans accordingly. He saw Ásta come storming past, her face contorted with fury and her fists clenched. She didn’t notice him as she headed to the nearest storeroom, where he heard her give vent to her anger with a shriek of frustration. Something banged in there, as if she was throwing things, and in all honesty, he couldn’t blame her.

			She’d just been cheated out of her inheritance.

			Despite the fact that he only spent time in Thorfinn’s hall when he had to – on feast days and celebrations – Óttarr had heard the men agree that Ásta was his heiress. Everyone knew it and no one had questioned it until the chieftain became ill. That was when the whispers started. Ketill had insisted that as Thorfinn’s closest male kin – he was his nephew, after all – he was the leader the settlement needed. Perhaps he was right, but during the time Óttarr had lived here, he’d seen Ásta rule the roost on several occasions, and no one had ever complained. She had struck him as competent, if haughty, but that probably went hand in hand with being the chieftain’s daughter.

			And now she’d been brought low.

			That should have made him smile, but for some reason it didn’t. In a way, it was exactly what she deserved, and therefore sweet revenge for him. And yet . . . He’d been raised to favour justice in all things. A matter this weighty shouldn’t have been decided in such an underhand fashion. From what he’d overheard, there was bribery involved, as well as persuasion and threats. He completely understood Ásta’s frustration, as it mirrored his own in having been denied an inheritance.

			Still, the circumstances were different and he shouldn’t feel sorry for her. He should be gloating that his enemy’s offspring was powerless. It was what he’d wanted, wasn’t it?

			He had to admit to a grudging admiration for the way she’d tried to stand up to her cousin and her father’s men. She’d not shied away from confrontation and had tried to plead her case. When it became clear that she’d lost, she still stood her ground, staying until every oath had been sworn. That took courage, something Óttarr valued. In that moment, she had reminded him of his mother, who would have defended her rights in the same way, fierce and unafraid.

			But Ásta was Thorfinn’s daughter, and he had murdered Óttarr’s mother. Her downfall was only one step further towards justice being served, which was as it should be. And he wouldn’t rest until he had complete and utter revenge.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Five
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			‘This is nice! Or it will be when it’s done. Holiday let?’

			‘Yes, hopefully. If we ever get round to finishing it.’ Skye had to keep reminding herself to say ‘we’ rather than ‘I’ so Rafe wouldn’t get suspicious.

			It was the morning after his arrival, and they were standing in a room with stone-flagged flooring and dark beams. It was situated in one end of a large barn-like structure, but completely cut off from the main part by a thick stone wall. Skye guessed this section might have been a storeroom or granary at some point. It was hard to tell. A spiral staircase wound its way to an upper floor near the wall in the centre of the room, while a wood-burning stove sat on a plinth of slate in one corner. At the opposite end was the beginnings of a kitchen – a couple of free-standing cupboard units and an old dresser, all bought at local auctions for next to nothing and in need of some TLC. There was another unit with a butler’s sink, but it hadn’t been connected yet, and the wood needed sanding down. A cooker, still encased in the wrappings it had been delivered in, was pushed to one side, and several boxes of tiles stood next to it. Just as Craig had left it when he downed tools and decided he’d had enough.

			‘So I’m guessing open plan down here, yes?’ Rafe seemed to be taking it all in, and Skye wondered whether he was as daunted as she was. She hadn’t been in here for weeks. That was evident from the stale air and dusty surfaces, so she left the door open to allow the fresh breeze inside.

			Painting, sanding or wallpapering she could have managed, but anything structural was supposed to have been Craig’s job. They’d worked well together on the cottage she was now living in, which had only needed a bit of decorating, but hadn’t had time to finish this. It was a much bigger project.

			‘Yep. We were going to build a lean-to out the back for the bathroom.’ She pointed to a side door. ‘It’s only partly finished – the cement foundation is done, as are the breeze-block walls and the plumbing and pipe connection, but nothing else. No roof or anything.’ And it probably never would be completed now, even though the timber and other materials for it were stored upstairs.

			‘OK, one step at a time. Do you have any architect’s drawings?’ Rafe was looking at her with an expression she could only describe as professional.

			‘Mm-hmm, but they’re not really necessary, are they? I mean, in here the walls just need painting and the kitchen put together. All the units have to be sanded down first so that they’ll appear to be vaguely similar – as far as I can tell, they’re all pine and should match reasonably well. I haven’t decided yet whether to paint them or leave them in their natural state.’

			His mouth twitched as if he found her naïveté amusing, but he controlled his expression. ‘I was thinking more in terms of layout. You know, so I can see exactly where you want everything.’

			‘Oh, right. Fine, I’ll go and dig it out.’ She headed for the door.

			‘Mind if I take a peek upstairs?’

			Throwing him a glance over her shoulder, she shrugged. ‘No, go ahead. Not much to see up there as yet.’

			What was supposed to become two bedrooms was currently a huge cavity, open to the roof and with all the beams showing. Although the roof itself was new, the inside needed insulating, and she had no hope whatsoever of getting that done. The next owners of this property would have to get builders in if they wanted it finished.

			Unless she could hang on to the place without the extra income a holiday let would bring and have it done bit by bit.

			Yes, and pigs might fly.

			When she came back, Rafe was kneeling on the floor next to the dresser with a metal tape measure. He had a pencil between his teeth, which he retrieved from time to time to scribble something on a notepad he’d brought out from his back pocket.

			‘Oh, hey,’ he said when he caught sight of her. ‘Just checking the size of everything.’

			Skye handed him the drawings and put her head to one side, regarding him curiously. ‘You think you can connect the sink and install the units?’

			Craig had taken one look at it and said they’d need to get someone in to do it. They both knew they couldn’t afford it, so that was the end of that for the time being. It had taken all their remaining savings to have an electrician and a plumber do the basics already – he was supposed to do the rest himself. She’d been so angry, because when they’d first bought the place, he’d told her he was great at DIY. Turned out he’d meant painting, a small amount of carpentry and nothing else.

			‘Of course. I told you, I’m a builder.’ Rafe’s eyebrows sank into a frown. ‘What, you don’t trust me to do it?’

			‘Oh no . . . I mean, it’s just you said you were a decorator. I was thinking paint and stuff.’

			‘Ah.’ His expression cleared. ‘Sorry, I should have said, I’m a Jack-of-all-trades. I can turn my hand to most things.’ He pointed to the wall. ‘As long as that pipe there leads to a water source, it’ll be fine.’

			‘Well, good. It does. The water comes from a spring further up the hillside and runs into a tank. From there it’s pumped into the main house and here. There are filters to make sure it’s clean, and it tastes pretty good actually. As for the drain, that’s connected to a septic tank. Shall I, er, leave you to get on with it then?’

			‘Yes. I’ll come and find you if there’s anything that’s not clear from the drawings.’ He was already studying the plans and seemed deep in contemplation.

			‘OK, see you later.’ At the door, she hesitated. ‘I . . . um, forgot to mention – the food isn’t going to be anything fancy. I . . . that is to say, we mostly eat what we produce ourselves. Hope that’s all right?’

			The night before, he’d gone into the nearest town, telling her he’d get himself a pub meal as she hadn’t expected an extra mouth to feed that day, but today she couldn’t avoid it. She’d promised him food and Wi-Fi, and that was what he’d have.

			‘No problem. I eat pretty much anything.’ He smiled as if to put her at ease, and something inside her thawed a little. ‘Call me when it’s lunchtime.’

			That sounded so familiar, she didn’t trust herself to reply and just nodded. What was the matter with her? She had a thousand things to be getting on with and no time to stand here staring at a good-looking guy. Or any guy for that matter. Besides, she didn’t want to notice anything about him. Even if he stayed the whole summer, he’d be moving on come autumn.

			And she’d be left behind. Again.

			Rafe stopped inside the back door of Skye’s cottage and began to unlace his work boots. She must have noticed, because she shook her head.

			‘You don’t have to do that. Not when you’re only coming into the kitchen.’ She gestured to the flagstone floor – the same type as in the barn – which was covered in muddy pawprints, and to the two sheepdogs who had come over to greet him, their plumy tails swishing. ‘I hoover and mop it once a week, but in between, there’s no point with those two around.’

			‘Right, OK. What are their names again? They’re beautiful.’

			‘Pepsi and Cola – Cola is the one that’s all black and white, while Pepsi has a few patches of brown.’

			That should be easy enough to remember. He crouched down to scratch their ears for a while, accepting the occasional lick on the chin as a thank you for his efforts. It was nice to be greeted in this way, with total acceptance and no judgement other than on his skills at giving scritches. Dogs were such uncomplicated creatures compared to humans. He’d always liked them, but because he’d worked all hours, he had never been in a position where he could own a pet.

			He went to wash his hands in the sink, then moved over to the chair Skye indicated and sat down at an old scrubbed-pine table next to a window. Its legs were painted primrose yellow and so were the mismatched chairs that surrounded it, which he liked. The walls were more or less the same hue, making the whole kitchen feel warm and welcoming. The view through the window and across the sea to some islands was also breathtakingly beautiful, and he could see why she’d want to live here. What he couldn’t understand was how her husband could leave her all alone in this wilderness for days, maybe weeks, on end. It seemed foolhardy, but perhaps the dogs were protection enough.

			‘Please, help yourself. I usually have something cold for lunch, then I’ll cook a proper meal in the evening. Is that all right with you?’ Skye was fidgeting with a tea towel, and he gathered she was feeling nervous about having him here in her kitchen. That was understandable, since she didn’t know him yet. He could be an axe murderer for all she knew. And he was hiding things from her. Secrets that would make her view him in a different light, even if they weren’t quite as bad as they might seem . . .

			Much better if she was kept in the dark, for both their sakes.

			‘Sure, sounds perfect, thank you.’ The table was set with bread, butter and two different kinds of cheese, as well as a tossed green salad and a pile of cooked ham slices. There was also some kind of pâté that had to be home-made.

			Skye brought over a dish of eggs. ‘Hard-boiled. If you prefer soft, you’ll have to let me know.’

			‘Hard is fine.’ He heaped his plate with a little of everything. The smell from the bread was making his stomach growl, and when he added some butter and took a bite, it was every bit as heavenly as he’d suspected. ‘Mmm, did you make this?’ He gestured with the slice he’d already half demolished. ‘It’s divine!’

			She blushed and ducked her head, as if she wasn’t used to such praise. ‘Um, yes. I make all my own bread. Much healthier, or so I’ve been told.’

			‘All of it? Really?’ He was impressed. Cooking had never been one of his strengths, although he could do basic stuff like spag bol. Usually he was too tired to do anything other than heat up a microwave meal or call for a pizza, but the idea of making something as tasty as this bread suddenly appealed to him. He’d have to learn.

			‘The lettuce is home-grown, just starting to come through in the greenhouse. And I made that.’ She pointed to one of the two cheeses on the table. ‘It’s goat – fairly easy and nothing fancy.’

			He smiled at her. ‘Now I’m seriously impressed. I mean, I know you said you eat your own produce, but I was thinking eggs and stuff. Maybe the odd piece of lamb.’

			‘No, I . . . we try to grow or produce most things. I’m about to set up the
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