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  Chapter 1

  
  






The fog didn’t lift for the interview. Wren Calloway had been told it never did, not really, but she hadn’t expected it to sit on the valley with actual weight, pressing the tops of the greenhouses flat under a grey lid that never once cracked to show sun.

“You’ll get used to it,” said the driver, a thin man named Foss who smelled of pipe tobacco and motor oil and something faintly medicinal underneath, like he’d been drinking cough syrup for breakfast. “Or you won’t. Most people don’t stay long enough to find out which.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Wasn’t meant to be. Just true.” He glanced at her in the mirror, the kind of look people give a new hire they’ve decided not to get attached to. “How many of these interviews you done? Rich people jobs, I mean. Big houses. Estates.”

“None. I mostly worked at a university glasshouse doing propagation research until the funding got cut.”

“Then you don’t know what you’re walking into.”

“Apparently nobody’s going to tell me until I sign something.”

Foss laughed at that, a short bark that turned into a cough. “That’s the truest thing anybody’s said in this car in about six years.”

The gravel road wound down for twenty minutes before the gates appeared, wrought iron with the Thorne family crest worked into the metal, two intertwined roots forming a shape that could have been a heart if you squinted or a noose if you didn’t. Beyond the gates, glass structures rose out of the fog in tiers, cathedral sized, lit gold from inside even at ten in the morning, steam fogging the panes from within so the whole valley looked like it was breathing.

She had read the recruitment file twice on the train down, the print small and the language careful in the specific way legal documents are careful, saying everything and nothing. Thornhollow Estate, private botanical research and horticultural therapy, family owned since 1891, non-disclosure clauses running to eleven pages. The salary line had made her laugh out loud on a crowded train carriage, drawing looks from a man reading a newspaper across the aisle. It was the kind of number that made a person stop asking the questions they should have asked.

She was thirty-one, with a botany doctorate nobody outside academia gave a damn about, six months of unemployment sitting on her CV like a bruise that hadn’t faded, and four hundred and twelve pounds left in her savings account after her mother’s funeral had eaten the rest of it. When the recruiter from Thornhollow had rung her, she’d said yes before he’d finished the sentence about the salary, and she’d hated herself a little for it, and she’d said yes anyway.

The car passed through a second, smaller gate manned by a man in a dark coat who didn’t so much check her ID as glance at her the way you’d glance at a delivery van you were expecting. Beyond that, the drive curved through gardens that had clearly been designed by someone with an unlimited budget and a very particular idea of what grief should look like. Wren counted four separate rose gardens before she stopped counting, each one walled off from the others, each one silent in a way that had nothing to do with the absence of wind.

“Those all belong to families?” she asked.

“Every bed. Every bush. You’ll learn the names eventually, or you won’t need to, depending what they’ve got you doing.” Foss pulled the car up outside a stone building with too many windows and ivy so thick it looked structural. “Main house. Somebody’ll come get you. Good luck, Doctor. You’ll want it.”
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Julian Thorne received her in an office lined with pressed flowers under glass, each one labelled with a small brass plate and a date. No names on the plates. Just dates, running back decades in a hand too neat to be recent.

“Dr. Calloway. Sit, please.” He gestured at a chair that looked older than her degree and probably cost more than her flat. “You come to us with an unusual background. Botany, but also grief counselling, four semesters of it if I read your transcript right. That combination is rarer than you’d think, in this line of work.”

“My mother was sick for four years. I did a lot of reading, and then I did a diploma, because reading alone stopped being enough.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Everyone says that,” Wren said, before she could stop herself. “It doesn’t change much.”

Something flickered across Julian’s face, there and gone like a moth passing a window, gone too fast for her to be sure she’d seen it at all. He was somewhere in his fifties, silver at the temples, handsome in the way money sharpens a face rather than the way nature gives it. His suit cost more than she’d earned in the last half a year combined, and he wore it the way some men wear a uniform, like it had stopped being a choice a long time ago.

“You’ll be replacing our previous curator,” he said. “Mara Voss. Excellent botanist. Left us rather suddenly, I’m afraid.”

“Why?”

“Family reasons.” He said it the way people say things they don’t intend to elaborate on, smooth and final, a door closing without the sound of a door closing. Wren filed it away rather than pushing. She was good, in interviews, at not pushing. It would take her a long time afterward to forgive herself for how good.

“What does the curator actually do here, day to day? The job description was very long and told me almost nothing.”

Julian smiled, and for a second it looked almost real. “Would you like to see, rather than be told?”

The Memory Rooms were nothing like she’d pictured on the train. She’d imagined something clinical, sterile as a hospital corridor, white tile and cold light. Instead she walked into something closer to a chapel that had been quietly colonised by a rainforest. Vines threaded the ceiling beams overhead. The air was warm and wet and smelled of turned earth and something sweeter underneath, faintly like burnt sugar, faintly like something else she couldn’t place and didn’t like not being able to place.

In the centre of the room sat an old woman in a wheelchair, an attendant standing discreetly by the wall, and in front of her a small potted shrub with waxy dark leaves and a single white flower closed tight like a fist.

“Mrs. Aldergate. Remembering her wedding day,” Julian said, keeping his voice low. “Fifty one years ago now. She’s told the story to that plant eleven times this year. It opens a little further each time she does.”

“That’s the whole process? She just talks to it?”

“There’s more underneath the talking. Compounds in the soil, cycles of light and dark timed to the memory’s emotional register, a set of instructions the family’s kept for four generations that none of us fully understand anymore, since the founder died without writing the last steps down. We only know the outcome. We don’t fully know the mechanism.”

“That’s not botany,” Wren said. “That’s something else wearing botany’s coat.”

“Yes,” Julian said, and something behind his eyes moved that wasn’t quite a smile. “That’s rather the point, Dr. Calloway. When the flower fully opens, her family will be able to sit with it for generations. They’ll smell exactly what she smelled that day. The more developed specimens, under the right conditions, can produce something close to full sensory recall in whoever else touches them afterward. It doesn’t fade the way ordinary memory fades. It doesn’t get soft at the edges or rearrange itself the way a mind rearranges its own grief over the years. It stays exactly as it was told.”

“And what does it cost her? Telling it eleven times?”

Julian’s expression didn’t change, but there was a half beat pause before he answered that told her the question had landed somewhere it wasn’t supposed to. “There’s a natural fading in the giver, yes. A small price, we’ve always called it, for something permanent.”

“A small price paid by who, though. Her, or the flower?”

“Welcome to Thornhollow, Dr. Calloway,” Julian said, which wasn’t an answer, and they both knew it wasn’t, and neither of them said so out loud.
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They gave her a cottage on the estate’s eastern edge, small and stone built and older than anything she’d ever lived in, with a woodstove that took her three tries to light and a window that looked out over nothing but fog and the black shapes of hedges she couldn’t yet name.

Her first proper meal on the estate happened in the staff kitchen, a low beamed room that felt, blessedly, like the only unpretentious space she’d found so far. A woman with flour to her elbows introduced herself as Netta, the estate’s cook, and put a bowl of something in front of Wren without asking if she wanted it.

“You’ll be hungrier than you think you are,” Netta said. “Fog does that. Makes you eat more and sleep worse. Nobody warns you.”

“Foss did mention the fog. Vaguely.”

“Foss mentions everything vaguely. Man’s been driving that gate road for thirty years and I don’t think I’ve heard him finish a full sentence in fifteen of them.” Netta sat down across from her, wiping her hands on her apron. “New curator. You’re younger than the last one.”

“Mara Voss. Julian mentioned her. Family reasons, apparently.”

Netta’s face did something quick and careful, a shutter coming down behind her eyes. “That’s what they’re calling it, then.”

“What would you call it?”

“I’d call it none of my business, and I’d be smart to leave it there
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