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For all the women of the world.

May you have pockets, and may they be always full of secrets and sedition.

We persist.
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Prologue
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Change was coming. The air ached, bruised with the threat of it. Peregrine Dark turned her face to the wind and sighed. She hated change.
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Chapter 1
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Harry Redwood stared at the map of the town, wondering how on earth he could have done something so unutterably stupid. He hadn’t been in a particularly stable frame of mind when he’d stuck a pin in a map and got on the next train and then bus into the middle of nowhere, but it had seemed like a good idea at the time. Anywhere that wasn’t London, with its sharp suits and judging eyes and murder-of-crows media crowding his every waking second, had seemed like a good idea.

Until he arrived in Bishop’s Pippleton, anyway, this quaint little town with its honest-to-God village green that even had a duck pond in it. He hadn’t even bothered to check if there was a hotel or B&B in the area and now night was falling, the temperature was plummeting and the map before him was as helpful as a fart in a storm. He pulled out his phone to search for an Airb’n’b, but the signal was weird, intermittently failing, and he couldn’t get his home screen to load up, never mind an actual website. He’d tumbled out of one nightmare right into another.

“You look like a young man in need of assistance.” The voice sounded far too gleeful about this fact for his liking, but nevertheless he pasted a smile on his lips and turned around. The smile became genuine when he saw who had spoken. A tiny old woman, who must have barely squeaked over four feet tall, was standing there in a bright pink and yellow striped coat, a migraine-inducing lime green hat crammed on her head and the sparkliest fire in her watery old eyes. “Are you lost?” she asked and Harry choked back a bitter laugh. He’d been lost for the last two years. He just hadn’t known it.

“Is there anywhere I can stay around here?” he asked and she nodded.

“Certainly. Most of the local places are closed at this time of year, but I know the Dark House takes guests all year round. Come with me and I’ll take you to Kestrel.” Without waiting for confirmation, she tucked her hand through his arm and steered him towards the street. “So what brings you to Bishops Pippleton?” she asked conversationally as they walked.

“I just needed a break from the city.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was a truth. He’d desperately needed to get away from the smoke and the heartache.

“Come on, boy.” The tiny lace clad fingers tapped his forearm. “I need enough gossip about you to rule over the stitch’n’bitch for at least an hour. You’re going to have to give me more than that. What’s your name? I’ll never live it down if Brenda hears there’s a handsome new man in town and I didn’t get all the tea.”

Being gossiped about by a group of old women couldn’t be any worse than what he’d faced back home and a smile touched his lips, despite himself. “I’m Harry,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“My friends call me Esme. You’ll be my friend, won’t you, Harry?”

“How could I say no to such a beautiful lady?” Coming from anyone else, her request would have sounded creepy, but from her it was charming and he couldn’t help but fall for it.

“Well then, start at the beginning, young man. Where are you from?”

They talked all the way to the window of a café called ‘Kestrel’s Klatch’ that spilled a warm, syrupy glow out onto the snow in the street.

“This is Kestrel’s place.” Esme’s smile was bright with joy. “Best café in town!”

“May I buy you a drink?” Harry offered, strangely reluctant to let his new friend walk away into the cold. She might be four times his age, but she was certainly entertaining and he was grateful for having been rescued from the bus stop.

“Throw in a cake as well and you’ll have my undying love for eternity,” she cackled and Harry couldn’t help but chuckle. 

“Come on then.” He pushed open the door to the café and froze as the fragrant warmth swarmed him, overwhelming his senses. The sweet scent of spices and baking and freshly brewed coffee combined in a staggering emotional punch to his solar plexus. The café felt like home.

Esme had been watching him shrewdly and nodded to herself as she shuffled past him. “You’re meant to be here, Harry. The café always knows.”

The café always knows? It was such an absurd statement that it jolted Harry out of his stupor and he followed Esme in, wondering if she really thought that the café was a sentient entity. Looking around, he certainly didn’t feel like he belonged. It was about as far removed from his life back in London as it was possible to get. Soft browns, taupes and oranges everywhere matched the redolent air and the whole room was abundantly and whimsically decorated for the winter with various hand-carved wooden baubles and knitted items. It should have looked absurd, but it was actually rather charming. He thought about his apartment back home, with its abandoned minimalist Christmas tree, and clean, neat lines in masculine greys and whites, and had a peculiar moment of dissociation from his life. That wasn’t really him either.

He’d been raised in a home full of joy and he couldn’t pinpoint the moment at which it had all gone wrong.

The café was crowded and he was alone with his thoughts for several moments as they waited in line at the counter, but finally it was their turn and Esme stepped up, not so subtly elbowing him in the side to get his attention.

“Hi, Esme!” The woman behind the counter was beautiful in that wholesome girl-next-door kind of way and Harry couldn’t help but notice that she was the absolute soul of the café. Hair the warm, rich, deep colour of conkers shimmered under the lights, curling wildly out of her attempts to contain it with a wrapped scarf. Her skin was the luminous golden colour of an Indian summer’s early evening. Her eyes were a deep, soft peat, flecked with gold and chocolate, and she’d highlighted them with her choice of clothing, all in shades of russet and brown. She was autumn come to life and, despite the wintry decorations, he could sense that the autumn was when the place truly shone.

“Hi, Kestrel.” Esme’s grin was wide and full of excitement as she leaned across the counter to accept the proffered kiss on her wrinkled cheek. “This is my friend Harry. He’s new in town.”

“Nice to meet you, Harry.” Kestrel turned her dark eyes on him and for some bizarre reason he felt like weeping.

Swallowing, he forced the emotion down and returned her welcoming smile. “Nice to meet you too.”

“He needs a place to stay,” Esme interjected before he could say anything else and steer the conversation away from her rule. “I told him Dark House was the only place taking guests at this time of year.”

“Of course.” Kestrel scribbled something on her pad of paper and passed it to a waitress. “I’ll call Robin and let her know we’ve got someone coming in. How long will you be staying? Will you be wanting dinner?” 

He hadn’t thought that far ahead, but considering his woeful lack of knowledge of the town, it would indeed be easier to eat where he stayed than it would be to go out and try and find a restaurant somewhere in the snow-laden December night. “Yes, please, and I’m not sure how long I’ll be staying.” How long would it take to fix the hole he’d ripped in the centre of his being? It might be the work of a lifetime. “At least two weeks, maybe longer, if that’s okay?” 

“Manners.” Esme nodded righteously. “I do so love that in a man.”

“None of your matchmaking now, Esme.” Kestrel’s face turned sharp. “I’m serious. You all have to stop interfering.”

“We only want what’s best for you, my dear,” Esme responded, her tone plaintive. “Isn’t he handsome?”

Harry choked and Kestrel swallowed a smile. “Yes he is,” she said gravely, “but you can still let things happen in their own time. Two weeks is fine, Harry, and you can stay longer if you need to.”

His face burning, Harry blurted out the first thing that came to his mind to change the subject. “May we see a menu?”

“Oh, no need.” Kestrel smiled. “Take a seat and someone will bring your order over.”

“But we didn’t-...”

“Come on, Harry.” Esme tugged his arm. “Things happen in a specific way around here. You’ll get used to it.” With a final smile at Kestrel, she tugged the bemused Harry to an empty table and settled herself in with all the grandeur of royalty. Harry could tell, despite his confusion, that she was enjoying herself immensely and couldn’t help but feel a little swept up in her contagious joy. Everything else in his day had gone to pot, but it was still worth it just to experience this moment, swallowed whole out of the cold, December night by the spirit of hygge with this tiny colourful lady as a companion.

Their table had been decorated with a tiny wooden carousel that spun softly as people walked by, caught in the wake of their passing. The delicate figurines were beautiful and he leaned in to get a closer look, mesmerised by the spinning forest scene of a troupe of girls leading deer and rabbits through the trees in an infinite cycle.

“It’s more than a hundred years old,” Esme informed him. “Some of Willow Dark’s finest work. She made most of the pieces in here.”

“Willow Dark?” It was such an unusual name that he had to ask.

“Kestrel’s great-great-um-possibly another great-aunt.” Esme’s nose wrinkled as she frowned. “I get confused. Let me see...there were the trees, then the flowers, then the spices, then the herbs and then this lot. So counting back, that’s...,” she trailed off, her eyes going distant for a moment, “only two greats. Great-great-aunt. I think. Is there such a thing as a grandaunt? Anyway, Dark House was full of her pieces, so when Kestrel opened the coffee shop she started putting them on display here.”

“Risky.” Harry wasn’t sure if he approved. “Don’t people damage them?”

Esme actually looked affronted at the question. “Most certainly not! Generations of the Dark sisters have been greatly respected in this town.”

“I see.” He didn’t see at all, but the feeling of having been deposited in an alternate reality was growing stronger by the moment and there was nothing to do except roll along with it.

Esme was about to say something else when a waitress arrived at their table and placed a cup of thick, steaming golden liquid and a cupcake in front of him, leaving a mug and a tart for Esme too.

“I’m so confused,” he muttered, mostly to himself, but Esme heard.

“In this café you don’t get the cake you want; you get the cake you need,” she told him, sinking her fork into the frangipane and fruit tart before her. 

“I beg your pardon?”

“All the Dark sisters have gifts, but this is Kestrel’s.” She waved her fork to encompass the dishes in front of them. “She takes one look at you and knows exactly the cake you need.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s absurd.” Harry’s good humour had abruptly burnt out and he suddenly felt lost and sad and far from home. All of which happened to be true on one level or another, both literally and figuratively.

“Harry, with the greatest of respect, try the damn cake.” Her eyes were still twinkling so he knew she wasn’t really angry, but nevertheless he obediently picked up his fork and speared off a section of the cupcake.

The moment it touched his taste-buds, the whole world fell away into a moment of silence before the taste and fragrance of pistachio and the lightest kiss of rose water catapulted him straight back into his last good memory of his grandmother before the cancer had taken her. She’d been standing in her kitchen, stirring a pot of syrup for her famous baklava, and he had been sat at the table, troubled over his first big case. The client had been accused of killing his wife and Harry had come under fire from friends and strangers alike for agreeing to defend him.

“Every man deserves the right to a fair trial, Harry,” she had said. “It’s the cornerstone upon which the law is founded. It doesn’t matter whether he did it or not; if you do right by the law, you do right by both the victim and the defendant.” She’d paused in her stirring to turn to him, her eyes shining with fierce pride. “And you must never forget that being prepared to do the right thing, when it’s the most difficult of all the paths your feet could take you on, and when all around you are telling you to turn back, is what makes you a good man.” Her smile softened. “And you are a good man, Harry. Your grandad, rest his soul, would have been so proud.”

The memory faded and Harry opened his eyes, only then realising that his face was wet and people were very carefully not staring at him.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Esme’s smile was as soft as his grandmother’s had been and he swallowed the razor sharp ache it sliced in his throat.

“Not really,” was the honest answer.

“Was it what you needed?” she asked, and he wanted to say no, really wanted to say no, but he couldn’t. In all the hurt and bewilderment and unbelonging of the last week, he had desperately needed that reminder that his family would always love him, no matter what, and that he carried a piece of home with him in his heart, however nebulous, everywhere he went.

“Yes, I think it was.” The admission stunned him, the sense of disassociation with reality strengthening. There was every possibility that it was just coincidence, wishful thinking and some kind of bizarre placebo effect, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Esme was telling the truth.

He ate the rest of his cake in silence as Esme chattered away about the various people in the village that he’d meet, and tried not to let the overwhelming love of his grandmother force him to tears again. By the time he’d mopped up the last few crumbs, he realised that it was fully dark outside and almost closing time. Patrons were queueing at the counter to pay and Esme was dabbing delicately at the corners of her smile with a napkin. He’d been lost in his thoughts for longer than he had realised.

“Well, I think my work here is done.” Esme neatly stacked her mug atop her plate and folded the napkin next to it. “Kestrel will see you to Dark House. I should be on my way.”

“Thank you for everything.” Harry stood up to help her with her coat, experiencing a sharp twinge of relief that his decency may have fled, but he still had his manners ingrained. “It was really lovely to meet you, Esme.”

“Oh I’m sure you’ll see me around,” she replied with an air of happy certainty. “Take care of yourself, Harry. Welcome to the town.”

“Thanks.” He waved her away and sat back down at the table feeling slightly bereft. She’d been such a warm and friendly companion that he’d almost forgotten why he was in Bishop’s Pippleton in the first place. He contemplated the mug, still full of golden liquid, and wondered if that too would take him on a bittersweet trip down memory lane. Eventually he decided he didn’t have the emotional capacity to deal with it if it did and he pushed it away untouched.

“Not to your liking?” Kestrel stopped by his table and he shrugged awkwardly.

“The cake was delicious, but the memory it brought was as painful as it was good. I’m not sure I could handle any more.” He was almost horrified that he’d spoken the truth out loud, but she simply nodded, seeming neither offended nor surprised.

“Fair enough. They’re not for everyone.” Harry reached for his wallet to pay the bill, but she stopped him with a gentle touch. “No need for that, Harry. The first one is always on the house. Consider it a welcome to the town.”

“That’s very kind of you.” Once again he experienced the vertiginous surreality of having ended up in an alternate universe where everyone was actually nice. “I still have to pay for Esme’s-...”

“Don’t worry about that.” She waved away his thanks and efforts to pay. “It’s nothing. Come on – Lauren is going to close up for me so I’ll take you up to the house.”

He dutifully grabbed his coat and duffle bag and followed her to the door. Fat flakes of snow were drifting lazily earthward and Kestrel gazed at the sky with something akin to anxiety on her face. 

“It’s early this year,” Harry remarked, more for the sake of making conversation than out of any real knowledge of the weather in these parts.

“It’s going to be a hard winter.” Shoulders slumping, she returned her gaze to the street. “It’s this way.”

At first they walked in the awkward silence of two strangers, but then something seemed to spark a reminder in Kestrel and she glanced sideways at him. 

“Listen, I’m sorry about earlier – the whole matchmaking thing.”

“It’s okay.” He gave her a commiserating smile. “Happens to me all the time. I know how irritating it is.”

“Still, I hope I didn’t embarrass you.”

“Not at all,” he reassured her. “Honestly, don’t worry about it.”

The silence was more companionable after that, as though a shared frustration at social mores had bridged the gap of unknowing. It wasn’t a long walk to their destination and Harry could smell it on the icy breeze from three streets away, not that he was aware of where the scent was coming from until they came to a stop outside the house.

“This is home.” It was obvious she was trying hard not to stare at his reaction, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from gaping. It was more of a mansion than a house, with a sweeping snow-laden lawn up from the street that showcased a towering stone structure, clearly ancient but well maintained.

“It’s incredible,” he breathed, trying to regain his sense of decorum.

“It’s been in the family for centuries.” Kestrel started up the long path. “Rumour has it that the Dark family has lived here since the seventh century, but Dark House was built in the sixteenth century in the Scottish style and it’s remained in much the same configuration ever since, although the outbuildings change from time to time.”

“And whose are all the plants?” he had to ask, for that was where the incredible scent was coming from. The beds around the house were a riot of herbs and flowers in defiance of winter, as though the snowflakes dared not land there. “I can’t believe all this is still growing.”

At that, Kestrel gave a sly smile. “If you ask the villagers, they’ll tell you that the grounds of Dark House are enchanted or spellbound, but mostly it’s just that Peregrine got our mother’s green thumb. We think it’s maybe that the stone in the walls retains the heat for a long time and protects the plants, but we’re not sure.”

Harry’s thoughts flashed back to Esme telling him that all the Dark sisters had ‘gifts’ and suddenly that conversation took on a whole new meaning. “Peregrine is your sister?” he hazarded a guess and she nodded.

“One of them. I have four, but I’m sure you’ll meet them all over the next few days. We all live here.”

“That takes some guts,” Harry blurted out and then flushed bright red. “I just mean that my brother Nathan and I get on really well and I still think we’d kill each other if we tried to live together.”

“It takes some work.” She looked like she was trying to suppress laughter as she held the gate open for him and he decided not to comment. He could only imagine.
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Peregrine watched them arrive from the kitchen window, her brow creased. She’d been aware they were getting a guest because Robin had been in and out of the door like a Jack-in-a-box since Kestrel had called, but she hadn’t expected someone so young and so...well, to put it bluntly, cute. His clothes, casual as they were, were well made and reeked of money. Men like him did not come to their sleepy little town, most especially not in the dead of winter, so his presence was as suspicious as it was unusual.

The side door banged again and Robin rushed in. “Are they here? I heard the gate.”

Peregrine hid a smile at her sister’s concern. “They just came up the path. Any second now...”

As if on cue, the front door opened and Kestrel bundled in, her cheeks pink with cold and her eyes twinkling. The stranger came in behind her, taking a moment to push the door closed as Hurricane Kestrel divested herself of coat, jumpers, gloves and scarf in every direction. It was a mystery to Peregrine how Kestrel’s kitchen at the café was always neat as a pin, but her belongings at home were scattered chaotically on every level of the house. 

“Guys, this is Harry.” She ushered him further into the kitchen. “Harry, these are my sisters, Peregrine and Robin.”

Robin shook his hand and he murmured vague greetings. 

“Nice to meet you,” Peregrine said politely when it was her turn, realising then why he discomfited her so much. There was simply a void where his shadow should be. On the surface he looked like a normal young man but underneath...underneath he was someone that had lost himself along the way. 

In the slightly awkward silence right before she realised she was staring at him, there was a click and something rolled across the floor, bumping to a halt against Harry’s foot. They all looked down.

“Where did that come from?” Perplexed, Harry bent down and picked up the walnut lying next to his shoe, only then realising that it had tiny gold workings attached to it.

“Is it a new one?” Kestrel craned over his shoulder, trying to see, excitement vibrating through her, but all Peregrine could feel was shock. Why had the house chosen to give this stranger one of her grandmother’s treasures?

“What is it?” Harry appealed to her for assistance, probably because she happened to be the one right in front of him.

“It’s one of my grandmother’s miniature puzzles,” she explained, taking it gently from the proffered palm. “She made them for years and they turn up all over the house.”

“I’ll get the book.” Robin disappeared towards the stairs and Kestrel made an impatient sound.

“How does it work?” she demanded, piqued as ever, and Peregrine didn’t know whether to sigh or smile.

“I have no idea.” She studied the various fixings and wires, but there was no obvious way to open it or button to press to make the internal mechanics come to life. It was definitely a new one – she’d have remembered seeing this before. “Middle period,” she guessed aloud, meaning the several years between when Grandma Ginger had learned the trade and when her hands got too old and unsteady for the really delicate work.

“Let me see.” Kestrel finally pushed around Harry to get a closer look. She’d always loved the miniature puzzles and had several on display in her sitting room. “Is it a walnut?”

“Looks like it.” Peregrine turned it over to show Kestrel the other side.

“Is there a number?” Robin returned with the book she’d retrieved and handed over a magnifying glass that had been attached to the inside of the book. Peregrine studied the surface of the walnut with it, looking for the tell-tale number that had always been included somewhere in the puzzle.

“Thirty-four,” she said eventually, spotting tiny golden numbers painted in a carved section of the shell, and Robin flicked through the book.

“1989.” She grabbed a pen and wrote a quick description next to the entry, along with the date it had been found. They’d always wondered why Ginger had just written dates and numbers instead of descriptions, but it certainly made it more enjoyable to find them. Each puzzle was a whole new discovery.

Harry stood there awkwardly, all but forgotten as they peered at the tiny treasure through the magnifying glass, trying to figure out how it worked and taking what seemed like a thousand photos. It wasn’t until Kestrel stepped back and bumped into him that the ladies realised their rudeness.

“I’m sorry.” Peregrine reluctantly held the walnut out to Harry.

“Oh, I saw it,” he said, having caught glimpses of it around Kestrel as she moved.

“It’s yours,” Peregrine told him. “The house gave it to you.”

“I can’t accept a family heirloom.” Of all the things he wanted to say about how a house wasn’t a sentient being and he really didn’t need a confusing walnut, that seemed like the politest response. Honestly, what was it with this village and the people thinking that the buildings made decisions?

“She’s right.” Kestrel forced him to take the trinket, lifting it from Peregrine’s hand and pressing it into his. “The house gave it to you. There must be a reason. The house always knows.”

He was staying in a mad house. Nathan would love this, he thought as Robin finally offered to show him to his suite. It was exactly the kind of wacky and off-the-wall stuff his brother adored. He’d have to send him an email, but he’d never believe it.

To his surprise, Robin led him back outside and down a small path around the side of the house to a cluster of ancient outbuildings that had been converted into self-contained cottages.

“You have a small kitchenette, as you can see, but for a small extra cost you can have breakfast and dinner with us in the main house,” she explained. “Breakfast is at eight; dinner is at seven.”

“Thank you.” He wasn’t much of a cook, so he’d probably eat at the house, however crazy the women were.

“You should have enough logs to keep you going through the night, but if you need any more, the wood pile is out the back – just go out the rear door of the cottage.”

That said, she left him to it and he perused the cosy cottage, almost embarrassed to find that it was lovely after his assumption that they were all crazy. It was tastefully decorated and furnished with beautiful antiques. The bedroom had a massive oak sleigh-style bed that had to have been built in there. There was no way they would have been able to get it through the door, even if they’d taken the door frame out.

Slinging his bag into a chair, he sat on the edge of the bed and waited for the silence to bring his inner demons out to pace, but a cloud of fresh laundry scent billowed up around him, blending with the lemon and wood scent of the room, and as it filled his lungs, he closed his eyes and, for the first time since that terrible day, the silence didn’t scream so loudly.
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When he arrived for dinner just before seven, he was almost expecting something unusual. He just hadn’t expected that it would be so pretty. The lamb he’d smelled roasting earlier was on the table already, glistening with juices and surrounded by heaping piles of vegetables. What made it magical was that the room was lit entirely by flame, as though he’d stepped back in time by more than a hundred years. Oil lamps provided most of the illumination, but he couldn’t smell any paraffin. Overhead, a massive chandelier that he had somehow failed to notice earlier was aflame with dozens of what appeared to be pure beeswax candles. Small matching candelabras at each end of the huge oak table completed the ensemble.

“Harry!” Kestrel welcomed him in, taking his coat and vanishing to the next room with it. He watched her go and then turned his attention back to the flickering lights.

“I’m so sorry, I should have said – we have a no electronics rule at the table.” Robin looked embarrassed and strangely furtive as she interrupted his gawping and Harry frowned. He’d interviewed enough people in his life to know that there was something off about the statement, but at the same time it didn’t feel like a lie. In any event, there was certainly no harm in setting aside his phone. It wasn’t like he was expecting any calls from anyone and there was actually something to be admired about an enforced ban on screens at the table. He dutifully deposited his mobile into the box she held out, but she didn’t shut it immediately, pausing with a meaningful look at his watch. That too? Well, okay, it was weird but whatever. Perhaps their insistence on enjoyment of dinner would be interrupted by worrying about how late it was getting. He was fairly sure they weren’t going to steal it and a brief burst of hilarity tried to surge its way up out of his throat at the thought – it wasn’t like he didn’t know where they lived. He unbuckled his watch and dropped that into the box too. “I’ll just put them next door.” Robin snapped the box closed and took it to a different room.

“I’ve put you next to Perry,” Kestrel said, gesturing to a chair opposite where she was sat. 

“Thanks,” he responded, remembering his manners at last. “This all looks beautiful.” The table was beautifully decorated with a long driftwood branch that held small clumps of living moss and other intricate curiosities in its twists and valleys, interrupted by the odd candle here and there. As with the café, it should have looked bizarre but it really didn’t. There was something pleasing to the eye about the organic nature of it, sat atop the ancient and scarred oak table, crowned with the candelabras at each end. 

“Perry made the centrepiece,” Kestrel informed him as he took a seat and resisted the perennial urge to straighten his cutlery, wondering why British people always felt the need to straighten perfectly straight cutlery, and then wondering why he had so much of it. 

“It’s beautiful.” He turned to the other sister. “I’ve never seen moss used as decoration before.”

“It’s great for the air quality.” She snapped her mouth shut after the brief statement and he knew, without knowing how, that she wanted to tell him all about the no doubt amazing properties of moss but had been beaten down by life into thinking that gushing about plants was boring or weird. 

“How so?” He encouraged her to speak on and gave her his undivided attention in the hope it would demonstrate he genuinely wanted to know.

“It actively reduces pollutants.” She paused, uncertain, and he nodded, waiting for more. “It works in two ways; firstly, any soluble pollutants or gases are absorbed by the moss and recycled into non-harmful products through biofiltration. Secondly, mosses are colonised by bacteria that break down organics, so they can actively reduce airborne dust. In larger amounts than this, they’re also really good at regulating humidity inside – if the humidity is low they’ll release moisture and if it’s high they’ll absorb it. There’s been some scientific evidence that viruses like flu will spread faster in low humidity environments, so having a moss wall or a moss display to regulate and stabilise moisture levels in the air make for a healthier environment, especially combined with their air filtration abilities.”

“That’s amazing.” Harry was genuinely surprised. “How much would you need to get all those benefits?”

“Well that’s the other awesome thing about moss;” Peregrine was warming to the subject now that she had an appreciative audience, “it will happily grow on the horizontal or vertical without much encouragement. A large one by two metre picture box would easily improve the air in a standard domestic room, but for larger environments like offices or schools, I’d recommend a wall.”

“A whole wall of moss?” He tried to imagine it. “That would be awesome, but I don’t suppose you see many of them.”

“You’d be surprised.” She shrugged. “There are a lot of forward thinking companies out there that think it’s a great way to demonstrate commitment to employee welfare and the environment without, literally, costing the earth. Moss can be foraged sustainably, so if you really want to go the extra mile, it can bring down your carbon footprint considerably.”

“Plus it saves on having to buy that awful generic fractal art to decorate everything with,” Robin added with a wry grin, returning without the box. “Is everything switched off?” The sisters craned their necks, looking at the oven and other kitchen gadgets.

“I think so,” Kestrel replied and Robin smiled.

“I’ll go let Flo know it’s safe to come in.” She vanished out of the side door of the kitchen and Harry turned to Kestrel.

“Flo?”

“One of my other sisters,” she explained. “We all call her Flo because her real name is Nightingale.”

“The rest of us dodged a bullet on that one,” a wry voice added in and Harry turned to see the newcomer, presumably the fifth Dark sister. Kestrel had said she had four sisters. The family resemblance was obvious in her features and colouring, but this sister didn’t have the earthy yet ethereal fae quality that the others did. Her pale pink cashmere jumper and chocolate coloured slacks were pristine and her hair was straightened into a sleek, shiny bob instead of tumbling about wildly like the others’ curls. “I’m Wren; you must be Harry.” She held her hand out and he shook it, hoping belatedly that his palm wasn’t sweaty with the effort of socialising with this many strangers.

“We dodged a lot of bullets where Flo is concerned,” Peregrine muttered and Harry wanted to ask about it, but then the side door opened again and Robin reappeared with the fifth and final Dark sister in tow.

“Harry, this is Flo,” she introduced them and Harry rose to his feet to shake her hand.

“Nice to meet you,” he smiled.

“You too. Welcome to Dark House, Harry.” She was definitely a Dark. There was no way to mistake it. Easily older than the others, she seemed to have distilled the essence of everything Dark and manifested it in person. Her skin was luminous, moonlight under candlelight, and her hair was a wild chestnut halo that flashed with glimmers of gold and copper in the dancing flames. He couldn’t have told you for love nor money what colour her eyes were, but it was irrelevant in comparison to the ageless and timeless quality of them, a glance at sepia-toned generations contained in one old soul. She, like Kestrel, was dressed in shades of red and brown, but Flo’s choices were more diaphanous and otherworldly. At that moment they could have told Harry that she was one of the mythical fae and he would have one hundred percent believed it. 

Ignoring his outstretched hand, she leaned in and greeted him the French way, with a kiss on either cheek, dizzying his senses with the astonishing fragrance of her hair. It was fruity and herbal all at once, with scents that were as familiar as they were elusive to his tongue. He sat down more heavily than intended as he reeled and hoped that no-one noticed as they all took their places around the table.

Once seated, all the sisters turned expectantly to look at Flo and she smiled. “May we never lose our joy in all things. May the sun and rain bless us always in equal measure. May we always know who we are and where we come from. And may we always be grateful for our blessings, both large and small. Today I’m grateful for being able to enjoy what will no doubt be a delicious dinner with my sisters in the home of our ancestors.”

“Today I’m grateful for surprise visitors to teach us new things about the world.” Kestrel gave him a cheeky wink as she spoke up and he tried not to blush.

“Today I’m grateful for fast cars and faster men,” Wren said drily and there was laughter as well as disapproval around the table.

“I’m grateful for our festive plans continuing to go smoothly,” Robin took over and then it was Peregrine’s turn.

“I’m grateful that I finally nailed the perfect Solstice gin recipe,” she said and there were a few whoops and more laughter around the table. Harry was about to ask if they could taste it when he realised that all the sisters were looking at him expectantly. He was clearly expected to contribute.

“Oh...um...” He scrambled for something to say, but to his surprise there was more than one small thing he felt grateful for that day and he couldn’t remember for the life of him the last time he’d realised such a thing. “I’m grateful for actually having things to be grateful about today.” It was lame but it would do and the sisters seemed to be satisfied, as Robin immediately got up and began bringing serving platters of food and dishing out plates to the table.

“I should have said I was grateful for the dishwasher,” she joked as everyone began serving themselves, and Flo laughed.

“There’s always tomorrow to be grateful for that.”

The food was, perhaps unsurprisingly, delicious and Harry settled in to enjoy it, content to just watch the interplay between the sisters as they bantered together over the succulent meal. Once the grace had been said, Flo seemed to retreat somehow and would often appear to be gazing off into space. It seemed to be a favourite pastime for the others to ask her what she was thinking about and the responses were always open and unexpected, as curious as they were wide-ranging. Who was Lily the Pink? Why doesn’t deep water pressure crush sea life? Why do we age game meats but not others? Who invented custard? Why do the Americans pronounce Z as ‘zee’? It took him a long time to notice that someone was quietly writing down the questions, the notepad passed from sister to sister between plates, but he wasn’t sure why.

It wasn’t until dessert that somebody asked him the question he’d been dreading. 

“So what brings you to Bishops Pippleton, Harry?” Wren asked and he choked on the mouthful of rhubarb crumble he’d just taken, inhaling the sweet sticky crumbs on his gasp.

“Oh hell.” Robin rushed to get him another glass of water and Peregrine slapped him on the back.

“Do you need the Heimlich?” she asked, almost casually, and Harry shook his head, trying to breathe through his convulsing trachea.

“Just went down the wrong pipe,” he gasped, his eyes watering. “Give me a minute.” By the time the spasms eased off, it felt like he’d coughed up both his lungs and half of his other organs. The sisters looked as though they didn’t know whether to be scared or impressed. 

“If you didn’t want to answer the question, you could have just said so,” Wren teased him. “Trying to die was a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

“I didn’t do it deliberately, I assure you.” His voice was hoarse and he took another sip of water. “I could think of a number of better ways to die than choking on rhubarb crumble, as delicious as it is.” An opportunity to divert the course of the conversation came to him and if the sisters noticed, they were too polite to say. “Who made the crumble? I shall have to steal the recipe for my mother. What’s the secret?”

“I made it.” It was Peregrine that spoke up, to his surprise. “The trick is finely grated fresh ginger in the rhubarb and a splash of honey in the crumble, but of course I will write the recipe down for you.”

“Thanks.” He cleared his throat, searching for something, anything that would keep the conversation going in a different direction. “Did you grow the rhubarb yourself?”

“And the ginger.” She nodded, though it wasn’t prideful or boastful. It was simply a statement of fact. “We grow most of our own fresh produce in the grounds here; we only really buy in dry goods and meat.”

“What she means by that,” interjected Robin, “is that she personally grows all our food and works like a slave to do it. Pretty much everything you’ve eaten tonight, apart from the lamb and the flour and sugar in the crumble, were grown on our land.”

“Actually even the lamb was one of ours,” Flo corrected her. “From last year’s, I believe.”

“You have sheep?” There was so much to unpack in that last batch of information that he went with the most obvious question. The lands were clearly more extensive than he’d realised from the road.

“We maintain a small dairy herd,” Flo replied, her face softening with pleasure at the mention.

“And what she means by that,” interjected Robin again, her eyes sparkling with humour, “is that she personally cares for a herd of dairy sheep and makes all our cheese and yoghurt and butter, as well as providing milk and processing all the fleece. Most of the blankets in Dark House were sheared, cleaned, dyed, hand spun and knitted or woven right here on the premises.”

“That’s incredible.” They were such extraordinary and talented women and, despite the obvious quirks, he looked at them with newfound respect. He was about to ask what the others did, but then he remembered that it wasn’t quite politic to ask someone what their job was on the assumption that they actually had one. It was an easy trip to Awkwardsville and, what’s more, would have led to the potential for one of them to ask him what he did for a living. “Would it be possible to get a tour tomorrow? I didn’t even know dairy sheep were a thing. I’d love to see the flock.”

“Perry’s the only person at home tomorrow,” Kestrel said, almost apologetically. “What do you say, Perry?”

“Sure.” She didn’t sound too happy about it, but she at least tried to smile at him. “I’ll take you around after breakfast.”

“Thanks.” Talk passed to other things – people in the village and upcoming events. Harry let himself get lost in the minutiae of everyday life around him, without trying too hard to compare it to his life back home in London. It seemed that, between them, the sisters had their hands in almost everything, with Kestrel at the café and Peregrine apparently running some kind of alternative health centre. He wasn’t entirely sure what Wren did for a living, but he guessed that she managed all their accounts and schedules and taxes. Robin was something of a mystery. He was aware that she managed the guest suites, but they weren’t very active in the winter and he didn’t know what she did with her free time.

He hadn’t realised how invested he was in it all until dessert was long finished, the tea
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