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For my brother, Jon.






Between a tree and a house, choose the tree.

Carlo Scarpa, Architect, 1906-1978

Turn your cloaks for fairy folks are in old oaks.

Traditional saying








One

The late-spring day was pleasantly warm. Sunlight glinted through the dense forest leaves to dance in dappled patterns across the tangled understory. Owen Elliot ran one hand through his short dark hair, irritation rising as his patience continued to fray. He was leaning against the bonnet of his silver Hilux, parked beneath the shade of the last line of trees before the cleared grassland sloped towards the overgrown ruins of Gair Castle. He’d been waiting here for the past ninety minutes, having arrived in good time for a meeting that was now running an hour late.

‘I know I’m going to be late to pick her up. That’s why I’m calling. Would you rather I’d left it until she’d got to the school gate before you found out I wasn’t going to make it?’ he snapped into the iPhone clamped to his ear. On the other end, Tasha continued to berate him.

‘No, I can’t just leave!’ Owen continued. ‘You know this is—’ He paused to listen as the distant sound of a car engine disrupted the gentle susurration of forest leaves. It drew closer. ‘I think she’s here. I’ve got to go. Tell Hannah Daddy’s sorry, all right?’

Owen hung up before he heard Tasha’s parting shot. He was pretty sure he knew what the gist of it would be, so there was really no point in listening further. He wondered for a moment when the last time was that they’d said goodbye to each other with anything other than bitterness. The answer eluded him, which was depressing enough in itself.

He caught the glint of moving metal through the trees and gritted his teeth. An hour late! Who did that? The woman hadn’t even bothered to call to let him know she was still coming. All he’d received was a stark text message that had read, On my way now. Please wait. No apology for wasting his time. No explanation. Just six words that sounded like an order rather than a request. To say Owen was annoyed was an understatement, but he also couldn’t afford to just blow off this consult. Maybe the woman knew that he didn’t have a choice but to put up with her rudeness. On the other hand, perhaps she simply didn’t care.

His irritation only grew when he got his first clear glimpse of the car making its way towards him. It was a scarlet BMW M4 convertible, its soft top down to make the most of the sunny day. Owen had already assumed that the woman who had called him – introducing herself, in a cut-glass southern accent, as the intricately named Saskia Tilbury-Martin – had a decent amount of money. She had, after all, bought a castle ruin and its extensive land outright. But the sight of the car made his blood boil. It was easily worth double the tiny flat that he’d struggled to buy for himself and Tasha when he’d got out of the army and that they were still stuck in now.

Some people, he thought, as the car bumped closer, don’t know they’re born.

The car purred to a stop beside him and he saw a woman inside with a long sheen of thick dark hair spread over her shoulders, wearing sunglasses against the glare. Once she was out of the BMW, Owen took in the perfectly tailored navy skirt suit that had probably cost more than he’d ever spent on clothes in his whole life. This outfit was finished by a pair of sleek black heels that he imagined might look at home in a cocktail bar but had no business on a potential building site.

‘Owen Elliot?’ she asked, coming towards him with her hand outstretched. Owen wondered if he could get away with keeping his where they were, rammed into his pockets.

‘Ms Tilbury-Martin?’ He grasped her fingers briefly; her skin was cool, her nails cut short.

‘It’s Saskia. I do hope you haven’t been waiting long?’

He returned his hands to his pockets and stepped back. ‘Over an hour.’

The woman snatched off her sunglasses, gaping at him. ‘What? But why?’

He frowned. ‘Our meeting should have been at two o’clock, and I was a little early. Force of habit.’

‘Two o’clock?’ she said, in horror. ‘That’s not right! It was 2.30pm that we were supposed to meet. I know I’m half an hour late, but it’s no more than that!’

He stared at her. ‘No, the meeting should have been at two. Check our emails, you’ll see I’m right.’ Owen didn’t need to check himself – if there was one thing he excelled at, it was timekeeping and sticking to a schedule.

A frown creased the woman’s brow as she glanced towards Gair. She looked as glossy as an image on a magazine cover. ‘No, I’m sure that’s not right, because—’ Her eyes widened and flashed up to meet his again. ‘Oh, god. I’m so sorry. No, you are right!’

I know I am, Owen thought, though he kept his expression impassive.

‘I messaged as soon as I got out of the meeting I was stuck in this morning, but I thought I’d only be thirty minutes late at the most.’

Owen nodded. ‘Well, I need to get going, so…’

‘Right, of course. Give me just a second.’ She reached into the car’s tiny back seat, pulling out a red hard hat and a pair of black wellies, which she swapped for the heels. ‘I assume you’ve done a walk-through?’

Owen grabbed his own hard hat and they set out towards the ancient building. Walking side by side, the top of her head barely came up to his shoulder.

‘I have. It’s… an ambitious project.’

She laughed. ‘That’s probably the kindest description I’ve heard yet. Most people just tell me I’m mad and that it’s impossible.’

‘It’s not impossible,’ Owen said. ‘But it will be… tricky.’ Not to mention exorbitantly expensive, he thought but did not say.

They reached what remained of the outer walls of the castle. It was far more ruin than recognizable building, aside from the single wide tower that was still standing, a twenty-foot-high crenelated structure that looked like something straight out of a fairytale. Time had conspired to separate it from the walls that had once connected it to the rest of the castle, turning it into a monolith. They paused to look through the gap in the three-foot-thick stone. Owen had already done this once before, on his lone walk-through during his long wait for Saskia’s arrival, but he was still surprised by how intact it was inside. Ancient stone stairs built into the walls led up to a wooden floor that, though very old, was remarkably solid and therefore must be more modern. It had clearly been maintained more recently than the rest of the place had been inhabited. He knew from his earlier explorations that the steps continued up to further levels, culminating in the roof, from where there was a spectacular view over the forest. Owen thought again of his daughter. Hannah would revel in playing make-believe here.

‘My aim isn’t to return Gair to how it would have looked when it was first built,’ Saskia told him. ‘It seems to me that a building like this is able to convey far more about the history of the place as it is now. What I want to do is preserve it with all the decay intact, but made liveable.’ She indicated the jagged gap in which they stood. ‘This, for example. My idea is to shore up this wall just as it is, make good those edges, and use a glazed passageway to reconnect it to the rest of the structure as a way to recreate how it would have originally existed. The same with the other breaks in the outer walls that are still standing.’

Owen turned and looked over the rest of the ruin, thinking about the scale of what she was suggesting. ‘You’re thinking open-plan inside, then?’ he asked, because one of these fissures was twelve-feet high by his reckoning, beyond the span of a single storey.

‘Yes, with a series of mezzanines around a central courtyard,’ she said, as they walked on. ‘I want to do as little as possible to the existing structure, and what is done will be invisible.’ She glanced up at him. ‘That’s what I told the planning committee.’

Owen nodded. That would have been his next question. ‘You do have planning, then?’

She drew in a long breath. ‘Yes. It’s been a tricky road, but yes. I’m at the stage where I can actually start, but…’ She hesitated.

‘But?’ Owen prompted.

She gave a dark little smile. ‘Like I said, most people take one look at this place and tell me I need my head examined. Then I explain my ideas and they run a mile without even looking at the plans. That goes for contractors, too. I’ve lost count of the number of meetings I’ve had exactly like this.’ She raised her eyebrows at him, as if challenging him to have the same reaction as all those other building contractors. ‘To tell you the truth, Mr Elliot, you are pretty much my last hope. It’s become clear that no one else will take it on.’

Owen looked up into the sunlight cascading over the space through the non-existent roof. ‘You know I haven’t had much experience working on projects of this scale?’

‘Well,’ she said, in the tone of a verbal shrug, ‘there aren’t really that many contractors who do have the experience, are there?’

‘How did you get my number?’

‘The last contractor I spoke to suggested you.’

‘Who was that?’

‘Colin Seabrook.’

Owen snorted. ‘Can’t imagine Seabrook ever doing me a favour.’

‘No,’ Saskia agreed. ‘He wasn’t. He told me that if I was really going to do this, I’d need someone either mad or desperate, and that you were both.’ She made a face. ‘Since I’m apparently both of those things too, I thought it was worth giving you a call. Besides, you’re local to the area. You’d be working with local materials and in an environment you know. That’s important to me.’

He made no reply to that, looking around the site instead, trying to visualize what she had said she wanted to do with the place from her brief description. He had to admit there was a charm to the idea that went beyond its challenging scope. Gair had a good feel to it, an atmosphere conjured out of the beautiful spot in which it stood, yes, but out of something else, too. It was that peculiar kind of magic that some places had. Owen could imagine this as a complete building, whole again, enclosed against the elements and yet still almost exactly as it was now. He thought he understood where Saskia was coming from, because he wouldn’t want to change it either, other than the obvious need to remove the large oak tree that had sprouted in the centre of the crumbling building. But he could also see why all the other contractors had run a mile. It was entirely probable that every step would present some individual difficulty that neither Saskia, Owen nor whichever architect she had employed on the project had considered.

‘Have you got the architect’s plans with you? I’d like to take a look at them,’ Owen said.

Saskia sighed. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t. I rushed out this morning and managed to leave them behind. My head was all taken up with the meeting I’ve just been at. I can bring them to our next meeting.’

Owen had to admit that he felt a certain amount of excitement at the thought of being the one to give this place a new lease of life. But he could already imagine what a nightmare it would be to have to answer to Saskia Tilbury-Martin. Thus far she’d proven herself to be unreliable and disorganized. On a project like this, when she was the one calling the shots, that was a recipe for disaster.

‘I need to think about it,’ Owen told her.

A flash of disappointment crossed the woman’s face. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But I need to get moving on this project, and if you won’t do it, I’ll be forced to start looking further afield. Please don’t keep me waiting too long for an answer.’

Owen’s irritation returned. That was a pretty rich demand given how long he’d been stuck here waiting for her this afternoon. ‘I’ll be in touch very soon,’ he replied and turned back to his car.

‘You don’t want to do more of a walk-through now? I can tell you what I’m planning, even if you can’t look at the physical plans.’

He made a show of looking at his watch. ‘Believe me, I’ve had plenty of time to look around. I need to get on.’

She nodded. ‘Well, thank you for coming, at least.’

He nodded a goodbye and made his way back out of the ruins, leaving her there. When Owen reached the outer wall he turned back to see her staring up at the oak tree, a small figure dwarfed by the weight of the history rising around her.



‘What’s your gut feeling, then?’ Stuart asked, wrapping one large hand around the pint that Owen had set down before him. ‘Not worth it?’

Owen settled in the seat opposite his best friend with a frown. ‘I like the idea of the build. But I have a feeling she’s trouble waiting to happen.’

‘You don’t think she’s good for the money?’

‘It’s not that. She’s dripping with cash. The whole thing could tank and it probably wouldn’t even make a dent in her bank balance.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Yeah. But I can see her being a real pain in the arse. She seems like an airhead with a lot of money and what she thinks is a brilliant idea. When has that ever been a good combination?’

‘I dunno, man,’ Stuart said. ‘Works for Elon Musk.’

Owen gave a half-hearted smile and downed a good portion of his pint in one gulp.

‘Look at it this way,’ Stuart went on. ‘It sounds like she’s going to do this whether or not you say yes. So if she’s going to throw some of her bottomless millions at a project, you might as well stand there with a bucket. Right?’

‘Right,’ Owen said. ‘Except that if it fails – which is more than likely – it’ll be my name attached to a massive dud for ever.’

Stuart acknowledged the point with a nod. ‘Sure, there is that. But there’s the other thing, too.’

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s not as if you’ve got a lot of choice really, is it? Not after—’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Owen muttered. ‘You don’t have to say it.’ He tried his best to avoid being reminded of his last disastrous project; he didn’t need Stuart to bring it up now.

There was a brief silence, in which both men contemplated their pints.

‘Is she hot, then?’ Stuart asked after a moment. ‘This Saskia Titberg-whatsit?’

‘Saskia Tilbury-Martin,’ Owen corrected his friend. ‘And what kind of a question is that?’

Stuart shrugged. ‘Just asking.’ He took out his phone. ‘I bet she’ll come up if I google her. Posh girl who owns a castle, she’s probably been on the front of Hello! or summat.’

‘Don’t,’ Owen said.

‘Why not? You should look her up anyway, see what she’s about. Due diligence, innit?’ Stuart said, as he tapped away with his thumb, then squinted at the screen. A second later he whistled. ‘Well, I can see why you didn’t want to answer the question.’

‘What do you mean?’ Owen asked.

Stuart held up the phone. On it was a photograph of Saskia, her dark hair pulled up and back into a twisted style that had been woven with small white flowers. The shot was of head and shoulders, and so it was possible to see that she was wearing a pale green dress with silky off-the-shoulder sleeves that left her shoulders and neck mostly bare. She was sitting in sunlight, looking at the camera with her chin slightly raised as if in challenge, perfectly made-up, with her high cheekbones looking almost carved out of marble. She was undeniably beautiful, not that Owen had needed photographic evidence to tell him that.

‘That photo was taken at her cousin’s wedding, apparently,’ Stuart said, looking at the screen again. ‘Bloody hell, she’s married to an actual duke. Rod Stewart was at their wedding!’

‘Who, Saskia?’

‘No, the cousin.’ Stuart studied the phone again for a minute. ‘Yeah, they’ve obviously got money.’

Something else that Owen hadn’t needed to be told. ‘Put it away,’ he told Stuart. ‘If she’s hanging out with celebs, anything you’re going to find about her online is going to be bollocks.’

Stuart shoved his phone back in his pocket and then downed the last of his pint. He grabbed Owen’s empty glass, getting up to get them another round without saying a word.

‘How’s Tasha?’ Stuart asked, when he came back.

Owen rubbed a hand over his face. ‘Don’t even ask.’

‘That good, eh?’

‘It’s just a bad patch, that’s all,’ Owen said. ‘It’s the money worries. If we could catch up with our mortgage arrears, it’d all smooth out. All marriages have ups and downs, right?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ Stuart said. ‘I’ve avoided it like the plague for a reason.’

Owen’s phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket expecting it to be Tasha, as if their mention of her had prompted her into calling to find out where he was. He’d not gone home before meeting Stuart in the pub, wanting to avoid the inevitable row that would be waiting for him when he did. The number, though, wasn’t one he recognized.

‘Hello?’

‘Owen? It’s Sas.’

He drew a blank. ‘Sorry?’

‘Saskia Tilbury-Martin,’ the voice clarified.

He glanced up at Stuart. ‘Saskia.’

‘Look, I just wanted to follow up from earlier,’ she said.

Owen glanced at his watch. Almost 9pm, and the woman thought it was perfectly normal to be calling someone about work. Didn’t bode well, did it? She was obviously used to having people at her beck and call, no matter the hour.

‘I don’t mean to press you, but I really do need an answer.’

‘Look,’ Owen said. ‘It’s going to take—’

‘So I thought I’d offer you something that might make the decision easier,’ she went on, as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘How does ten thousand pounds up front sound?’

‘I…’ Owen’s mind went blank for a moment. ‘What?’

‘I understand that there are difficulties surrounding the project that make it a tricky proposition to throw in with,’ Saskia said. ‘I’m offering ten thousand pounds as a retainer, up front before any work has commenced, in the hope that this act of good faith will encourage you to overlook any worries you might have.’

‘I… right,’ Owen said, thinking about the mortgage arrears, how that amount of money would wipe them out. He could finally get Hannah a Switch, too. She’d love that. ‘I…’

‘You don’t have to say yes right now,’ the woman on the phone went on. ‘Or no, for that matter. But perhaps you could call me tomorrow? I can have the cash in your account within the day.’

Owen rubbed a hand over his face. Who was he kidding? There was nothing more to think about. Saskia Tilbury-Martin might be a nightmare, but it wasn’t as if she’d be on site every day, was it? And when she did visit – well, he could put up with a lot for ten thousand pounds in the bank tomorrow.

‘Actually,’ he said, dropping his hand, ‘I have thought about it. And I’m going to say yes.’






Two

Saskia decided to push the boat out and celebrated the outcome of her call with Owen Elliot by ordering a pizza, directly to her small Carlisle hotel room. When it arrived, she sat cross-legged on the single bed with it, her iPad propped up in front of her so that she could Zoom her best friend with the news.

‘Oh, come on, you could have treated yourself,’ Vivian scolded her gently. ‘Just this once.’

‘What’s wrong with pizza?’

‘It wasn’t the pizza I was objecting to,’ her friend told her. ‘There’s woodchip on those miniscule walls, I can see it from here. Is that a single bed? And what on Earth is that noise?’

Saskia pushed herself to her feet, picking up the tablet and manoeuvring between the room’s curtains to reach the window. The evening was warm, so she’d opened it to let in some air, but doing so had let in the sound of the festivities going on in the street below, too.

‘I’m on Botchergate,’ Saskia explained, tipping up the screen so that Vivian could see the throng of people milling about beneath her window. ‘Friday and Saturday nights, the council closes the road so that none of the drinkers get mown down.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Vivian said, as Saskia retreated back into the room and snagged another slice of pizza from the box on the bed. ‘Looks like they’re set in for the night.’

‘Yup,’ Saskia mumbled, around a mouthful of food. She was starving, having not eaten since very early that morning. She tended to forget basic things like that in the face of anxiety.

‘You’re okay, though?’ Vivian asked, a look of concern crossing her face. ‘Not tempted to go down and join them?’

‘Not even slightly,’ Saskia assured her friend. ‘And there isn’t even a mini bar in this room, so really, you don’t need to worry.’

‘I do, though,’ Vivian said. ‘About you, all the time. You know that.’

Saskia put down her pizza and wiped her mouth on the scrap of napkin that had come with the box. ‘I know. And I’m lucky that you do. But I’m fine, I promise.’

‘I should think so, what with all that cash in the bank,’ Vivian said, pushing the conversation towards sunnier subjects. ‘Still not tempted to jump ship and buy an island in the Bahamas or something instead? I could be your house-frau…’

‘Nope,’ Saskia said, ‘not going to happen. Even if I end up putting every stone at Gair in place with my own hands, I am staying here until the job is done.’

‘I knew that’s what you were going to say,’ Vivian said. ‘Tell me about this guy you’ve found, then. You really think he’s the one?’

‘Well, he’s the only one who’s said yes,’ Saskia said, ‘and he was pretty much my last resort so from that point of view, definitely.’

Vivian frowned, lifting a glass of wine to her lips. ‘You know, that doesn’t sound one hundred per cent like a match made in heaven.’

Saskia sighed. ‘Well, we got off on the wrong foot because I was an hour late, thanks to the bloody bank and okay, I admit it, maybe a touch of my own stupidity,’ she said. ‘Plus, I turned up looking like I spend all my days sitting in board meetings painting my nails, which probably didn’t help. He definitely wasn’t impressed.’

‘Pfft,’ said her friend. ‘Even if that were true to begin with, I bet he changed his mind once he’d seen your sketches for the site.’

Saskia pulled a face. ‘He hasn’t seen them yet.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I wanted him to say yes to taking the job, and I was pretty sure that given his mood when I finally turned up, if I’d also told him that I am the architect, he probably would have turned tail and ran.’

This had been a ruse that she’d intended to employ at every one of these meetings, but in the end only Owen had been interested enough to ask to see them. Not that Saskia didn’t have confidence in her designs for Gair, but she had wanted the contractor to be more invested in the project before revealing her greater involvement. Sure, she’d told Owen that she’d go to someone else, but there really wasn’t anyone else. What she hadn’t told him was that she’d already contacted a couple of the big nationals and neither of them had been interested. Not enough profit to be made in a single difficult build out in the wilds of Cumbria, compared to a field full of cookie-cutter commuter homes closer to a big city.

‘Trickery and subterfuge,’ Vivian said, tipping her glass towards the screen in salute. ‘I approve.’

‘Hmm,’ said Saskia. ‘Maybe I did learn a thing or two from my mother after all.’

Her phone chimed. Saskia reached across the bed to her bag to get it and saw her mother’s name on the screen.

‘Speak of the devil…’

‘Is that her?’ Vivian asked.

Saskia deleted the notification and tossed the phone back on the bed. ‘It is. She’s been emailing me all day. My inbox is full of rants I have absolutely no intention of reading, and even less of answering.’

Vivian hid her little frown behind her wine glass.

‘What?’ Saskia said.

‘Nothing. I just wish you had more support, that’s all.’

‘We can’t all have parents as perfect as yours,’ Saskia said, lightly. ‘Anyway, we’ve already established that I’ve got you.’

‘Yes, but I can’t be there with you all the time,’ Vivian pointed out. ‘Which means you’re going to have to rely on this… what’s his name? Owen. You really think he’s going to be up to the job?’

Saskia considered. Owen Elliot was a big guy, with the closed-off air of someone who didn’t trust easily. If she’d been pressed, she’d have said he was ex-military – he had that air of bodily self-control. He’d annoyed her a little, actually, because she could tell he’d been assessing her as much as the site, and he’d found her wanting as so many others had. But Saskia supposed that she had only herself to blame for that, given the circumstances of their first meeting.

His record also wasn’t, as he’d pointed out himself, a particularly auspicious one. But if she was going to judge people on their past and levels of relevant experience, she’d have to discount herself from the job out of hand, so she could hardly dismiss him because of his short and choppy track record. Besides, there had been the way he’d looked at the site. She recalled again, now, his stance as he’d glanced up into the sunlight, in the exact same way Saskia herself did every time she visited Gair when the sun was out. He hadn’t interrupted her as she’d talked about her plans, either, the way plenty of the other contractors she’d brought to the site had. He’d actually listened and seemed to be really taking in her words. He’d also impressed her because though he might have needed the job – really needed it – he hadn’t rushed to an answer, which spoke to the fact that he was a man that gave everything due consideration.

‘I think so, yes,’ Saskia said. ‘I just hope I didn’t annoy him even more by calling him so late.’

‘Nah,’ Vivian told her. ‘He’s probably out on the town anyway, isn’t he? He’s probably down there in that street beneath your window right now, chugging back the Stellas with all his builder mates.’

‘Don’t be a snob, Viv.’

‘I’m not saying that in a bad way,’ Vivian said, blithely. ‘You know I like a bit of rough.’

Saskia shook her head. ‘You are a nightmare.’

‘I’m not just any nightmare, darling,’ her friend declared. ‘I’m your nightmare. Right, I’ve got to go. Early start for me tomorrow.’

‘Me too. I’ll be back with the car mid-afternoon, I should think, assuming the M6 isn’t a car park.’ Saskia’s own knackered Land Rover had given up the ghost days ago and she hadn’t been able to fix it in time for this trip. Bless Vivian for lending her the BMW – Saskia hadn’t wanted to dip into the castle money to hire a car, but she couldn’t get to Gair by any other means.

‘No rush. I know you’ll take care of it.’

‘How’s my good boy pup?’ Saskia asked.

‘An angel, as always. He’ll be happy to see you, though.’

They ended the call with Saskia feeling a rush of affection for her friend. They had known each other since childhood. Vivian was one of the few people who had stuck with her through everything, and then some. It was a debt Saskia knew she’d never truly be able to repay, and one that Vivian would not even acknowledge.



Saskia woke the next morning with the knowledge that she had secured a contractor and, with the final planning permission agreed and the money she’d been fighting to take possession of for so long in her account, could finally begin the Gair build. She lay still for a moment after opening her eyes, taking it in. There had been many times, some very recently, when she’d thought she would never reach this point. She swung her legs out of bed and stretched, smiling. There was so much to do, and she couldn’t wait to get started.

Her first task was to make the drive back to London, return Vivian’s car, pick up Brodie and get her own vehicle back on the road. The sun was out, and so Saskia opted to put the BMW’s top down again, blasting down the M6 with the wind in her hair and the radio on as loud as it would go. After a little traffic, she reached Vivian’s flat in Fulham as the city was heading towards a bright weekend evening. Saskia found London’s bustle a strange contrast after the rural quiet of the northern borderlands, Botchergate notwithstanding. She dropped off the car, hugged her friend a swift hello and goodbye, collected an ecstatically happy golden retriever and headed for the Underground to make her way south to her own stomping grounds in Brixton. She was hoping to make it to her trusted local garage before it shut for the night.

Kebba, Saskia’s go-to choice when her beloved old Land Rover needed assistance, was still in the shop when she called through the half-open barn doors. Kebba’s workshop was in an old railway arch near Brixton market and was one of the few in the area that still dealt with traditionally built mechanical engines. If you wanted an honest-to-God mechanic with grease up to his elbows that could tell what was wrong with your motor just by the kind of knocking sound it made as it revved, this was the place to come. The Land Rover was so old that it didn’t even have a digital petrol gauge, let alone an on-board computer.

‘Saskia,’ the big Gambian greeted her easily, waving her over the threshold as he saw her. ‘You nearly missed me, girl. That old heifer of yours playing up again?’

‘Pretty sure it’s the head gasket,’ Saskia told him, as Brodie showed Kebba the same kind of love he’d lavished on his owner. ‘Can you give her a total service at the same time, though, just to make sure there’s nothing else likely to go any time soon? I’m going north shortly with the trailer and I need to know I’m not going to get stranded on the motorway.’

Kebba nodded, rubbing the affectionate dog’s ears. ‘Sure, I can do that. How long have I got?’

Saskia considered. There were a few loose ends she had to finish up with locally before she could make the move. But she wanted to get up there as soon as possible. ‘How long do you need?’

‘Say a week, in case there’s something else to fix,’ Kebba told her. ‘Drop her in tomorrow – I won’t be open, but I’ll be here. I’ll get on her first thing Monday.’

Saskia and Brodie left Kebba and picked up a few supplies in the market before making their way home. Once there, Saskia shut the door behind them with a sigh of relief. She loved the energy of south London, but she wouldn’t be sorry to leave it behind in exchange for the leafy quiet of her distant corner of Cumbria. Everything that had happened in her life – and for a long time none of it had been good – had occurred in the south, between the neat lawns of Sevenoaks, Kent, the chichi bars and boutiques of London, and the last hold-out corners of gentrification-resistant Brixton. It was time to start a new chapter, in a new place, so far away that she could perhaps finally put the darkest of those times behind her for ever.

Saskia’s phone chimed again. It was her mother.

She ignored it.






Three

If Owen had thought that the injection of Saskia’s money would solve all of his problems at home, he was sorely mistaken. It had made the bank happy, but that was about it. If anything, Tasha now seemed even more distant, her temper with him running shorter and shorter. It was almost as if whatever issues there were between them were deeper than a shortage of cash, but Owen didn’t want to think about that. His own parents had split when he was small, and thereafter he’d barely seen his dad at all. Owen had no intention of his own marriage and relationship with his daughter going the same route.

He threw himself into preparation for the build, instead. He still hadn’t seen the actual architect’s plans, though the surveyors who swarmed the site with their equipment had them as digital documents. Saskia had said she would bring the physical blueprints with her when she next visited the site, which was fine by Owen. He’d never really gelled with computers and always preferred looking at properly scaled plans if he could, at least prior to the build starting. Instead the two of them had spent a lot of time talking on the phone, which, if he were honest, Owen wasn’t that keen on either, but it was necessary at this stage. Saskia had assured him she’d be at Gair the following week and would bring the architect with her so that the first on-site consultations could begin.

Meanwhile, Owen set about with basic preparations around the site. Gair had been standing open to the elements for centuries, and the vegetation had taken over. It would all need to be cleared, and a better access road provided for the heavy plant machinery. Owen also took Stuart up to Gair to help him mark out the extent of the site. The two men had worked together a lot, and Owen appreciated Stuart’s skill. He’d asked Saskia to hire him at a fair day-rate as their first site worker.

‘Bloody Nora,’ was Stuart’s first response as they arrived. ‘Mate, this isn’t a castle. This is a pile of stones.’

‘It’s not that bad,’ Owen said, as he climbed out of the truck and flipped down the tailgate to get at the equipment stowed in the back. In truth, Gair looked particularly beautiful this morning. They’d arrived early, and though the air was already warm, dew still glinted on the leaves, reflecting the sun’s rays. The sky was a piercing blue flecked with ethereal wisps of white cloud, and the view beyond the castle’s walls rolled unbroken into the horizon, a patchwork of rising and falling fields and forests tinted many shades of green. There were far worse places to work, and something in Owen rejoiced at the idea that this was where he would be spending the majority of his days for the next year at least.

The two men began by marking the work site’s immediate perimeter, which would run in a square ten meters beyond Gair’s outer walls. This brought them close to, but not into, the forest on the northern edge. Dense and tangled, it was clear that the trees here had not been planted in the uniform lines of the fir plantation that covered the slope in the opposite direction, and that did not belong to Gair. Branches were tangled with elaborate drifts of moss, the warm air filled with the smell of rich mulch. There was an odd quality of silence that emanated from the densely packed boughs, an aggressive sort of peace of an intensity that didn’t bother Owen, but that clearly unsettled Stuart.

‘I don’t like it,’ his friend muttered, as Owen pounded in a stake and Stuart wound the guideline around it. ‘Where are the birds?’

Stuart was right: among the thick understory, even the birds were silent. Owen wondered why. Just their presence, perhaps. The wildlife up here wouldn’t be used to seeing humans.

‘It feels as if something’s watching us,’ Stuart added, as he fed out the line and Owen counted off the measurement. ‘As if something’s lurking in there.’

Owen remained unperturbed, but as they tied off the first guideline and began on the second, which required them to feed out the line at right angles in a way that brought them even closer to the treeline, he too got the sense that they were not alone. He paused, looking into the forest, but the shadows were too thick to make out anything more than the haphazard patterns of moving leaves.

‘See?’ Stuart challenged him. ‘Weird. I don’t like this place. There’s something not right about it.’

Owen turned away, still feeling that sensation on his back, a primordial mammal sense of being stalked.

‘Not going to start playing silly beggars with me, are you?’ he teased Stuart. His friend possessed the strange dichotomy from which some soldiers suffered: hard as nails in the field, oddly superstitious once away from it. ‘Scared the fairies are going to whisk you away?’

‘You can laugh all you like,’ Stuart retorted, ‘but there’s some right strange stories about these parts. Got to have come from somewhere, haven’t they?’

They continued working, joking with each other, but Owen had half his attention elsewhere. The feeling of being watched hadn’t diminished. He’d become convinced that there actually was someone watching them work. He and Stuart had been deployed together and could read each other’s thoughts in their smallest gestures, and with a slight lift of his chin and a quirked eyebrow, Stuart told Owen he was of the same mind. They continued their banter, lulling their observer into a false sense of security, keeping an eye on their periphery until—

‘All right, that’s enough,’ Owen said, loudly, spinning on his heels.

They caught the slightly paunchy, middle-aged man crouched behind an elder bush in the act of snapping a photograph of them on his phone. The interloper jumped at their sudden attention, scrambling backwards as he tried to shove his phone in his pocket.

‘What are you doing?’ Owen demanded, as he and Stuart strode towards him.

The man eventually found his footing and, despite looking as if he wanted to turn tail and run, stood his ground with his hands on his hips.

‘I’m gathering evidence,’ he spat, angrily. ‘You should be ashamed of yourselves.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Owen asked. ‘This is private property. You don’t even have any right to be here. You’re trespassing.’

‘And you’re destroying history!’ the angry man declared, stabbing a finger at the fractured walls of Gair, rising behind them. ‘We won’t let you get away with it. You might have paid off the planning committee, but if you think that’s the end of it, you’re going to get a shock!’

‘Get out of here,’ Stuart said, ‘before we call the police.’

‘You call the police?’ spluttered the man. ‘That’s rich!’ He shook his phone at them. ‘I’ve got evidence!’

‘Evidence of what?’ Owen asked, mystified and irritated in equal measure. ‘Two builders marking out a site with tape? What’s that supposed to prove?’

‘That you’re planning to destroy a site that should be protected,’ said the trespasser. ‘Well, we won’t let it happen. We’ll make sure that Gair remains as it is – untouched and available for everyone to enjoy for generations to come, not just the one per cent who think money means they can do anything they want.’

‘Gair isn’t available to everyone,’ Owen pointed out. ‘Private property, remember? Anyone coming up here is trespassing.’

‘The local community has been walking up here for years,’ the man insisted. ‘It’s not right that suddenly they’re not allowed to do that. We want free access to the castle to continue. It’s our right.’

‘It really isn’t,’ Owen said. ‘Especially not now. This is now an active building site. The next people I catch up here I’ll have prosecuted, do you understand?’

The man was fairly apoplectic by this point, a violent red flush rising up his neck from the collar of his sweater. Owen was slightly worried he was about to have a stroke. The man raised the camera again.

‘Tell me your name,’ he demanded. ‘I want to know your name.’

‘I am Owen Elliot,’ Owen said, as he looked straight at the camera. ‘I am the foreman and main contractor at the Gair Castle site. Google me if you want to get in contact, my phone number is online. And just to reiterate, anyone caught trespassing up here from now on will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.’

The man dropped his hand, still clutching the phone, and looked at Owen with pure loathing. ‘You’ll regret crossing us,’ he spat. ‘You might have bought your way to this happening, but we’ve got friends high up, too. People who actually care about the history around us.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Stuart asked. ‘Go on, get out of here. Some of us have to earn a living.’

The man looked as if he might say something else, but Stuart took a threatening step forward. Owen laid a hand on his friend’s arm to warn him back, but it was enough to end the altercation. The man stumbled off through the undergrowth, heading down the hill. Owen watched him go until he disappeared from sight and wondered where he was headed. There was probably a legitimate footpath down there somewhere – this landscape was criss-crossed with them. That was fair enough, but it didn’t entitle those who enjoyed using them to stake a claim to every patch of land they took a fancy to exploring. There was plenty of open access fellside and woodland for that.

‘Excellent,’ Stuart muttered. ‘That’s all we need – a bunch of nutjobs stirring up trouble. Has Lady Muck mentioned anything about local objections?’

‘Nope.’

‘What about what he was saying, about paying off the planning committee to get permission to build? That likely, do you think?’

Owen frowned. ‘I don’t know.’

He didn’t want to think he’d committed himself to working on a project that had been given permission to go ahead by nefarious purposes. However annoying the trespasser had been, this was a historical site. Maybe it was a little surprising that Saskia Tilbury-Martin had managed to get permission to go ahead with her ideas. What was it she’d said when she’d first showed him around the site? That’s what I told the planning committee. Something like that. It hadn’t struck him as an odd thing to say at the time, but now he wondered if he’d missed the context. Did it mean she’d found a way to circumvent any objections, even if her methods hadn’t been legal?

He turned and looked up at Gair. She’d talked him into believing that she wanted to preserve the site as it was as much as possible. Had she been playing him, after all, in the same way she’d played the planning committee? The one per cent who think money means they can do anything they want. That’s how the trespasser had described Saskia, and hadn’t that been Owen’s first impression of her, too? And if she had done this – if she had bribed her way into getting to do what she wanted with Gair – where did that leave him? He’d taken her money and used a fair chunk of it already.

‘I’ll call her later,’ he said, his heart sinking in his chest.

‘Maybe we should think about barriers to close off the site properly,’ Stuart suggested. ‘Stop any more like him being able to get in.’

‘We’ll probably have to,’ Owen agreed. ‘I didn’t think we’d need it, what with the place being so remote. For now, let’s finish getting this perimeter marked out.’



Saskia answered the phone out of breath when Owen called her later that day. He imagined that he’d interrupted her at whatever achingly hip gym she and her ladies-who-lunch friends frequented. He tried not to let a mental image of her neat frame in a tight gym outfit settle in his mind. He’d been spending far too much time with Stuart.

‘Oh God,’ she groaned, when he told her about the run-in he and Stuart had had that morning. ‘I thought I’d managed to shut the Historical Society up for good.’

‘Apparently not,’ Owen told her. ‘He made some pretty bald assertions about how you managed to get planning permission on the site.’

‘Like what?’

‘He accused you of bribing your way to a rubber stamp, basically.’

Saskia gave a brief, bitter laugh that he didn’t understand. ‘Yeah, right.’

Owen felt he had to ask. ‘You didn’t… grease the wheels at all, then?’

‘Of course I didn’t,’ she said, clearly outraged. ‘Owen, what do you take me for? Do you really think I’d risk a build this intricate and extended on a dodgy planning committee pass? I’m not a complete idiot.’

Owen was a little confused by his disappointment. Her outrage wasn’t morally based but rested in her not wanting him to think her a fool. On the one hand, her pragmatic reason for not arranging a bribe helped convince him that she definitely hadn’t. But her discounting the moral reason for not doing so just made him think badly of her.

‘Right,’ he said, vaguely.

‘I’ve done everything I can to prove that I don’t intend to cause any damage to the site,’ she went on, oblivious to his distaste. ‘At this point they don’t have any objection to fall back on other than indignation that I’m closing off the site, and they don’t like that at all. I’m sorry you had to put up with their bluster.’

‘If the guy I met this morning is anything to go by, these people didn’t seem the type to give up easily,’ Owen said. ‘Is it really just bluster? They don’t have anything legally solid that could disrupt the build further down the line, do they?’

‘They really don’t,’ she assured him. ‘Their first objection, besides me touching the castle remains at all, is that they are absolutely convinced there’s a Roman ruin somewhere within the footprint of the castle – that Gair was essentially built right over a fort that has since been lost.’

Owen’s heart plummeted. If that was true, and it was proven, it would completely derail the build.

‘Why do they think that?’

‘Some of the society’s members are detectorists, and over the years they’ve uncovered quite a few finds in the area. Even a couple of gold coins, so I’ve been told.’

Owen’s heart sank even further. ‘Around here? That’s pretty convincing evidence that there’s something down there, isn’t it?’

‘I guess you could look at it that way – they certainly do.’

Owen rubbed a hand over his face, agitated. ‘You can’t just ignore something like that,’ he told her. ‘Certainly the planning committee shouldn’t have!’

‘They didn’t,’ Saskia told him. ‘Trust me, Owen, there’s nothing down there. Whatever’s been found in the past is all there is to find.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because when I realized this was going to be an issue, I employed a LiDAR crew to survey the site,’ she said. ‘The only thing buried within a quarter of a mile around the castle are Gair’s foundations and the remains of a couple of outhouses that definitely aren’t old enough to be Roman.’

Light Detection and Ranging was a remote sensing method that used a pulsed laser to measure variable distances to an extremely accurate degree. The equipment was usually mounted in a helicopter, aeroplane, or, as was increasingly more likely, a drone, allowing its operators to fly over a site and map it both above and below ground level with pinpoint accuracy. The laser was so penetrating and so accurate that, as long as the land had not been disturbed by later earth works, it could produce digital images of layer upon layer of substance and structure, building an astonishingly accurate computer image of what was below the surface.

Owen was flabbergasted. The technology was phenomenally expensive to access. ‘You paid for LiDAR? Seriously?’

‘I was lucky,’ Saskia told him. ‘I had a friend whose partner at the time was working on a film that needed to do a LiDAR scan of Derwent Water so they could model it digitally for their effects department. Since the equipment was going to be in Cumbria already and my site was comparatively small, I managed to do a deal to tack my scans on to the flight. It was still an insane amount of money to spend, but I thought it was worth it to head off the harassment I was getting, and to prove to the planning committee I had no intention of avoiding responsibility.’

‘Right,’ Owen said, his head spinning. ‘And there’s nothing there?’

‘Nothing at all. I’ll bring the scans with me when I come up, you can see for yourself.’

‘Then how can these people still be convinced there’s something down there? I assume they’ve seen the scan results?’

‘Oh, they have. But since there wasn’t a member of the society on the LiDAR flight, they’re convinced that the map I showed them is fake, and that I’m hiding the evidence showing that the remains are down there so that I can destroy them without disruption.’

‘You’re joking.’

‘I wish I was. Like I said, at this point, I don’t think their objections have anything to do with wanting to preserve archaeological remains. It’s become a battle of wills because they don’t like that I’m exerting my authority over a site that is legally mine.’

‘All right,’ Owen said. ‘Well, it would have been nice to know this could be a problem.’

‘I apologize for not telling you sooner,’ Saskia said. ‘But I really thought this issue had been laid to rest. I think it has, to be honest. What you saw this morning was bluster with nothing to back it up. We might be in for some annoying protests, but I can’t see it being any worse than that.’

‘That in itself could be enough to cause delays,’ Owen pointed out. ‘Maybe it would be better to try to talk to them?’

‘I have, repeatedly,’ Saskia said, brusquely. ‘They don’t want to listen. I don’t think they’ve ever even bothered to actually look at the plans in place for Gair, probably because nothing I could propose would make them happy beyond handing over the deeds to them.’

Owen sighed. ‘Maybe there’s another approach,’ he said. ‘Let me think about it.’

‘Fair enough, but I don’t have much patience for them anymore, to be honest,’ Saskia said. ‘I’ll see you in a few days. I’m picking the truck up on Tuesday and plan to be in Cumbria by Wednesday afternoon.’

‘All right,’ Owen said, envisioning her driving a spanking-new Defender off the forecourt with a stab of envy-driven rage that he tried to swallow away. ‘By then we will have started clearing the site.’






Four

Saskia’s arrival back at Gair coincided with the delivery of the site office and canteen. She sat behind the wheel of the Land Rover and watched as the cargo containers were winched into position one by one from the back of a flat-bed truck. Gair had changed significantly since she’d last seen it, and she was impressed with how much preparation Owen Elliot and the crew he had assembled had accomplished. It had been two weeks since she’d made the call that had brought him onto the project, and in that time the castle had acquired the look of a real building site, which was thrilling and daunting in equal measure.

Since the run-in with the member of the Historical Society – from Owen’s description, Saskia had a hunch this had been Arthur Wheeler, with whom she’d had dealings before – they had agreed to erect an additional perimeter. The first was on the now-cleared access road. Gates and a fence had been positioned where both Owen and Saskia had parked the first time they’d met. The second, inner perimeter had been constructed with a six-foot-high steel fence positioned ten meters from the castle walls to allow room for heavy machinery, with access gates to the north and south. Owen had cleared a pad for the shipping containers outside this fence, not far from where Saskia’s Land Rover now sat idling inside the main entrance gates. She could see Owen, dusty hard hat in place, directing the crane operator as they were manoeuvred into position. There were more men on site now, something else that they had discussed over the phone. Owen had taken on ten permanent workers and contracted them for a six-month period to begin with. Each was on a day rate that was paid weekly. The edges of Saskia’s pool of money had already begun to evaporate, and there would be more workers needed as the work expanded. Of course this was inevitable, but the sight of that vast figure depleting, however slowly, made anxiety gnaw at her gut. She’d established a separate works bank account and was diligently accounting for every penny. It was what her grandparents – and her father – would have expected.

Saskia watched as the second container was finally put down beside the first, and one of the men stepped forward to cement its steel feet onto the blocks they had erected. They would stay there until the conclusion of the build: one a work room and office for Owen, and the other a break room and shelter for the workers. There were already two Portaloos standing under the trees at the forest’s edge.

With the containers in place, Owen turned and saw her waiting. He said something to the man beside him, who nodded, and then he began to stride towards her. He had to come a little closer for her to see the frown set on his face. It deepened as he glanced beyond the car to the trailer she was hauling, on which stood her cabin. She wound down her window and he headed for it.

‘Can I help you? This is private property.’

‘Owen?’

Saskia saw the tiny double-take he did and realized he hadn’t recognized her at all. She remembered how different she’d looked at their first and only meeting and supposed that wasn’t surprising.

‘Saskia.’

She indicated through the windscreen at the activity before her. ‘It’s looking good.’

He nodded, hands on his hips. ‘We’ve got most of the clearing done now. There’s just the tree we discussed on the phone.’

The oak tree in question had sprouted and grown directly within the castle walls. Owen had relayed to Saskia his plan for how to remove it, but she had told him not to touch it until she got there.

‘I’ll take a look as soon as I’ve set this down,’ Saskia said, referring to the cabin. ‘I’d like to put it as far away from the work site as possible.’ She leaned forward, looking around him towards the trees that ran along the eastern edge of the property. There was a semi-circle in the canopy, a small clearing cut into the forest’s edge. It was a good distance from the perimeter fence. The office and break room would be out of her sight there, on the other side of Gair’s exterior walls. ‘That looks perfect,’ she said.

Owen stepped back as Saskia pulled around him and slowly headed for the patch of earth she’d identified. She glanced in her rear-view mirror to see one of the other men approach him with a question. Owen shook his head and raised his hands, shoulders lifting in a shrug. A bubble of nerves rose in Saskia’s stomach.

This is your site, your build, your project, your land, she told herself. They might not like it, but they’ll have to lump it. Besides, where else are you going to go?

She parked up, backing the trailer in beneath the shade of the trees, putting the cabin at an angle so that the front door wouldn’t be directly visible from the site. Then she climbed out of the Land Rover and checked for stability. It was fine – the ground was firm and level. It was the perfect place to set a tiny home on wheels.

‘Come on, boy,’ she said, opening the back door of the Land Rover to let Brodie out. He’d been so good on the long journey up. ‘Let’s face the music, shall we?’

Footsteps sounded on the ground behind her, and she turned to see Owen and with him a man that she assumed to be Stuart Mackey, his friend and the first man he’d employed. Saskia hadn’t met him, but Owen had been up front about their relationship when he’d hired Stuart, which she appreciated, and if they worked well together then she was fine with his choice. Now, though, she could tell the guy was looking her up and down as he approached, and she wondered what he saw: wondered what Owen had told him to expect. She raised herself up a little, trying to give herself more height.

‘You must be Stuart,’ Saskia said, stepping forward and holding out her hand, taking the initiative before Owen had a chance to introduce them. ‘I’m Saskia. It’s nice to meet you. The site has come on leaps and bounds already, I’m impressed.’

Stuart offered a cocky grin as he shook her hand, just a little too hard. ‘Nice to meet you, Miss Tilbury-Martin.’

‘Like I told Owen, it’s just Saskia. Otherwise every conversation will take twice as long as it needs to, won’t it?’ She looked at her foreman. ‘Shall we do a walk-through? I can look at this tree.’

Owen put his hands on his hips and looked past her at the Land Rover, as if he thought someone else might suddenly materialize from the empty passenger seat. ‘I thought the architect was going to be with you today? Is he going to arrive soon? We’ve reached the point where I can’t do more until we discuss the plans.’

Saskia lifted her chin and looked him in the eye. ‘She’s here, Owen. I’m the architect.’

Owen Elliot’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, and then darkened as the muscles in his face went taut. He didn’t look happy, but then she hadn’t expected him to be.

‘You’re the architect?’

‘I am.’

‘This is literally the first time you’ve mentioned that.’

‘I’m aware. Does it make a difference?’

He was furious; she could tell just from looking into his eyes. He stared back at her, and Saskia could see the cogs turning in his head. Presumably he was talking himself out of yelling at her outright.

Someone nearby cleared their throat in the tense silence.

‘Well,’ Stuart said, ‘I’m going to go and check on the break room. The tables and chairs came earlier, the guys can load them in.’

He walked away, back towards the main site, whistling in a studiously nonchalant way.

Owen took a step back and turned away from her. ‘You deliberately didn’t tell me this until I’d already agreed to take on this project,’ he said. ‘Why?’
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