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Dedication

For Nadine – who likes new pottery, rather than old






Epigraph

The poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that once, on this earth, once, on this familiar spot of ground, walked other men and women, as actual as we are today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but now all gone, one generation vanishing after another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like ghosts at cock-crow.

G. M. Trevelyan, Autobiography of an Historian (1949)
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Prologue

Outside, the hillside is buffeted by an unseasonable wind, the brackeny undergrowth shifting and flattening, patternless. The sky is a pool of gloom, purpling towards night, the sun absent and concealed. If you climbed the nearby tower, you would see a huge expanse of land, stretching out towards where the horizon should be, a raised flatness studded with marks of history. These marks have been painstakingly uncovered, but they had been there all along, just waiting to be returned to the light. Temples and shrines, buildings of peace and violence. This is, above all else, an old place.

Underground is where some of the treasures are kept. Two people creep down to see them. They stare uneasily at one another. Their eyes gleaming coals in the dusky half-light. Mistrust etched on their faces. Behind one is a stone tomb, a cold block of grey; behind the other a display of bones, white and stark and sterile. A notebook lies on the table in the corner, beneath a lamp. On it a drawing of the hillside, a demarcation of disputed boundaries.

Time passes. Then, familiar violence returns to the place. All is quiet once more.

Two of them walked down into the underground room. As night finally falls, the squalling black, only one of them climbs the steps back onto the hillside, back into the present.






The First Letter


To the desecrators

The land does not want you here. History does not want you here. Blood has been spilled in this cold, dark soil once, and it shall be spilled again.

What once was built high and proud has been lost to the tides of the past. Buried deep by the mounting earth. It should not be disturbed.

You should leave this land, before the land rises up and drives you forth. I will drive you forth. I will take the revenge of the unquiet land and the people and the past.

‘Wherefore is light given to him that is in misery, and life unto the bitter in soul; which long for death, but it cometh not; and dig for it more than for hid treasures; which rejoice exceedingly and are glad, when they can find the grave?’ Job 3:21

You are digging for death. I am death come alive once more.

I shall not be silenced. The treasure shall stay hid.

You have been warned.

Wulfnoth








Chapter One

Chandler Lake, Little Sky

Dawn always comes before the sun. Light glimmers and glows and grows. It swells up, formless, from somewhere hidden beneath the horizon, paling the sky upwards. Minutes pass, faint hues spread like a stain before you actually see the sun itself, a ball of bolder colour. If you always sleep late, Jake thinks, you would reckon dawn breaks like a peal or a shout, immediate, when instead it seeps in, quiet and unannounced.

He doesn’t need to get up with the first light, which is perhaps why he does it so easily. When he lived in the city, amid the tyranny of alarm clocks and train times and work deadlines, he hated the mornings. Their insistent demands, their refusal to brook tired excuses; the artificial light that made you squint as it struck, false and yellowing against your bleary eyes. A bed is a comfortable refuge when you are being dragged from it.

Now he lives, if not free from all pressure, free at least from that sort of pressure. He imagines looking at himself from above, how he appears at this moment, so lazily and joyfully free. He is lying on a rowboat in the middle of his own lake, his body long and lean, pale skin already slightly varnished by the season. Spring reaching out and handing the baton over to summer. His thick brown hair is pooled against the old wood, which is roughened by time and use and water; his long beard is dense and scratchy. A pair of old black shorts hanging slightly off his hip bones.

The boat is his, as is the water that surrounds it, and the land – stretching out beyond sight – beyond that. If Jake were to rise up on one elbow he could make out his home behind him, a big L-shaped farmhouse nestled in the ground. To his right a wooded area, dense with purpling limbs and thick green foliage, looming up right to the edge of the water. To his left, a small land mass in the middle of the lake, a tangle of trees in its own right, with a new pier jutting out, bright white and still bearing the marks of his own recent labour.

He calls it Reacher Island, set within Chandler Lake. It is Agatha Wood he can also see, each of its inharmonious outlines familiar as a pattern to him. When Jake was given the house, he named all of the landmarks after characters or writers of detective fiction. A fitting conceit in lots of ways: he was a retired detective; his uncle had bequeathed him the place, Little Sky, along with a library of thrillers. Arthur’s love of books, passed on to him as a child, had sent Jake on the path towards the police force; his bequest had enabled him to leave the job and the city and a failed marriage. The names honoured his past and the whimsy of his new, mostly idle present. They also reminded him that, so far, he had never quite managed to get away from the perils of crime or the need for detection.

It is still too cool to be completely idle this morning. He sits up, breathes in deep, and grips the oars loosely in his calloused hands. The day promises warmth, light blue skies and soft scurrying clouds, but it is not warm yet. Jake’s body still holds the heat from his morning run, but he doesn’t want to let himself get too stiff. Rolling his shoulders, he pushes hard against the water, the faint splash of the rowing stroke muted against the hissing noise of the nearby reeds, riffled insistently by the wind.

Jake had been checking the paint job of the island pier, which is why he had come this way in the first place, and sees he will have to come back to do another coat. Now he decides to stretch his muscles and loop long around the island, before taking the boat back home. He has no plans for the rest of the morning beyond the happy, puttering effort of chores that never end.

Later that day Livia would return, the woman he loves and almost lives with. She is the vet based in the nearby village of Caelum Parvum, and she splits her time between her cottage there and Little Sky. Her daughter Diana is a contented inhabitant of both homes, though is a regular and noisy advocate too of them all living more simply together in these vast, welcoming spaces. Jake and Livia have almost agreed on the point, but are awaiting – needlessly, he often thinks – a big change in their circumstances before finally making a commitment: the baby they are trying for. It is his superstition that is really stopping them: if you change your life for the idea of a baby, what happens if the baby never comes? He’d done it before, and it had brought him pain and sorrow.

Jake’s shoulders crackle as he shrugs the thought away. He is past the island now in the middle of the open water, the sunlight scattering gems upon the waves. A family of ducks bob together, mottled browns and creams and newborn yellows, neatly aligned as if in a miniature squadron. He starts the turn, his left arm taut with effort, when he looks over his shoulder at the beach that marks the far border of the lake, soft pale sand, strewn with old branches and stubborn plants.

Set against the canvas of living greens, faded like old watercolours, is a line of black, police black: a figure watching him, standing as if to attention.






Chapter Two

The beach, Little Sky

As Jake sculls nearer, the line becomes a man, clad somewhat incongruously, given the promise of heat, in a dark jacket, open-necked shirt, black trousers with a pronounced crease in the middle. He offers a wave when Jake comes within hailing distance, and makes no movement to shift his ground.

Jake lets the boat bump against the shingles, slick with flattened weeds, and leaps into the splashy shallows. He grabs an old cloth shirt from the bow, red faded into pink by the sun and rough washing, and pulls it on. He smiles into the sky’s glare, eyes thinned into a wince, and holds out his hand.

‘Morning. Though a policeman up this early is never good news.’

His hand is grasped firmly. The voice when it comes back to him is confident, a firm Scottish lilt. ‘I didn’t think my appearance screamed copper quite as loudly as that. But guilty as charged, your honour. My name’s David McAllister. Chief Inspector McAllister.’

Jake shifts to one side so he can see him more clearly. He is of middling height, dark cropped hair lightening faintly at the temples, stubbled face that looks too young for the role, grey eyes that have a touch of irony lurking within them. Jake had heard the name before: McAllister was the man sent in from another force to replace his former friend Watson, who had been recently found guilty of corruption. Watson also had ironical eyes, he recalls, so it would be as well not to read too much into them.

Jake gives a cautious smile. ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood. What brings you here this morning?’ He can hear the faint edge in his own voice, the hint of suspicion. He had been bruised by the discovery of Watson’s treachery; it had pushed him further inward, more keen for isolation and peace, away from his past and the workings of the state.

McAllister’s face doesn’t change. He pats Jake’s arm equably. ‘No need to worry about anything. I was on a walk and thought I’d introduce myself. I’m not long down from Glasgow and all of this rural quiet is killing my sleep. So I’ve been spending my early mornings before work, wandering about the place, not getting up to much.’

‘And stumbled across my bit of the countryside specifically?’

A mild chuckle. ‘Ach, I’ll not pretend I didn’t want to introduce myself too. You’re a bit of a legend in law enforcement around here, and I wanted to look you in the eye, especially after that unfortunate business with your man Watson. You know right enough that dodgy cops will always be around, but they leave a bad atmosphere, do they not, a lingering stink. So why not clear it up from the get-go?’

Jake finds himself charmed by the frankness, the open face. ‘Would you like to come up to the house for a coffee?’

McAllister bends his knees in an extravagant stretch. ‘You’re a gent, but I’ve overstopped too long. My legs aren’t yet used to all this walking and I need to get myself back to the car and get on to work. I’m pleased to meet you, though. Mebbe we might have a coffee or a pint at some point. Mebbe at that cricket game folk keep telling me about. A Scotsman at the cricket, it’s a first step to going native, I tell you.’ He grins. ‘It unsettles me.’

They shake hands again. Jake notices the thick black hair that spills out from his sleeves, coiled and wiry, feels the strength once more in his grip. Their eyes lock amicably, before McAllister gives a vigorous nod, and plunges back into the field behind, arms waving as he walks.

Jake watches him depart, and spends a few minutes wandering aimlessly, breathing deep, pulling up dandelion clocks and letting their greybeard fluff scatter and shimmy in the wind. There are swifts dancing in the air above him, recent migrants, restlessly alive, refusing to pause in their acrobatics. Whistles and shrieks, tuneless as a milkman. He likes the feel of the still-cold grass on his feet, the ground soft and plumped like a pillow. Out of habit, he walks up the ridge, which gives him an extended view of the land down to the river. There, in a large, proud beech tree – a mass of vivid green leaves shooting forth – a pendant of pink is fluttering in the morning breeze.






Chapter Three

Livia’s cottage, Caelum Parvum

‘Are you really going to play cricket then?’

Livia is lying nude on the bed, her feet raised high in the air, thigh muscles faint curls under her smooth brown skin. Her eyes are wide, feline green, her auburn hair a sprawled mess across the pillow. The covers beneath her are rumpled, and the early afternoon light pours through the windows, dappling all it touches. Jake is pulling on his shorts in a corner, ungainly as a stork.

‘I’ll answer that if you tell me why you’re sticking your legs up like that.’

Livia doesn’t move, her fingers drumming upon her stomach, which is flat and solid, if a little soft around the edges according to her own occasional complaint. ‘You know why. It’s what those wretched websites recommend. If you weren’t here, I’d have them all the way up over my shoulders, but I want to keep a bit of the mystery alive between us.’

Jake leans over and kisses the film of perspiration on her forehead, as she huffs her fringe away for a second. The fabric in the tree – Sherlock Beech, as he calls it – had summoned him immediately. One of the central joys of Little Sky is its electronic isolation: no phones or internet function there at all. He and Livia cope by the permanent regularity of their arrangements to meet, by embracing the serendipity of arriving casually upon one another, and finally by this old-fashioned signalling system. At the moment, the signs normally mean an urgent call by Livia for sex to meet her biological timetable, her careful monitorings of cycles and temperatures.

‘Does it work? It seems like an oddly literal way to encourage the little sperm to reach the egg.’

‘Nobody knows what really works. That’s why it’s important to enjoy all the attempts, isn’t it?’

He shrugs on his shirt and opens the bedroom door. ‘You certainly sounded like you were enjoying it at least. Though maybe vets always make the best animal noises.’ He looks back over his shoulder. ‘And I can’t complain about the view from here either.’

A pillow flies out and catches him on the chest. Livia swings her legs down, and stands, gloriously unselfconscious, the rosy flush seeping from her chest. She bustles past him and heads towards the bathroom, twitching her hips. The thunderous outpour from the bath taps immediately follows.

Jake pads down through the house and pours himself a coffee from the pot bubbling gently on the stove. He knows that he and Livia are speaking cautiously, lightly of their attempts for a baby. It’s an act of self-protection, shielding the true sense of importance even from themselves. He had never been able to have children with his first wife, Faye, their life eventually blighted by the unforgiving rhythm of repeated exertion and failure. Their marriage shunted towards inevitable collapse. So now he jokes, as does Livia, and they don’t discuss what it might mean if no joyful outcome is ever reached. He blows on the coffee. They have only been trying for a couple of months after all.

Jake opens the back door, and a gentle breeze alights on his exposed body, clutching at each of the still-damp patches there. It is the perfect late spring afternoon, as predicted that morning: the turquoise sky fluffed with cloud, the sun hazy and warming, scents of black earth and opening flowers. Woodsmoke spiralling somewhere in the distance. Livia has followed him down, now clad in an old black bathrobe.

‘You never told me about the cricket after all that.’

He stretches his legs out on the step, watching the brightness turn his dark hairs the colour of fired copper. ‘I should’ve said no, but Rose wanted me to do it, despite me warning him I wasn’t much good. Apparently his team is two men down, and the opposition have some ringers from the dig nearby, so they’re desperate to make a game of it.’

Livia traces patterns on the velveting of her robe, fingernails etching pale against black. ‘I keep meaning to take Di to have a look at that dig. They found all that treasure there, didn’t they? She did a project on it at school.’

‘Come along to the match and you can meet Rose’s sister. She’s helping out there for the whole of the summer. I bet she’d give you a tour.’

‘I’d quite like to meet the female version of Rose. Although she already sounds a bit too conscientious to be related to him.’ Rose was their friend, a man of dubious means, who earned a proportion of his income by selling locally produced cannabis. The criminal and the former policeman had managed to find enough in common since they first met three years ago, not least because Jake smoked a little recreational weed himself. Rose had also helped Jake tackle a serial rapist, and they had been close ever since.

Livia remembers the bath running and skips off, her dark hair now filigreed with summer gold, thick coils springing against her shoulders. Jake sees a copy of the Shire Gazette by the door, and idly picks it up. There is a story about the dig he sees as he flicks through the pages, pausing wryly on other headlines that make him even fonder of the paper: ‘Woman finds hat in a tree’, ‘Warning over dangerous cupcakes’, ‘I’ll shoot dogs if I want to, says farmer’.

The dig intrigues him because of his new-found love of land and place and history. The idea that a way of life had been pursued on these soft hills and fertile valleys for countless ages before him, for the ages beyond memory; the sensation of following generations of footsteps every time you trod upon an old farm’s threshold, or stood and stared at the rough-hewn masonry of a church. The reassuring sight of a stream trickling ever onwards, before joining up to the river that has ebbed and surged across the landscape forever. The history of geography.

The site in question is atop a hill a few miles away, the location – as is now being established – of an Iron Age fort, which became a Roman villa, an Anglo-Saxon settlement and a medieval castle of sorts. Human continuity in one place preserved in the measurable strata of the earth. And all this is interesting to the local paper because the excavation is being filmed for a television programme, whose crew had returned annually there for the last five years. Even more so because a year ago, four people from the dig had wandered down from the hill, fossicking without great intent, and uncovered what was probably the largest hoard in the country’s history. It was a store of treasure, coins and weaponry, engraved and gilded, the product of countless hours of effort and unimaginable expense. And worth a fortune in the modern world, millions probably, once the government had approved the find and a museum been identified to pay for it.

The story he is reading is a recap of the excitement with a short update that the TV crew are back filming once more, taking advantage of the mild weather. Jake tosses the paper aside as he finishes his coffee. He’d like to see what was being unearthed at the dig as well.






Chapter Four

The Green, near St Giles

Not everyone is wearing white or the image would be too picturesque, Jake thinks. Everyone has made some sort of effort, at least, so that when you look from a distance, there is some harmony of hues, flecks of cream, pale blue, even the occasional splash of pink. Muted tones, modest flutters against the expanse of land. He is not formally dressed himself, inevitably: he is in a white cotton shirt, open at the neck, and some beige shorts he uses for gardening.

The scene is certainly picturesque enough: the large swatch of mowed grass, with the straw-coloured wicket, precise and angular, just off centre; an oasis of order against the wilderness that threatens to overcome it. Sheep cropping the heather at one end, a brook trickling winsomely at the other, one big oak tree that stands forlorn but proud in the outfield, the target no doubt of a thousand hoicked shots over the years. The pavilion is old and thatched, the wood varnished chocolate, a black-and-white scoreboard to one side, and two old privies at the back.

Jake’s team, the Wanderers (so called because they had no home and were painstakingly put together week-by-week by core enthusiasts), are batting, so he lounges behind the boundary to the left of the pavilion. His teammates are similarly stretched out, a hodgepodge of ungainly bodies and strewn equipment. McAllister is there, as promised, though it appears to be under some sufferance: he is wearing a Scotland rugby shirt and blue tracksuit bottoms, and looks uncomfortable in public without his suit.

Further around the green Jake can see Livia, seated on a picnic blanket, brown legs against violent pink. She is talking to a woman in her twenties with dark hair in a tiny pair of shorts and a long thin gauzy jumper. Behind them are more blankets, individuals in clusters of repose, half-engrossed in the game: a middle-aged man alone, brow reddening under the sun; a couple whose legs are intertwined companionably; two women seated on chairs, occasionally directing a remark to one another.

Jake is next to a man who bears some resemblance to Livia’s companion. Rose snorts gently as he fastens his pads. ‘Even at the cricket, she can’t help getting almost everything out. But she won’t listen to her brother, I can tell you that. She never has.’

Jake yawns. ‘As soon as you of all people start giving moral advice to anyone, you’ve already lost. And no brother in history has ever convinced their sister about what she should wear.’

‘You’ve never had a sister, so how would you know?’

Jake nods silently at the wisdom of this. Rose stands, and is adjusting his box liberally when the subject of their conversation wanders across. ‘Please stop thrusting your privates about, Rose; it’s embarrassing for your relatives in the area.’ She gives a beaming smile to Jake, who sits up to accept her proffered hand.

‘Hi, I’m Lily. Yes Lily Rose. One too many flowers for a serious name.’ A fake grimace. ‘I’ve met your lovely missus. I’m taking her around the dig tomorrow if you’re interested. You look like a hippy, so you’ll fit right in: we’re all artsy types over there.’

Jake looks her in the eye ‘You don’t seem exactly like my image of an archaeologist, if you don’t mind me saying?’ Rose snorts to himself.

Lily leans forward. ‘You don’t look much like a copper either, for that matter. Come along anyway. I know you’re good with corpses, even if ours are more than a thousand years old.’

‘Thank you. I’ll make sure I can make it.’

‘From what I hear, you’re not exactly overworked.’ She holds her hands up. ‘That’s not a criticism, by the way. I’m no striver myself. I’m only doing this job so I can finish my MA next year. This one here refuses to support me.’

Rose is doing lunges, twisting his torso and breathing effortfully. He doesn’t move his attention from the game. ‘I support you more than I should do. It’s good to see you grafting a bit.’ There is the distant click of ball on stump, and a muted cheer is raised around the field. ‘That’s me in,’ says Rose, looking around happily. ‘Get ready for some fireworks.’

He strides to the middle. Lily is rolling a cigarette in one hand, a mannerism she shares with her brother. Up close, Jake can see the family similarity more clearly: the olive skin that absorbs the sun, the thick brown hair, the prominent nose that gives her a faintly owlish expression. She lights up and inhales pensively. ‘I shouldn’t moan about Rose, really. He’s letting me live with him this summer and he’s not a bad sort.’

‘I know that. So you’re Lily Rose – what’s his first name?’

She smacks his arm playfully. ‘Oh you’ll need to know me a lot better before you make me betray him like that. Everyone calls him by his last name, and I’ve fallen into the habit too.’ Her eyes are pale and mischievous, but her tone is studiously neutral. Jake is fleetingly conscious he is getting too old to be flirted with. Probably for the best.

He busies himself with his own kit. He’ll have to bat at some point soon. A cheer goes up around him, as Rose has lustily knocked the ball into the stream. Some local children hare in after it. Splashes and high-pitched cries. ‘Are you here with the dig lot?’ he asks, as they watch the flurry of motion.

Smoke emerges dragon-like from her nostrils as she speaks. ‘Everyone seems to have made it, yes. We’re a pretty close team already. Some of us have been here on and off for the last few years. Let me point them out to you.’

She settles down next to him, cross-legged, stubbing her cigarette against the sole of her sandal. Faint whiff of apricot perfume mingled with smoke. She motions towards various figures in sight, her fingers slender, her nails the colour of the pavilion’s varnished wood.

‘The two women sitting on the chairs are the most important, probably. The one on the left is Amy Johnson, she’s in charge of the dig itself.’ Jake sees someone in her mid-forties, curling thatch of strawberry blond hair falling across her exposed shoulders. Her skin is pale and creamy, pinking in the sun, and freckled, especially under her eyes. She looks a little stout, but strong, weathered, someone who spends her life healthily out in the open.

‘She’s talking to Daisy Sharma.’ The woman she gestures towards is probably a couple of years younger, brown skin and black hair, slender, and over-dressed for the weather in a dark shirt that covers her top entirely. Expensive sunglasses glint on the top of her head. ‘I think Daisy’s an anglicized version of her birth name. Her family is Indian originally, but she’s lived around here forever. Her parents owned some land not too far away, and she went to boarding school the other side of Meryton. That’s why she got interested in the project in the first place: she’s the director of the film crew, makes sure they get the TV show recorded properly. I like her, I guess. She takes no nonsense.’

The two women are together, conversing politely, but Jake senses no great warmth there; no expansive gestures, or infectious laughter. They are both drinking Pimm’s from a watercooler next to them.

Lily carries on her commentary, her voice a disinterested drawl. She is rolling another cigarette. ‘The couple on the floor just about avoiding heavy petting in public are Matt and Elaine. They’re grad students like me, do a lot of the scut work. Moan a lot about the bosses. A couple, obviously. He’s French.’ As if that explained everything.

As they speak, a third figure joins the lovers on the blanket, fastidiously sticking to the edges at the furthest point from them. He is pencil thin, mop of black hair, a moustache that is barely visible from the distance, a Hamlet all in sombre clothes. ‘That’s Zach. He’s a grad, but also Amy’s assistant. Thinks he’s a bit above us. In love with her, of course. Would love to have all that creamy womanhood pressed down on top of him, and I’m not saying he doesn’t get it.’ Lily laughs gleefully. ‘It’s all a bit Mrs Robinson, if you know what I mean.’

Jake watches Zach ignore his colleagues and cast occasional glances at his boss, pawing at the ground with one hand, scattering the plucked grass over his trousers.

‘Is that everyone?’ This is Jake, enjoying the acerbic commentary.

‘Only a couple more to tell you about, we’re quite the gang. Out playing that ridiculous sport is Brian. He’s the chief archaeologist.’ She gestures towards the wicket keeper, a middle-aged man, stomach straining against a faded rugby shirt, a shock of orange hair, bursting from his old school cap down to his shoulders. He is chirping away, at the centre of events, gesturing wildly at Rose, who is taking strike. When Rose swings at a ball and misses, Jake can hear the thud into Brian’s gloves and his sing-song voice in mild mockery.

‘Life and soul that one.’ Lily exhales, wriggling her toes experimentally. ‘OK, two more. The tall drink of water over yonder.’ She points to a young man fielding in the deep, who looks faintly confused. ‘He’s Brad. American. Probably has no more idea of what the fuck is going on with the cricket than I do. Nice chap, though. Big Christian but I’m trying not to hold that against him. And . . . lucky last, and speaking of Christians, is the Reverend.’ She points to the old man to the right of the picnic blanket. ‘Local vicar, John Jordan, bit of an odd’un, wouldn’t want to be stuck in a room with him.’ She enacts a caricature of groping. ‘But he loves history, the ancient past of it all, never out of our trenches. He was one of the people who found the hoard, so he could become quite a catch in a few months’ time when he gets paid, but that’s a tale for another day, Jake.’

She stands. He can see the wriggly outlines of grass impressed into her upper thigh, tactile indentations. Her hand reaches down and clasps his shoulder, as Livia walks up to them. ‘I’ll see you both tomorrow, I guess.’

As Lily swishes away, Livia watches her appraisingly. ‘Don’t get too charmed by that one, lovey.’

Jake fastens his trainers tightly. ‘The funny thing is that as I get older, I’m more attracted to older women. She can be trouble for some young lad somewhere, and leave me with you.’ He grabs Livia and pulls her down to him. She collapses gratefully, and he feels the welcome heat from her skin against his. The joyful clasp of connection. She tweaks his ear. ‘Who’s calling me an older woman? I’m well within child-bearing age, you know.’

Before he can formulate an answer, another soft cheer goes up. Rose’s partner is returning to the pavilion, mournfully practising his failed forward defensive. Livia pats Jake on the behind as he stands up to go out to play. ‘I’m attracted to older men still, as well, so you’ve got nothing to worry about. But show me a bit of youthful prowess if you can.’

Jake lifts his bat in martial salute. He feels enthused, the sun tingling his body. Fun and games in the bright light, with no clouds or shadows looming near.






Chapter Five

The fort’s entrance, the bottom of the hill outside St Giles

It is still early morning, damp and warm, the mapless depths of the countryside. They are a day late, and excited about the prospect of exploring this place of historical drama.

Clouds had come from nowhere late on the afternoon of the cricket, and a sodden downpour brought the game to a hasty conclusion. Jake had been relieved, fielding in the deep, watching the other team masterfully chase down their smallish score. His own innings had been enthusiastic, satisfying and short-lived.

As they stood under the eaves of the old pavilion, the smell of the rain redolent somehow of both renewal and decay, Livia and Lily had agreed to postpone the next day’s site visit. The old barometer nailed to the wall by the door was pointing to a day-long wet spell, and you could sense the weather settling in, the clouds clustering around the hills and refusing to shift.

Jake had stayed at Livia’s that night and returned home the next morning, his clothes given a fresh soaking as he walked. It was mild, so he shucked them off and dived into the lake, letting the cool velvet of the water enshroud him. After his shower, it was a day designed for indoor idling. Weeding in the greenhouses. Reading in the library. His new workshop project of building a guitar, something slow and difficult, where each painful step was an act of quiet deliberation. Jake was playing guitar concertos by Vivaldi on his record player to inspire him as he planed and carved, his face sculpted into its own lines of concentration.

Livia and Diana had arrived for dinner just as the rain stopped and a stiff breeze had driven the cloud away. They agreed to drop by the dig in the morning, and had all been up early, excited and cheerful. Straight after breakfast, they had parked in the shadow of St Giles church and tramped a while across the fields towards the looming hill.

It is bright but cool, the sun a faded presence in the sky, chill winds singing around them. They are standing looking up at the chalky path that meanders and circles up to the summit when Lily comes up behind them.

‘I know this good-looking family. Lovely to see you all. Do you want me to show you where the treasure was found? I bet you do. Diana, isn’t it?’

Diana’s face beams, and she clasps Lily’s hand as they skirt the side of the hill, long grass swishing against their bare legs. A thin stream trickles alongside them. The land dips as they walk and they see down into the long trench that has been scored into the ground, at right angles to the bank of the water course, its floor and walls brown and smooth. A dark scar against the green.

Jake listens abstractedly while Lily talks of what had been found. ‘The stream was probably much bigger back in the post-Roman period, and the treasure was buried deep into one of its banks. It was hidden away for more than a thousand years, this huge stash of stuff, rich stuff, still preserved in this big wet sack that had been sitting in the earth.’

‘Actual treasure?’ Diana is almost breathless.

Lily nods, pony-tail bouncing. ‘Actual real-life, swear-to-God treasure. Money, weapons, golden bits that used to cover old books.’

‘Why was it hidden?’

‘Ah, excellent question. Excellent question.’ The voice barrels forth behind them, from an elderly man striding up, dressed blandly in tweeds. The vicar from the cricket, John Jordan. He is accompanied by the woman Jake recognizes as Daisy, the TV director. She smiles warmly.

They shake hands as Lily introduces them. Jordan leaps extravagantly into the trench, brown boots scuffing the still-soft earth. Jake catches Daisy rolling her eyes. Jordan is unruffled, if he even notices.

‘Yes, found here, well away from the fort itself, so not part of the dig.’ He winks at Jake. ‘Which is important, because it means it can be classed as treasure. If it’d been discovered in the dig itself, it wouldn’t be treasure and the wretched government’d get their hands on it. And this is probably the biggest haul of treasure seen in this country ever, or at least since the Dark Ages when it was buried.’

‘So why was it buried?’ Diana is unshakeable.

‘You rightly persist in your excellent question; I see we have a future historian on our hands. The answer is that nobody knows. Maybe because the Romans were leaving to go back to defend their failing empire and the very rich family who lived in the big house up top thought they were going to be robbed. Maybe because they wanted to make a sacrifice, a ritual donation, to some god or gods. This whole area is filled with old bits of temples, and priestly pools, hot springs and the like. My church over yonder is probably built on a shrine that came before Jesus ever lived. Exciting, isn’t it?’

Diana nods enthusiastically. She is excited by it all.

‘So who found it, apart from you?’ Jake can’t help asking questions.

‘My companion Daisy, up there. Along with Amy, the big boss, and her assistant, close assistant you mark me, Zach. We were messing around with metal detectors, and whoomp there it was. We couldn’t believe it when it appeared.’

‘You were messing around, John. We were keeping you from mischief.’ This is Daisy, pushing her black hair back from her face where it has been whipped by the breeze.

‘Nothing wrong with mischief in my experience.’ Jordan nudges Diana, who smiles.

‘And you all are sharing the reward?’ Livia asks what they are all thinking.

Daisy picks up a shard of stone, thumbs it idly, her nails manicured and polished, a contrast against the muddy, thick-grained material. ‘We hope to. There’s a very long process, and the owner of the land should get half of it, but we’re not sure who it is. The church owns the hilltop, but this bit’s ownership is shrouded in mystery. Either way, we’ll do all right.’

‘All right, she says.’ Jordan’s face breaks into a snaggletoothed grin. ‘The hoard is worth at least three million. Not that I’m desperate for the cash, you understand, but it certainly will pay for my retirement.’

‘Maybe you should take your money and bury it.’ Diana is thoughtful.

‘A fine idea. And then someone in a millennium’s time can stand here and wonder why we did it. Magnificent.’

They have started walking back round to the front of the fort. Jordan’s airy blather, as he points out various landmarks to Livia and Diana, is being whisked by the breeze away from Jake’s ears. Lily is staring at her phone. Jake falls in companionably with Daisy.

‘Congratulations then, this must be good for the telly too.’

She shrugs, diffident. ‘Of course. Have you seen the show?’

‘I don’t want to be one of those “I don’t have a television” guys, but I honestly don’t. I think I saw one of the earlier ones back in the day.’

‘We got lucky. Back then we didn’t know what we were working with, and were only in it to show off the idea of archaeology. A sort of educational programme. Then the finds kept coming and we realized we had uncovered something big in terms of the scale of the site, then along came the treasure as well. The audience loved it. Not that everyone is thrilled about it, mind.’

They are climbing now, boots scraping against the chalk, as the path moves slowly towards the summit. Jake looks up and sees a ruined tower, falling in on itself, skeletal, almost black against the blue sky. A bird of prey circling above it soundlessly. He can feel the pleasant tingle of exertion in his thighs.

‘Who isn’t thrilled?’

‘You know what it’s like in places like this. Small-minded, resentful of change. Not everyone wants things to be disturbed. They think we’re modern-day despoilers, tomb raiders, desecrators. We’ve even had letters.’

‘Threats?’

‘More or less. They’re signed “Wulfnoth”, which is the name of a prominent figure here in the Anglo-Saxon period, the local thegn – you know, the bigwig of the area. He died rebelling against the Normans in the second half of the eleventh century. Became a symbol of local resistance. Anyway the letters warn us of the peril of disturbing the place. They’re rather creepy. You know, I’d actually like your thoughts on them, you being a former cop and all.’

Jake looks sharply across at her, but she is staring ahead, hair swirling, chest heaving slightly. She turns back to catch his eye. ‘Come now, don’t be modest. You might not have a TV, but your name has cropped up once or twice on mine. Would you mind? I’d be grateful.’ She reaches across and squeezes his wrist. Her hands are cold, bloodless.

‘Happy to help, of course.’

They have all reached the summit and can look across the full sweep of the site. It is huge, surprisingly so. Not so much a hilltop, which might suggest a scrubby patch perched in the air, small and defensible, but a broad plateau that descends gently down from its peak where they are standing, so that its final undulations merge with the land below, like an estuary surging into a green sea.

Scattered across the area, like toys in a child’s bedroom, are bits of stone wall, half-formed buildings that had once been toppled and never rebuilt; also ditches and trenches, bitten into the soft turf, concentrated in the area immediately proximate to them, but then sporadically occurring as far as the eye can see.

Lily turns to look at all of them. ‘Welcome to our hillfort. Amazing, isn’t it?’ For all her cool, studied charm, Jake can see that she is genuinely proud of it, thrilled by the prospect before them. It is beguiling enough. The grand horizons, the windswept views, the figures out of earshot, crouched in their trenches, furtive burrowing creatures. That overwhelming sense of the immortality of history again: things had happened here for thousands of years, and you could almost breathe it in the cold, clean air.






Chapter Six

Inside the tower, St Giles site

Lily seems to have adopted Diana for the morning, and takes her down onto the plain, pointing out the submerged walls and the protruding ruins, explaining the continued history of occupation from the Iron Age enclosure through to the late castle-like structure to the West. Jordan follows them, puppy-eager, interjecting his theories, just about tolerated by Lily.

Daisy has disappeared so Jake and Livia wander the plateau, hands clasped and swinging. The sky is huge above them, paler now, bone-white, filled with clouds that feel almost within reach. Jake is wearing a thick blue jumper and his gardening shorts; Livia jeans tucked into her work boots and an outsized cardigan. She shivers as the wind gusts. They can make out Brian directing operations in a trench some distance away, hear his enthusiastic words, as energetic as he had been on the cricket field. He gives a jaunty wave, but makes no effort to approach them.

The largest surviving structure is the castle tower, mossed and spotted stones piled high and tight, bleached grey for the most part, the product of strenuous manual labour beginning at some point around the first millennium. Inside, out of the wind, it is quiet. A papery scrap of light above them through the roofless opening. The ground had been dug out here too, and they have to step down into it. There is a church-like hush. Jake traces his fingers over the rock, which is cool and rough-hewn and hard.

A shadow looms in the doorway. Daisy, clutching a letter, encased in cellophane.

‘This is what I was talking about. Livia, I hope you don’t mind me showing him this during your visit.’

Livia’s face is hard to read, but she is quietly courteous. ‘I know what happens when you get close to a sleuth. You can’t stop him sleuthing away sometimes.’ There is mockery here, concealing a certain flintiness. They had argued in the past about Jake’s involvement in solving other people’s problems, but had reached a certain peace a few months earlier when they had both tackled a conspiracy together. Livia stays close to Jake, and reads over his shoulder.

‘This is the fifth letter. The police still have the first, which had the same tone and sentiment. They started coming, what, two or three years ago.’ Daisy hands it to him. The words are printed in black ink, orderly lines from a computer screen.


Grave-robbers and desecrators, beware what you do. This land has been sanctified by your forebears, who lived and loved and fought and died here. It is not a trove to be trampled over, a field to be ploughed up, or a piece of cheap drama to be gawped at.

Treasure is not for the finder, but for the nation, the great English nation that provided it. Do not claim what is not yours. Do not dig up what has been decently buried.

‘Better is little with the fear of the Lord than great treasure and trouble therewith.’ Proverbs 15:16

Look to your souls and your conscience. Leave here before you are driven away. The land rejects you. History rejects you.

Wulfnoth



The paper is otherwise unmarked. He gives it back. ‘I presume this came after your big hoard find?’

‘A month later, but, as I say, we’d had a few before. When the letters come, they get wedged into one of the stones at the gate on the top of the hill. Sometimes addressed to Amy, sometimes to me.’

‘What do the police say?’

Daisy gives a mirthless grin. ‘Look around you, Jake. There’s not a police station in ten miles. They’ve looked, they asked around a bit, but got nothing. And the threats are a little elliptical, haven’t been backed up by any action. Nobody’s been threatened in person. Maybe it’s just the rantings of some local eccentric.’

‘Who knows your name.’

‘I try not to let that worry me too much; we’ve been here for a good while now and nothing has happened.’

Livia wrinkles her nose. ‘The reference to the Bible as well as the love of local history – have you asked Reverend Jordan?’

‘I showed him the first one, and he was happy to talk about the biblical quotation but had little else to say. It’s generally known we get letters like this occasionally, but we don’t show the texts to absolutely everyone.’

They step out of the gloom of the building back into the light, Livia’s restless eyes searching out Diana, who has been given a trowel and is scraping away in a far-off trench. Jake hands the letter back.

‘And you say nothing’s escalated with these, no mysterious events, or acts of vandalism?’

Daisy shakes her head. ‘Not that I’ve been told about. I’m here only a few months a year; Amy’s the real spirit of the place. She’d be very reluctant to cede authority to me in any way. Though I think she’d have at least told me if there was anything else going on. Do you think it’s nothing then?’

They wander down towards Diana, over the tussocky mounds, speckled with dandelions and thistles, a forgiving bounce for their feet. ‘Looks like a crank, definitely. If you’d like me to take a look at all of them, though, see if anything leaps out, then get someone to send me copies and I’ll see.’

Daisy checks him with her arm as Livia marches on. She looks at him carefully. Her eyes are brown, almost black, deep and uncompromising. ‘I would like that a lot. I always appreciate hard-earned expertise. It’s an attractive characteristic, and one important thing you really welcome in making TV. I’ll get some copies sent. Thank you so much.’

‘Don’t thank me yet. Send them to the Jolly Nook in Caelum Parvum. My place isn’t on the postal route.’

‘Jake, I lived around here all my childhood. I know the joys and the pains of isolation, believe you me. Now, I’ll leave you with Lils.’ She mouths the casual abbreviation oddly, like it is learned and not natural. ‘We’re doing some shooting this afternoon and I need to get ready.’ She shakes his hand once more, her touch austere, and turns away.

He watches her walk towards the portacabin, feet high, stepping like a colt, hair wild in the wind. Livia meanwhile has scooped up Diana and come back with her and Lily.

Jake points towards the building where Daisy is heading. ‘Is that the base then for everything?’

Lily nods. ‘Yep, it’s got the office, the loos and a rec room. Behind it – you can’t quite see from here – is the folly. It’s half underground, a sort of cave thing built by a mad antiquarian in the eighteenth century who was annoyed that all this history had disappeared and wanted to create some of his own. Beautifully constructed: it’s where we keep all the non-precious finds from the dig, the cleaned-up pottery, the bones. There’s whole skeletons in there, inside the stone coffins we dug up, waiting to get homed in a museum.’

‘Can we see it? Sounds exciting.’

‘Yes, yes, I want to see the bones!’ This is Diana, earwigging and enthusiastic.

Lily shakes her head, emerald earrings bouncing against her shoulders. ‘I’ll need to
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