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Prologue
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The bees knew before she did.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne Vale stood at the edge of the West Field at dawn, her boots damp with dew, her apron smudged with propolis and pollen. The air hummed—not with sound alone, but with presence. A thousand wings, a thousand lives moving as one mind. She didn’t need to open the hive to know something was wrong.
––––––––
[image: ]

She knelt and lifted the lid of Hive Seven—the strongest colony, the one her mother had started the spring before she died. Inside, the comb was sparse. The brood pattern is patchy. And the queen? Missing.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne’s stomach dropped.
––––––––
[image: ]

It wasn’t the first hive to fail this season. But it was the last she could afford to lose.
––––––––
[image: ]

She sat back on her heels, the chill of the earth seeping through her skirts, and closed her eyes. She didn’t pray. Her mother had taught her better. “Bees don’t answer to heaven,” she’d said. “They answer to care.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And Marianne had cared. Fed them sugar syrup in the lean months. Shifted the hives to catch the sun. Sung to them in the old way—soft, low, the bee-charming songs passed down from grandmother to mother to daughter. Songs no man had ever written down, because no man had ever listened.
––––––––
[image: ]

Now, silence.
––––––––
[image: ]

A breeze stirred the meadow grass, carrying the scent of wild thyme and clover—the very flowers that should have filled the hives with gold. But the bees were listless. Disoriented. As if they, too, had lost their way.
––––––––
[image: ]

She thought of her father, coughing in the cottage, his hands too weak now to lift a frame. Of the rent due to the squire’s agent in two weeks. Of the whispers in the village since the new woman arrived—tall, sharp-eyed, asking too many questions about “local dialect.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne hadn’t spoken to her. Didn’t trust city folk with their ink-stained fingers and their tidy notebooks. But she’d seen her walking the lanes at dusk, head bent, writing in that black-bound book like the world could be tamed with words.
––––––––
[image: ]

Words hadn’t saved her mother.
Words wouldn’t fill the hives.
––––––––
[image: ]

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small twist of cloth. Inside: a single dried bee-balm leaf, pressed flat, brittle with time. Her mother’s last remedy for a failing hive. “Place it in the entrance,” she’d whispered on her deathbed. “And sing the queen home.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne tucked the leaf into the hive’s narrow opening. Then she leaned close, her lips nearly brushing the wood, and began to hum.
––––––––
[image: ]

It wasn’t a song for men. No grand melody, no rhyme. Just a low, wordless thrum—like the sound a hive makes on a warm afternoon, full and content. A sound of belonging.
––––––––
[image: ]

She sang until her throat ached.
Until the wind stilled.
Until one bee—just one—rose from the hive and circled her head, as if remembering.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t know if it was enough.
––––––––
[image: ]

But as she walked back to the cottage, the first pale light of morning gilding the fields, she felt it again: that quiet, familiar loneliness. Not for company. But for someone who would understand that a failing hive wasn’t just loss—it was grief. And that some hearts, like queens, were meant to be followed.
––––––––
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She didn’t see the figure watching from the hedgerow—notebook closed, eyes wide, as if she’d just heard a language no one had known still existed.
––––––––
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But the bees did.
––––––––
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And they hummed on.
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Chapter 1
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The new woman arrived on a Tuesday, just after the rain.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne saw her from the hayloft window—tall, straight-backed, dressed in a serviceable grey coat that had seen better days, her boots dusty from the road. She carried a single valise and a leather satchel that bulged with papers. A scholar’s bag, Marianne thought. Full of questions no one here wanted to answer.
––––––––
[image: ]

She watched as the woman paused at the gate to Ashcombe Cottage, her eyes scanning the overgrown garden, the sagging beehives, and the smoke curling from the chimney. Not with pity, Marianne noted—that would have been easier to bear—but with something sharper. Curiosity. Assessment. As though she were already composing a sentence in her head.
––––––––
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Marianne ducked back from the window before she could be seen.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t want a lodger.
––––––––
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But the rent was due.
––––––––
[image: ]

And her father’s cough had worsened in the damp.
––––––––
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So when the knock came at the door, she wiped her hands on her apron, smoothed her hair, and opened it with her best approximation of politeness.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Miss Vale?” the woman asked. Her voice was low and clear, with the faintest trace of Cambridge in her vowels—precise, but not showy.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Marianne.” She didn’t offer her hand. “You’re the linguist.”
––––––––
[image: ]

A flicker of amusement crossed the woman’s face. “Dr. Eliza Croft. Though ‘linguist’ is rather grand for someone cataloguing folk idioms in Sussex.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne stepped aside. “The room’s upstairs. Back facing. You’ll hear the bees, but not the road.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Perfect,” Eliza said, as though it truly were.
––––––––
[image: ]

She followed Marianne through the narrow hall, her steps quiet, her eyes taking in everything—the clay jars of honey on the shelf, the dried lavender bundles hanging from the rafters, and the small piano in the back parlor, its fallboard closed tight.
––––––––
[image: ]

“My father plays,” Marianne said, before she could stop herself. “Not lately. But he used to.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza paused. “Music and language are cousins, aren’t they? Both shaped by breath, by silence, by what’s left unsaid.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne didn’t answer. She led her up the stairs to the small attic room—whitewashed walls, a narrow bed, a washstand, and a window that overlooked the apiary.
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s simple,” she said.
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s honest,” Eliza replied, setting her valise down. “And honesty is rare.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne studied her then—really looked. Eliza Croft was older than she’d first appeared, her face marked by lines of thought rather than time, her dark hair pulled back in a practical knot, her eyes a startling shade of grey-green, like sea glass. There was weariness in her posture, but not defeat.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’ll take your meals with us,” Marianne said, more of a statement than an offer. “Supper at six. Breakfast at seven. No one here for tea.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Understood.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne turned to go, but Eliza spoke again.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Your hives are failing.”
––––––––
[image: ]

It wasn’t a question.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne stiffened. “They’re adjusting.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“I’ve read about Sussex beekeeping. The heather bloom was poor this year. And the wet spring...” Eliza’s voice softened. “It’s not your fault.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne’s throat tightened. No one had said that—not the squire’s agent, not the grocer who’d raised his prices, not even the vicar, who’d suggested “more prayer and less pride” might restore God’s favor.
––––––––
[image: ]

She looked away. “You don’t know anything about my hives.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“I know they’re silent,” Eliza said gently. “And silence in a colony is never good.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne left without another word.
––––––––
[image: ]

She spent the afternoon mending frames, her fingers moving automatically while her mind churned.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t like that Eliza Croft saw so much. Didn’t like that she’d noticed the hives before even setting down her bag. Didn’t like the way her voice had softened when she said, “It’s not your fault,” as though she understood loss.
––––––––
[image: ]

Worse, she didn’t like the flicker of hope that had sparked in her chest at those words.
––––––––
[image: ]

Hope was dangerous. It made you careless.
––––––––
[image: ]

At supper, her father sat propped in his chair, his color better than it had been in weeks. Eliza joined them, her manners impeccable—she complimented the stew, asked after his health, and spoke little of herself.
––––––––
[image: ]

But Marianne watched her.
––––––––
[image: ]

Watched how her fingers traced the rim of her cup when her father mentioned the old songs. Watched how her eyes lit up when he hummed a fragment of a bee-charming tune—just three notes, cracked with age, but clear as dawn.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Is that from a broader tradition?” Eliza asked, her voice carefully neutral. “Or unique to this region?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne’s father chuckled. “Women’s nonsense, mostly. My wife knew dozens. Said the bees wouldn’t thrive unless you sang to ’em proper.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza’s pen was already out, poised over her notebook. “Would you be willing to share more?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne stood abruptly. “He’s tired.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Her father gave her a look—mild, but firm. “It’s alright, Marianne.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And so, haltingly, he sang another fragment—about a queen who flies to find her true home and the workers who follow, not out of duty, but love.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza wrote it down in swift, elegant script.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne cleared the plates with trembling hands.
––––––––
[image: ]

Later, as she washed up in the scullery, Eliza appeared in the doorway.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I didn’t mean to intrude,” she said.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You didn’t.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Silence.
––––––––
[image: ]

Then: “Your mother taught him those songs?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne nodded, not turning.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Do you know them too?”
––––––––
[image: ]

The question hung between them, simple and enormous.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne turned then, drying her hands on her apron. “Knowing isn’t the same as singing.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza studied her. “Why not?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Because some songs lose their power when spoken out loud.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza stepped closer. “Or maybe they gain it.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne’s breath caught.
––––––––
[image: ]

She wanted to tell her to leave. To pack her notebooks and return to her world of libraries and lectures, where women’s voices were preserved in glass cases, not lived in fields and hives.
––––––––
[image: ]

But instead, she said, “You’ll be here a month?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Six weeks. If that’s acceptable.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s not about acceptability. It’s about rent.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza smiled faintly. “Then consider it paid.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned to go, then paused. “For what it’s worth... I believe the bees listen.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And she left, her boots silent on the stone floor.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne stood in the scullery long after she’d gone, the scent of soap and woodsmoke around her, the echo of her father’s voice in her ears.
––––––––
[image: ]

She thought of the empty hive.
Of the dried bee-balm leaf.
Of the wordless hum she’d offered at dawn.
––––––––
[image: ]

And for the first time in months, she didn’t feel entirely alone.
––––––––
[image: ]

That night, she went to the apiary.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t sing.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she stood very still, listening.
––––––––
[image: ]

And from Hive Three—the weakest of all—came the faintest buzz.
––––––––
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Not strong. Not whole.
––––––––
[image: ]

But present.
––––––––
[image: ]

As if something, somewhere, had answered.
––––––––
[image: ]

Upstairs, a window opened.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne didn’t look up.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she knew Eliza Croft was watching.
––––––––
[image: ]

And for reasons she couldn’t name, she didn’t mind.
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Chapter 2
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Eliza Croft kept to herself the next morning, as promised.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne saw her only once—through the kitchen window—as she walked the perimeter of the apiary, her notebook open, her pencil moving swiftly across the page. She didn’t approach the hives. Didn’t touch them. Just observed, as though giving the bees time to accept her presence.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne watched from the scullery, kneading bread dough with more force than necessary.
––––––––
[image: ]

She told herself it was good she kept her distance. Safe.
––––––––
[image: ]

But part of her—a small, stubborn part—wished she’d come closer.
––––––––
[image: ]

By midday, the sky clouded over, and the air grew heavy with the promise of rain. Marianne was in the garden, harvesting thyme and sage for drying, when Eliza appeared at the gate, her coat buttoned against the wind.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I’ve finished my notes,” she said, holding up a sheaf of papers. “If you’d allow me, I’d like to begin transcribing your father’s songs properly. With his permission, of course.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne wiped her hands on her apron. “He’s resting.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Then perhaps you could help me instead.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne froze. “I don’t know the full songs.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“But you know fragments. And you understand what they mean.” Eliza’s gaze was steady, not demanding, but open. “I’m not here to steal your heritage, Marianne. I’m here to preserve it. Before it’s lost.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The words struck deeper than Marianne expected.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her mother’s songs were fading. Fewer women sang them now. The younger girls rolled their eyes at “old wives’ nonsense.” Even the beekeepers’ wives had stopped humming to their hives, calling it “silly” or “wasteful.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And yet, when the hives failed, they still came to her, whispering, “Did your mother ever sing for blight?”
––––––––
[image: ]

She looked at Eliza—really looked. Saw not a scholar hunting curiosities, but a woman with shadows under her eyes, as though she, too, had lost something worth keeping.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Why do you care?” Marianne asked quietly.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza hesitated. Then: “Because once, someone tried to erase my voice. And the only thing that saved me was finding others who’d been silenced too.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The admission hung between them, raw and unexpected.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne studied her face—the tightness around her eyes, the way her fingers curled around the papers as though they were a lifeline.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’re not just studying songs,” she said slowly. “You’re looking for something else.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eliza met her gaze. “I’m looking for proof that women have always spoken their truth—even when the world refused to listen.”
––––––––
[image: ]

A gust of wind stirred the lavender at their feet, releasing its sharp, clean scent.
––––––––
[image: ]

Marianne took a breath. “Come inside. But not a word to my father yet. He tires easily.”
The back parlor smelled of beeswax and dried herbs. Marianne lit the lamp, then sat at the small table, her hands folded. Eliza took the chair opposite, her posture attentive but not intrusive.
––––––––
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“Start with the bee-charming songs,” Eliza said softly
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