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      The village arrived the way bad news does — gradually, then all at once.

      I'd been driving since before dawn, which in January means I'd been driving in the dark for two hours before it reluctantly upgraded to the particular grey England produces as a landscape insult. Bare hedgerows. Fields the colour of old dishwater, broken here and there by stands of trees stripped to their structure, which at least had the honesty of looking like what they were. A sky that couldn't commit to either grey or white and had settled, pragmatically, on both. The kind of countryside that doesn't need you and doesn't bother to pretend otherwise.

      I'd been watching my phone's map announce roads that didn't entirely match the roads I was on, wondering whether this was a mapping error or a slow navigational suggestion that I turn around, when the land dropped and Greywater was suddenly below me.

      A church spire — the dependable grammar of any English village. A cluster of rooftops in local stone, that pale grey that reads almost yellow in certain lights, of which there weren't many today. The estuary opening out to the south, a flat gleam of water that caught the last of the afternoon light and held it a moment, like something reconsidering a decision, before the clouds moved and it was just water again.

      I pulled into the car park of The Anchor and sat with the smell of my cold coffee thermos and the specific silence of a place that had noticed I'd arrived. The village looked quiet in the way that meant it wasn't. I've spent enough of my life in England to recognise that quiet — assembled by people who have shared a postcode for generations and conduct entire conversations in the angle of a nod.

      My name is Maren Quillan. I'm a forensic botanist, which means I identify plants in situations where plants have no business being: crime scenes, insurance disputes, the occasional diplomatic incident involving someone's prize-winning greenhouse. I'm good at it. I'm also, at present, freelance — which is a word that sounds better than it is, particularly in January, when the heating bill arrives and the phone doesn't ring.

      The phone had rung three days ago. Dr. Ashia Pavagi, assistant coroner for the county, very precise and very brief: a man named Desmond Farr had died at Ashmore Estate, outside Greywater, on the fourteenth of December. Apparent cause: acute anaphylactic response. Unusual circumstance: no known allergies, no identified allergen, and a compound in the toxicology report that the lab couldn't place. They'd been given my name by someone at Kew. Three weeks, extendable. The fee was fair.

      I had said yes before she'd finished the sentence, which I was choosing to read as professional efficiency rather than the more accurate interpretation: that my bank account had recently begun to echo.

      I turned off the engine.

      

      The Anchor smelled of wood smoke and something frying, which I was prepared to forgive. The interior was the kind that happens when a pub is genuinely old and has been maintained rather than renovated: low ceiling, flagged floor worn smooth in the paths that mattered, a bar that had seen some decades. A fire in the inglenook that was doing actual work rather than being decorative. Three men at the far end of the bar who looked at me and then looked at their pints with the coordinated precision of people who'd had practice.

      The landlord materialised from somewhere behind the bar. Broad, sixties, the sort of face that had started out pleasant and become interesting through decades of listening to people.

      "You'll be the botanist," he said.

      "Maren Quillan." I put out my hand. "And you are⁠—"

      "Graham. Graham Hatch." He shook it. Firm, brief, the handshake of someone who considers the formality done. "Room's ready. Wi-Fi's anchor1974, breakfast seven to nine, not negotiable on the nine — I've got a delivery." He set a key on the bar. The fob was brass, large as a flattened egg, engraved with a room number worn nearly invisible.

      "Thank you." I picked it up. Then, because I find it's better to establish early: "I'll probably be keeping odd hours. In and out. I won't need much."

      "That's fine." He was already half-turned back to whatever he'd been doing. Then he stopped. "You're here about Desmond Farr."

      It wasn't a question.

      "I'm here for the coroner's office," I said. "Botanical analysis."

      He made a sound that meant he understood the distinction I was drawing and found it accurate rather than evasive. "Right." A pause. "He drank here. Farr. Most evenings, when he was up at the house."

      I waited. This is a technique I've found reliable: people who have started a sentence they didn't plan to finish will usually finish it if you don't provide an exit.

      Graham looked at the fire. "He was a man who knew a great deal about what things were worth," he said finally. "Professionally speaking. Less use at working out whether something was worth having."

      The three men at the end of the bar had resumed their conversation, or were performing the resumption of it.

      "Was he well-liked?" I asked.

      "He was known," Graham said, which was a precise and sufficient answer. "Room's up the stairs, turn right, end of the corridor. There's extra blankets in the wardrobe."

      He went back to whatever he'd been doing. I took the key.

      My room was on the first floor: a single window overlooking the car park and, beyond it, the estuary. A bed that was actually comfortable. A desk large enough to work on, which Graham seemed to consider unremarkable and I considered a minor miracle. I'd stayed in worse places for considerably better money.

      I unpacked my kit in the order I always do, which is also the order of what I'd be most upset to discover missing: sample collection bags, both sterile and standard. Field notebooks, waterproof cover, three of them. The portable spectrometer — technically too expensive to be carried in a backpack across muddy English fields, but the alternative is leaving it in the car where it will be either stolen or damaged by the cold, so the backpack it is. Forceps, slides, fixative. My laminated reference sheets for common British toxic plants, which I tell myself I don't need to look at and look at constantly, usually at two in the morning when something from a sample is bothering me.

      Then my clothes, which took about a third of the time.

      Then the contract file.

      Desmond Farr. Sixty-three. Antiques dealer and occasional estate appraiser, Cheltenham address, found by the estate's groundskeeper at approximately eight in the morning on the fifteenth of December, in the walled garden of Ashmore Estate. Contracted by the owner — a Mr. Lucien Mór — to catalogue the house's contents. Present in the village for approximately six weeks at time of death. His niece, one Isabel Farr, had arrived with him and remained following his death.

      There was a photograph — standard documentation, from his Cheltenham business website before it was quietly taken down. Farr had the face of a man who knew things about furniture that other people didn't and had made a career of that knowledge in the way that involves being charming in a room until the moment it's more useful not to be. He looked prosperous. He looked like a man who collected things, which was professionally accurate and perhaps personally so as well.

      I've learned to read contract files the way I read sample slides — looking for what's present, but also for what's notable by its absence. What was absent here was any suggestion that Greywater was sad about Desmond Farr. The coroner's notes mentioned the groundskeeper who'd found him, the police response, the niece's formal identification. No mention of community grief, no vigil, no flowers at the gate. The village had received the news and filed it, which told me something about Desmond Farr and something about Greywater, and possibly something about the gap between the two.

      The estate owner, Lucien Mór, appeared twice in the documents: once as the party who had contracted Farr, and once in a brief police note confirming he had been away overnight on the night of the fourteenth and had returned to find the groundskeeper had already called emergency services. The police note was two sentences. No follow-up questions recorded.

      I sat with that for a moment.

      When a property owner is absent the night a death occurs on his land and the police note is two sentences with no follow-up, one of two things is true: the owner is either above suspicion or below notice. Both were interesting. Neither was, on its own, significant. But I noted it.

      The toxicology report was attached as a PDF. I read it twice. The compound that had flagged in Farr's bloodwork was an unusual alkaloid — structurally related to several known botanical toxins, but not identical to any of them. The lab noted it was consistent with plant-derived material. They had not been able to identify the specific plant.

      That was unusual. Forensic labs flag botanical unknowns rarely — their databases are extensive, and when something slips through it tends to mean a synthetic compound, an atypical concentration of something known, or a plant source that exists at the edges of what gets formally catalogued. I had my own thoughts about the third category.

      I closed the laptop and stood at the window. The car park was empty. Beyond the estuary, the light was going — that English winter light that doesn't so much set as simply drain away, like water through sand. In ten minutes it would be full dark.

      I had time for a walk.

      

      Greywater in the early evening rewarded attention. Not because it was remarkable — it wasn't, particularly — but because it had the unremarkableness of a place assembled too carefully to be accidental.

      The square first: the war memorial, names worn soft by weather. A bench that no one was sitting on, because January. The churchyard behind its iron gate, the older stones tilted at angles that suggested the ground had been trying to make a point for several centuries. I stopped at the gate out of the habit that comes from working in places where dead things are informative, read a few names, noted that several of them were repeated across generations with the small variations of a community that had been marrying its neighbours for a very long time. Hatch appeared twice — Graham's family, presumably, or someone else's. Ash, repeated often enough to suggest either remarkable longevity or an ancestor with ambitions. Mór was not there, which I filed without knowing why.

      The Thorn and Cup was lit from within, warm yellow light through the steamed-up glass of the front window, and something baking — pastry, probably, something with butter — drifting through the closed door into the cold. I noted it for the morning. Any village café that's been operating long enough to steam up its own windows by five in the afternoon is worth having breakfast in.

      There was a post office that also sold hardware and, based on the window display, wellingtons. A small knot of teenagers standing by the war memorial in the specific posture of people who are bored but consider leaving an admission of defeat. Two older men talking outside the pub with the settled ease of people who have been having the same conversation for years and find it reliable. As I passed them, one said something that contained the word estate and the other made a sound that wasn't agreement or disagreement but was a very English version of both, and then they both went quiet until I was past.

      I walked the full perimeter of the village square and one street beyond it. Stone cottages, window boxes empty in the cold, a cat on a wall that watched me with the suspicion cats reserve for people carrying bags. The river smell was everywhere — tidal, mineral, the specific cold-water scent of an estuary in January that I associated with fieldwork and early mornings and samples taken in temperatures that made the forceps difficult to hold.

      No one spoke to me. This was information. I was new. They knew I was new. They'd wait to see whether I was worth speaking to — or whether, like Desmond Farr, I was a newcomer Greywater would absorb for a while and then quietly return to the file.

      I followed the main road out of the village past the last houses, where the lane narrowed and the hedgerows closed in on both sides — hedgerows that had been there long enough to have opinions. The estuary was on my left, a flat grey gleam between the winter grasses, the far bank invisible in the failing light. The smell of cold water and mud, reed beds, the mineral edge of tidal land that I've always found clarifying in the way that cold and specific smells are clarifying. My breath visible in front of me. My boots loud on the tarmac in the quiet.

      I think better when I walk. It's not a particularly original trait — most people who work analytically do — but I've learned to trust it. By the time I'd reached the end of the village proper, I'd already begun re-reading the contract file in my head, rearranging what I knew into categories: established, probable, uncertain, unknown. The compound was unknown. The plant was unknown. The mechanism — how a man with no recorded allergies died of anaphylaxis from an unidentified botanical source in a walled English garden in December — was unknown.

      What was established: something had killed Desmond Farr. What was probable: that something had come from the ground. What was uncertain: whether it had got there by accident, by intention, or by some third category I didn't yet have a name for.

      To my right the land rose gradually toward what the map called Ashmore Ridge.

      The lane curved, and I stopped.

      The estate was set back from the road by two hundred metres of what had once been formal grounds and was now something more considered — tall trees, bare in the January cold, arranged in a way that was either deliberate design or decades of selective management that amounted to the same thing. A stone wall, old, repaired in places with newer stone that hadn't quite weathered to match. And behind it, the dark shape of the house.

      Georgian, I thought — or thereabouts. A house that had been there so long it had stopped being a building and had become a fact of the landscape, like the ridge behind it and the estuary below. There were lights on in two of the upstairs windows. Pale and steady, light that doesn't need to be seen.

      I wasn't looking at the house.

      At the garden's centre — past the wall, between the bare winter trees — something caught the last of the light. Victorian glasshouse: cast iron frame, four ridged spans, perhaps forty feet long. Larger than it had any right to be from this distance, or perhaps the eye was trying to account for something beyond its physical dimensions. Facing west, which was deliberate; it would catch the afternoon sun, hold it through the short days.

      The glass was filmed with something. Not steam, not condensation. Something more opaque, more even, that turned the interior light — and there was a light, faint and greenish, from somewhere within — into a soft diffused glow rather than a point source.

      Things growing, I thought, with the involuntary precision of a professional reflex. Something's alive in there.

      In January. In this light. At this temperature.

      I stood on the lane for what was probably longer than I intended, hands in my pockets, cold settling into the back of my collar. A bird called from somewhere in the estate's trees — once, then silence. The greenhouse glowed softly in the dusk, indifferent to the season, indifferent to me.

      Then I went back to The Anchor and ate Graham's fish pie, which was excellent — properly made, with a pastry top that shattered rather than compressed — and read the toxicology report one more time before I went to bed.

      I didn't dream about the greenhouse.

      I thought about it instead, which is different, and considerably harder to stop.
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      The Thorn and Cup opened at seven-thirty, which I knew because I'd been standing outside it at seven twenty-five, hands around my travel mug, watching my own breath and the lights coming on inside through the steamed glass.

      The woman who unlocked the door was short, broad, silver-haired, and regarded me with the specific expression of someone who had been expecting me but was reserving judgment.

      "You'll be the botanist," she said. The second person in Greywater to say this. I was beginning to understand it as a category rather than an introduction.

      "Maren Quillan."

      "Petra Ash." She stood back from the door. "Come in before you let the cold in with you."

      The interior of The Thorn and Cup was the kind that happens when a café is also a place people actually live their lives: mismatched chairs, all of them comfortable. A counter with a glass case containing things that had been baked this morning — I could tell by the smell, which was butter and something with cardamom in it. A noticeboard layered with announcements in different fonts and degrees of urgency: a lost cat (ginger, answers to Pip, reward), a planning notice for something on the western edge of the village, a poster for a talk at the village hall that had happened six months ago and hadn't been taken down. A shelf of paperbacks for swapping, spines broken at different angles depending on how many times they'd been read.

      Petra brought me coffee without asking. It was excellent — properly made, properly hot, in a mug that had some weight to it. I wrapped both hands around it and felt my core temperature adjust its opinion of the morning.

      "Pastry?" she said. "I've got cheese twists and something with apricot."

      "Cheese twist, please."

      She brought it, then took the stool behind the counter and folded her hands on the surface in the manner of someone who has learned to be comfortable with silence and uses it to let other people fill it. I recognised the technique. I use it myself.

      "I imagine you know why I'm here," I said.

      "Desmond Farr." She said it without particular inflection. "Yes."

      "What was he like?"

      She considered this with more care than the question usually gets. "He was the sort of man who could tell you the provenance of a piece of furniture to within twenty years and three counties," she said. "In a room full of things worth knowing about, he always knew which ones those were." A pause. "He was less reliable at knowing which people those were."

      "He rubbed people up the wrong way?"

      "He rubbed some people up the wrong way," Petra said, with the precision of someone who finds inaccuracy more troubling than bluntness. "Others he charmed perfectly well. He knew which was which and he managed it accordingly. That's not the same as rubbing people up the wrong way. That's calculation."

      I ate some of the cheese twist, which was as good as the coffee. "And Ashmore? How did people feel about him being up there?"

      Petra's silence shifted by a degree I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been paying attention. "People in Greywater have a particular relationship with Ashmore Estate," she said. "It's been there as long as the village has. Longer, some would say." She reached under the counter and produced a cloth, which she applied to a section of counter that was already clean. "The estate has always had someone in it. There's always been an arrangement."

      "What sort of arrangement?"

      "The sort that doesn't need to be written down because everyone understands it."

      I filed that. In my experience, arrangements that don't need to be written down are either very healthy or very old, and the two are not always the same thing. "And Lucien Mór?" I said. "Where does he fit into the arrangement?"

      Petra set down her cloth. She looked at me steadily for a moment with pale grey eyes that had seen a considerable amount and chosen what to retain. "Lucien Mór," she said, "is someone you should form your own opinion of." She said it without evasion, as a complete thought. "He's private. He's been here a long time. He runs the estate properly and he doesn't interfere with the village and the village returns the courtesy." A pause that had weight to it. "He's not what people sometimes assume he is, when they come here not knowing."

      "What do people assume?"

      "That the house explains the man." She picked up the cloth again. "It rarely does."

      The café was beginning to fill. A woman came in with a toddler on her hip and exchanged a look with Petra that contained a full conversation. Two men in work gear took the table by the window and received their order — the same order, I gathered — without appearing to place it. The village running on its own frequency, its own shorthand. I sat in the middle of it like something dropped from outside, which was accurate, and watched.

      There is a particular skill in interviewing people who are more intelligent than the situation requires them to be. Petra Ash was clearly this. She had answered every question I'd asked with complete honesty, as far as I could tell, while also answering a slightly different version of each question — one that told me what she'd decided I needed to know rather than what I'd asked for. This is not evasion. It's editorial judgment, which is more useful and considerably harder to navigate.

      I tried a different approach. "Did Farr ever talk about his work at the estate? In here, I mean. While he was having his coffee."

      Petra's expression shifted fractionally toward something that might have been amusement. "Desmond Farr talked about his work the way some men talk about their golf handicap," she said. "Continuously and to whoever was nearest." She straightened a sugar bowl. "He was very interested in the contents of the house
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