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The rain began falling just as Eleanor Hart's ancient Volvo estate coughed its way up the final incline toward Thorne Hall. Ellie gripped the steering wheel tighter, peering through the windscreen at the grey stone mass looming ahead, half-concealed by centuries-old oaks and the mist that seemed to cling to this corner of Gloucestershire like a jealous lover.

"Come on, Bertha," she murmured to the car, patting the dashboard as if the gesture might somehow encourage the ageing vehicle. "Just a little further. We've come all the way from London, and I'm not stopping now."

The Volvo responded with a worrying rattle from somewhere deep in its engine compartment, a sound that had become increasingly familiar over the three-hour drive from the city. Ellie had been meaning to take it to a mechanic for weeks, but between her consulting work for the Historical Buildings Assessment and her research commitments at the Society of Antiquaries, there never seemed to be enough time. Or money, if she was honest with herself. The life of a freelance architectural historian was rewarding in many ways, but financial security was not among them.

Still, she wouldn't trade it for anything. Not for the corner office in some corporate firm, not for the steady pay cheque that her university friends had traded their dreams for. She had known what she wanted to do with her life since she was twelve years old, standing beside her father on the scaffolding of a mediaeval church in Norfolk, watching him point out the telltale signs of sound construction versus the warning signals of impending collapse.

"See the way the mortar has eroded between those stones, Ellie?" he had said, his voice carrying that particular note of reverence he reserved for old buildings. "That's not necessarily a bad thing. It means the wall can breathe. The Victorians used cement and sealed everything up tight, and that's when the trouble started. Old buildings need to breathe, just like people do."

She had absorbed that lesson, and so many others, during the years she spent trailing after her father on his restoration projects. She learnt to read the language of stone and timber, to understand the stories that buildings told if you knew how to listen. And she learnt that every old building was a palimpsest, layers of history written and overwritten by the generations who had lived within its walls.

Which brought her, finally, to Thorne Hall.

The house had been on her personal list of buildings to see since her undergraduate days at Cambridge, when she had first encountered it in a lecture on Jacobean country houses. She had studied the plans, read the architectural histories, and written her master's thesis on its unusual synthesis of traditional English building methods with the new classical ideas that were beginning to filter across from Italy in the early seventeenth century. But she had never seen it in person.

Until now.

The call had come three days ago, from her supervisor at the Historical Buildings Assessment. A new owner had inherited Thorne Hall and was required to obtain a heritage assessment before proceeding with any alterations or sale. Would Ellie be interested in taking the commission?

Interested? She had nearly dropped the phone.

"I thought you'd say that," Margaret Chen had said, her voice carrying a smile. "Just try to maintain some professional distance, Eleanor. I know how you get about these old piles of stone."

Professional distance. Yes. That was the plan.

The Volvo pressed on, climbing the last hundred yards of the private road that wound through what had once, according to the estate agent's sparse description, been magnificent parkland. Now the meadows on either side had grown wild, the ha-ha collapsed in places, and the ancient lime avenue that should have announced the approach to a great house stood skeletal and untended, many of its trees fallen or dying. Nature, Ellie knew, was patient and relentless. Given enough time, it would reclaim everything that human hands had built.

But not yet. Not while there were still people who cared enough to fight for these places.

The house revealed itself gradually, as if shy after years of neglect. First the gatehouse appeared, its Tudor archway still intact, though the rooms above stood empty-windowed and forlorn. Then the drive curved, and there it was: Thorne Hall in all its melancholy grandeur.

Ellie caught her breath.

Photographs didn't do it justice. They couldn't capture the way the honey-coloured Cotswold stone seemed to glow even beneath the leaden sky, or how the symmetrical west front with its twelve windows and central door spoke of an age when architects understood proportion as a language of its own. The house rose three storeys, its roofline punctuated by chimneys that had once sent smoke spiralling into this same sky for four hundred years.

But the neglect was evident too. Ivy had claimed entire sections of wall, its tendrils probing between stones like fingers. Several windows on the upper floors were boarded up. The gravel drive, when Ellie finally reached it, had grass growing through in thick tufts, and what had once been a turning circle before the main entrance had become a pond during the recent rains.

She parked as close to the front door as she dared and sat for a moment, simply looking. The house seemed to look back at her, waiting.

"Right," she said, gathering her bag, her portfolio, and the waterproof coat that had seen her through countless site visits. "Let's see what we're working with."

The front door was massive—oak planks banded with iron that had gone the colour of old blood with rust. There was no bell, only an iron knocker in the shape of a lion's head, its features worn smooth by centuries of use. Ellie lifted it and let it fall, the sound echoing hollowly somewhere deep within the house.

She waited. Rain dripped from the brim of her hat. A rook called from the trees, its harsh cry sounding like a warning.

Just as she was raising her hand to knock again, the door swung open with a theatrical creak that Ellie suspected was not entirely accidental.

The man who stood there was not what she had expected.

The solicitor's letter had mentioned a "Mr Thorne", which Ellie had assumed meant some elderly relation of the last baronet, perhaps a cousin twice removed who had inherited because all the closer relatives had died out. She had pictured someone white-haired and stooped, wearing a cardigan that smelt of pipe tobacco and disappointment, someone who would regard her with the vague suspicion that rural gentry often directed at outsiders.

Instead, she found herself looking up at a man perhaps six or seven years her senior, with dark hair that fell across his forehead in a way that suggested he had been running his hands through it recently, and eyes the colour of strong tea that were currently looking at her with an expression somewhere between irritation and resignation. He wore jeans that had seen better days, work boots caked with mud, and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that spoke of physical labour rather than the soft life of inherited privilege.

"You're the historian," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Eleanor Hart. Ellie. The Historical Buildings Assessment sent me." She extended her hand, trying to project the professional confidence that Margaret was always encouraging her to develop. "You must be Mr Thorne."

He looked at her hand for a moment, as if considering whether to take it, then grasped it briefly. His palm was calloused, his grip firm and dry.

"Sebastian Thorne. Seb, if you must." He stepped back, opening the door wider. "You'd better come in. Though I should warn you, the heating's been off for three years, and the roof leaks in approximately seventeen places that I've found so far. There may be more I haven't discovered yet."

"Seventeen? That's very specific."

"I like to count things." He turned and walked into the darkness of the house, leaving her to follow or not. "It's one of my many charming qualities."

Ellie followed, stepping across the threshold into a grand entrance hall that took her breath away for the second time that morning. Despite the gloom—only weak daylight filtered through the dirt-caked windows—she could see that the proportions were perfect, the work of a master builder who understood that architecture was as much about the spaces between walls as the walls themselves. The ceiling rose twenty feet above, crossed by heavy oak beams black with age and carved with the kind of decorative motifs that spoke of craftsmanship and pride. A staircase swept up on either side to a minstrel's gallery, its balustrade carved with acanthus leaves and strange beasts that seemed to watch her with stone eyes. The floor was flagstone, worn concave by centuries of feet.

"It's magnificent," she breathed, the words escaping before she could stop them.

Sebastian Thorne had stopped near the centre of the hall, where a massive fireplace gaped like a missing tooth, its grate empty and cold. He turned to look at her, and she saw something complicated move across his face—something that might have been pain, or memory, or simply the weariness of a man who had inherited more than he had bargained for.

"It's a ruin," he said flatly. "Come on. I'll show you the worst of it first, then you can tell me whether there's any point in your being here at all."

The tour took the better part of three hours, and by the end of it, Ellie had filled two notebooks with observations and her heart with a mixture of despair and determination that she knew from experience was dangerous.

Sebastian Thorne was right: the house was, in many ways, a ruin. The west wing, added in the 1740s by someone with more ambition than engineering sense, had settled badly on its foundations and now showed cracks in the walls wide enough to fit a hand. The original Jacobean kitchens in the basement had been converted to a wine cellar in the Victorian era and then flooded repeatedly when the drainage system failed, leaving the stone walls green with mould and the air thick with the smell of damp. The great hall's hammer-beam roof was sound—Ellie had climbed a ladder to inspect it herself, refusing Sebastian's offer to "just take my word for it"—but the plaster ceiling below was sagging dangerously in places, and water stains mapped a history of leaks across its surface like a cartographer's nightmare.

And yet.

And yet, the house had good bones. The original 1612 construction was remarkably intact, the stonework sound, and the layout logical and elegant. The Palladian additions, while problematic in their execution, had been designed with a genuine understanding of classical proportion. Even the Victorian interventions—the conservatory that had lost most of its glass, the billiard room with its damaged parquet floor—had been carried out with quality materials and could be restored rather than removed.

"Well?" Sebastian asked as they stood in what had once been the library, surrounded by empty shelves and the smell of mildew. He had been largely silent during the tour, answering her questions with terse precision but offering little commentary of his own. "What's the verdict, Dr Hart?"

"It's not doctor. Just Ellie."

"Fine. What's the verdict, Just Ellie?"

She turned to look at him. In the dusty light from the tall windows, she could see the lines of exhaustion around his eyes, the way his shoulders sagged beneath the weight of something that had nothing to do with the physical labour he had clearly been doing.

"The verdict," she said carefully, "is that this house is salvageable. More than salvageable—it could be magnificent again. But it will require significant investment. Millions, probably."

"Millions." He laughed, but there was no humour in it. "Of course."

"Mr Thorne—Seb—may I ask why you called for an assessment? The solicitor's letter was rather vague about your intentions."

He walked to the window and looked out at the overgrown garden, his back to her. "I inherited this place six months ago from a great-uncle I'd met exactly twice in my life. The first time was at a funeral when I was twelve. The second was at another funeral when I was twenty-eight."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. Uncle Alistair was ninety-three and had lived exactly the life he wanted to live. He left me this house, a title that hasn't meant anything since 1911, and enough debt to keep a small nation afloat." He turned back to face her. "I called your organisation because I'm required to get a heritage assessment before I can sell. The developers who want to buy this place have plans for a luxury hotel and spa. They need to know what they're getting into."

Ellie felt something cold settle in her stomach. "You're selling to developers?"

"I'm considering it."

"But they'll destroy it. They'll gut the interior, partition the rooms, and install lifts and en-suite bathrooms everywhere. The conservatory will become a swimming pool. The parkland will be a golf course."

"Probably." His voice was flat, emotionless. "But they'll also pay me enough to clear the debts and have enough left over to start over somewhere else. Somewhere that doesn't have seventeen roof leaks and dry rot in the attics and a heating bill that would fund a small hospital."

"You can't just—" Ellie stopped herself, took a breath. She was here as a professional, not an advocate. Though the line, she knew, was about to get very blurry indeed. "Mr Thorne, have you considered applying for heritage grants? There are organisations—the Heritage Lottery Fund, Historic England, the National Trust—that might be able to help."

"I've looked into it." He cut her off. "The grants would cover perhaps ten per cent of what needs to be done. And they come with so many strings attached that I'd be spending the rest of my life filling out paperwork and giving tours to schoolchildren."

"Would that be so terrible?"

He looked at her then, really looked at her, and she saw something flash in his eyes—anger, yes, but beneath it, something else. Grief, perhaps. Or guilt.

"You don't understand," he said quietly. "This house has been in my family for four hundred years. Four hundred years of Thornes being born here, dying here, adding their bits and pieces to it, fighting over it, loving it, neglecting it. And now it comes to me, and I can't afford to keep it, and I can't afford to fix it, and the only people who want it are going to turn it into a playground for rich tourists." He spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. "So yes, Dr Hart, I'm selling to developers. Unless you can tell me something that changes the mathematics of that equation."

Ellie was silent for a long moment. Outside, the rain had stopped, and weak sunlight was beginning to break through the clouds, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air between them like tiny golden planets.

"I need to come back," she said finally. "A proper assessment takes several days. I need to examine the stonework, the timber, and the foundations. I need to check for deathwatch beetles, dry rot and structural movement. And I need to research the house's history—there may be grants or protections I'm not aware of yet."

"More research. More time."

"Yes."

He studied her face, searching for something. "You care about this house."

"I care about all historic buildings. It's my job."

"It's more than your job." He said it without accusation, simply as an observation. "I saw your face when you walked into the great hall. Most people see a wreck. You saw something else."

Ellie didn't deny it. "I wrote my master's thesis on Thorne Hall. I've studied the plans, the history, and the architectural significance. Seeing it in person—" She stopped, suddenly aware that she was revealing more than was professional. "I want to help, Mr Thorne. If there's a way to save this house, I want to find it."

"And if there isn't?"

"Then I'll write my report, and you'll sell to your developers, and I'll find another house to save." She met his eyes. "But I don't give up easily."

Something changed in his expression then—a slight softening around the mouth, a flicker of what might have been respect.

"No," he said. "I don't imagine you do." He reached into his pocket and produced a key on a loop of twine. "This opens the side door. The front door hasn't worked properly since 1957. Come back whenever you like. I'm usually here, unless I'm in London meeting with bankers who look at me like I'm contagious."

Ellie took the key, feeling the worn smoothness of the metal against her palm. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet." He was already turning away, heading toward the door. "Wait until you've seen the east wing. That's where the really interesting problems are."

Ellie returned the next morning with her full kit: measuring tapes, a moisture meter, a boroscope for inspecting timbers, a camera with a macro lens for detail shots, and a notebook that she had already begun filling with observations and questions that had kept her awake half the night.

She found Sebastian in the kitchen—a vast stone-vaulted room at the back of the house that had clearly been modernised sometime in the 1960s with Formica cabinets and an electric stove that looked like it predated the moon landing. He was attempting to make coffee on a camping stove, the house's main utilities having been disconnected years ago due to safety concerns.
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