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			Chapter 1

			The Last Appetite

			The Wire Up the Valley

			The library at Glasfryn Court held the only warm air in the house, and a man stepping into it met woodsmoke, tallow, and foxed paper at once. Beyond the desk the rest of the great house stood shuttered and freezing, its dripping ceilings and unpaid rooms given over to winter. Here, though, the fire kept its small empire. Sir Aubrey Vaughan sat at his desk with the hybridist’s stud-book open before him and a Sander catalogue at his elbow. The old retriever lay against the fender, one paw twitching at a dream. Frost had begun to flower on the inside of the window, and he watched it spread its cold ferns across the glass without writing a word.

			Snow had been falling on the valley since noon. It came down without wind, straight and patient, muffling the yard and the long dead-end road until no sound reached him at all. (A reclusive man learns to hear silence as a kind of company.) He was forty miles from anyone who might trouble him, five miles up a valley that gave out at a gate. On an evening like this the distance felt like a wall built kindly around him.

			The door opened on a draught of corridor cold. Crispin Hale came in with snow still bright on the shoulders of his coat and a grey telegram form in one hand.

			“From Pryce’s counter,” Hale said. “The boy brought it up before the road closes over.”

			Vaughan took it. The wire-paper was dry and foxed at the folds, cheap stuff, the words upon it set down in the postmistress’s careful hand from the clicking of the key. He read the Latin first. He always read the Latin first. The name of the orchid stood in the middle of the message like a lamp lit in a far window, and the moment it registered he went entirely still.

			“Thorne,” Hale said, watching him, easy where once he would have hovered. “He makes the late train to Presteign tonight. He means to stay the winter, if you’ll have him, and put the whole expedition on paper before the thaw.”

			“Here,” Vaughan said. “Under the roof.”

			“Under the roof. A hunter wants feeding, a bed, somewhere dry to spread his maps, and there’s nowhere else in the valley to put him.” Hale paused, choosing the next words with a steward’s care. “He’ll be in the house some months, if it comes to anything. That wants the right sort of man.”

			The right sort of man. Neither of them said the rest of it, because the rest of it never needed saying at Glasfryn. A stranger who would live inside the warm walls of the harbour through a long winter had to be the discreet sort. He had to be the incurious sort, the kind who minded his own work and let other men mind theirs. Nothing had been proposed yet. No expedition costed, no figure set against the estate’s books, only a rumour of a white flower and a man on a train. Still the old reflex stirred in the house like a dog lifting its head.

			“You’ve not met him,” Vaughan said.

			“No more have you.” Hale’s mouth tilted. “Crale knows him by reputation, and Crale wrote to him before Christmas. The letter found him just landed, and he answered by wire from Southampton. That tells you something of how he travels.”

			It told Vaughan the man was restless, which he had already decided to hold against him.

			He went down himself to give the order, because the corridor was cold and the cold was, on the whole, preferable to sitting still with the name burning in his hand. The kitchen was the one other warm room, low and close. The range threw a coppery glow up the whitewashed wall. New bread cut clean across the iron tang of the scullery door left ajar. Mrs. Bevan stood at the deal table with a knife and a heel of dough, and when she set the knife down her knuckles were slow to open, swollen at every joint. She moved her hand out of his sight before she turned, the way she always did now.

			“A guest tonight, Mrs. Bevan. A Mr. Thorne, off the late train.”

			“So Twm’s told me, and the boy had it off the carter, who had it off Pryce’s.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “A plant man, the valley’s already saying. The baronet’s new plant man, come about the flowers. There’s worse a body could be called.”

			That was the valley settling the matter into the shape it preferred, and the shape was harmless. A baronet married to his flowers had sent for another man who knew flowers, and the whole of Llanvenny could carry that to chapel without a blush.

			“He’ll keep close, this one?” Vaughan asked, which was the only question that mattered.

			“He’ll keep close, or he’ll not keep his bed warm here past a week.” She said it comfortably, ladling broth, governing her kitchen and her household and the whole sealed silence of the place with the same plain authority she gave the pot. “I’ve never yet hired a loose tongue, and I’ll not start at sixty. You leave the house to me, sir, and mind your glass.”

			He almost smiled. With Mrs. Bevan one did not employ servants so much as recruit a garrison, and the garrison did not gossip outward, whatever it whispered within.

			The boy was sent for, and Twm Probert came at a half-run, scarf up to his ears, his eyes bright at the prospect of the road in the snow. He could not read the telegram and had no need to. He carried everything in his head the way other men kept ledgers. The train’s hour and the guest’s name were fixed in him before he reached the door.

			“Presteign, the late train, and you bring him gentle up the hill,” Vaughan said. “The road will be filling.”

			“I’ll have him, sir.” A grin, and the boy was gone.

			Out in the stable-yard the lamps were lit against the early dark, and the trap stood ready under the arch with the pony stamping and blowing clouds. Vaughan stood in the arch’s mouth, the heat of the kitchen at his back, the cold reaching for his face, and watched the boy swing up and gather the reins. The trap-bells shook once, a chink of harness, and then the pony leaned into the snow. The whole rig slid out under the arch and down toward the gate. The single trap-lamp swung and dwindled. He watched it go small and gold against the falling white, down the long road that led to no other house but his, until the snow closed over the place where it had been.

			Somewhere down there, four miles off and climbing, a stranger was coming up the only road into his quiet. Vaughan turned back into the warmth, let the door shut on the cold, and went to wait the only way he knew how.

			A Single Lamp, and Forty Years

			The Cathedral kept its own weather, and the first thing it gave a man coming down out of the frozen house was warmth he could feel against his teeth. Forty feet of glass ran away into the dark overhead, and a single lamp stood on the central staging with its flame small and steady in all that wet black air. Moss breathed on the iron pipes. Water gathered and fell from the high panes in slow, deliberate drops. The boiler’s distant roar came up through the floor like the breathing of something large and patient and asleep. Beyond the glass the frost had been working all evening. Its ferns crept inward from the corners of every pane, white and intricate, closing the warm world down to the reach of the one lamp.

			Somewhere beyond the potting shed the under-man would be feeding the firebox against the night, coke and ash and the long orange roar of it. The boy himself was gone down the valley with the trap, and the houses were Vaughan’s alone. He preferred them so. The plants asked nothing of him that he could not give.

			He came here to wait because here he was most himself. A man could be honest in the dark among the plants in a way he never managed in a lit room with another face turned toward him. He moved down the central path without needing to see it, past the staging where the Odontoglossums hung in their baskets, to the empty bench at the far end. Nothing stood on it. He had cleared it weeks ago and told himself it was housekeeping, and he had known even then that he was making a space for a flower that did not yet exist.

			The frozen rooms overhead had been his brother’s once, a house full of guns and horses and unpaid notes. The bills had come due, and the brother had not outlasted them. Vaughan had inherited the lot, the ruin and the debts both, and answered it the only way he knew. He had gone down into the warm and stayed there. Devotion, he had called it, the great work of the collection. He saw it more clearly tonight, alone under the lamp: he had called it devotion, and it had only been absence, the long habit of mistaking disappearance for a life.

			The lamp showed him the bench and showed him nothing on it, and the nothing was the trouble. A flower out of Burma, last gathered forty years gone and never bloomed in England, a white thing said to hang like a moth in the leaf-shade. He had carried the rumour about with him for a month, the way a boy keeps a stone in his pocket and takes it out to turn over when no one is looking. And to fetch it down out of the world he would have to suffer a man.

			He let himself dislike the man. It was easier than the other thing, and he did it thoroughly, the way he did everything. Elias Thorne would come up the valley restless and loud with the road still on him. He would tramp the paths of the Cathedral in his boots and want talk at breakfast and fill the quiet rooms of the house with the noise of another life going on. A hunter never stayed. A hunter was a man made of leaving, forever bound for the next place, and such men brought their disorder in with the cold and carried the warmth out again when they went. Vaughan had built his whole life to keep precisely that sort of disturbance at the mouth of the valley. Now he had sent the trap down to bring it home.

			It was unjust, and he knew it, for he had never set eyes on the man. He arranged his grievance anyway, because a grievance was a kind of wall, and he had grown easy behind walls.

			He reached up to the resting Cattleya where it hung in the lamp-glow, his own crowning cross, years in the crossing and a certificate to its name. The leaves were leathery and cool under his stained fingertip. It had flowered, been admired, and gone quiet again. Standing under it, he found that it stirred nothing in him at all. It was done. It was a thing finished, and finished things did not quicken him.

			That was the shame of it, and he made himself look at the shame square. The only thing in years to wake any hunger in him was a flower he had never seen, standing on a bench where nothing stood. Not the people who filled his house. Not the friends who toasted him in the village, nor the patron who guarded him, nor the two contented men who shared the bachelor wing and seemed to want for nothing. A flower. He had become a man who dreamed in Latin and not in faces. He could conjure a bloom in perfect detail and could no longer imagine wanting a single living person across a breakfast table. He had buried himself so long in the green dark that he had half forgotten he was a man at all, and become the patient gardener of his own grief.

			He laid his palm flat against the nearest pane to steady himself, and the cold came through the glass and bit him to the bone, a shock after the blood-heat air. He kept his hand there a moment too long, until the chill ached in the joints, because the pain was at least a thing he could feel on purpose.

			Far down the valley, faint and then gone and then faint again through the falling snow, came the chink of trap-bells climbing the hill. The man was on the road. He would be at the door within the hour, stamping snow from his boots, bringing the whole disorderly weather of himself into the harbour Vaughan had spent his life sealing.

			Very well. Vaughan straightened and took his hand from the freezing glass and warmed it in the steam. He would let the man fetch the flower, since a flower was the one thing he still wanted. He would keep the rest of himself exactly as it was, shuttered and quiet and safe. He would want the orchid and nothing of the man who carried it home. He told himself this plainly, in the dark, under the lamp. Some part of him that had not spoken in years noted, with grim private amusement, how carefully a man arms himself against the very thing he is most afraid of wanting.

			The trap-bells came on up the hill. He turned the lamp a little higher and went up to meet whatever was coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Stillness He Couldn’t Leave Alone

			The Only Warm Room

			The house at the end of the valley showed him precisely one lit window, a single yellow square set into a black cliff of stone that climbed up out of the snow without any other sign of life in it. Elias Thorne had crossed half the world to reach this place. Three weeks of steamer through the heat of the canal, a day of rail north into the cold, and now the last freezing hour behind a boy and a pony that climbed and climbed and would not seem to stop. He had spent the ride with his collar up to his ears and his hands jammed under his arms, and still the cold had got into the joints of his fingers and made a home there. The boy, Twm, had talked the whole way, cheerful and unbothered, pointing out shapes in the dark that meant nothing to a stranger. The gate. The river under its skin of ice. The Cathedral, the boy said with real reverence, a long pale glimmer of glass off to the left that Thorne would not see properly until morning.

			Then the porch, cold as a tomb and smelling of stone and old leather, and a heavy door, and a corridor that breathed its own chill at him before a single thing was said. Snowmelt dripped off his coat onto the flagstones. He stamped his boots and felt nothing in his feet for his trouble.

			A woman came along the corridor with a candle, and the candle showed him a broad, square face and a pair of eyes that took his measure before she had finished crossing the floor. Mrs. Bevan, he supposed. She had the look of a house’s whole authority folded into one apron.

			“You’ll be Mr. Thorne,” she said. It was not a question. “Come in out of it, then, before you freeze where you stand. The master’s in the library. You’ll eat first.”

			“I’m in no state to argue with anyone about anything,” Thorne said, and meant it, and she almost smiled at him, which he counted a small victory.

			She took him not to the library but to the kitchen, low and close and warm as a held breath, the range throwing a coppery glow up the whitewashed wall. She set a bowl of broth before him without asking, a heel of bread beside it. Then she folded her hands into her apron and watched him eat. She studied him the way a farmer reads weather coming over a hill, and Thorne, who had been read by harbourmasters and customs men and the suspicious headmen of villages where no European had any business being, let himself be read and gave her nothing but a tired man grateful for soup.

			He noticed her hands when she reached to take the empty bowl. The knuckles were swollen at every joint and slow to open, and she moved the hand out of his sight before she turned away, the way a person does a thing they have done a thousand times. He said nothing. A man learns early which silences keep him welcome.

			“He’ll want you now,” she said. “Mind the step.”

			The library was the one warm room in a cold house, and stepping into it was like coming up out of cold water into air. A fire held its own small empire in the grate. There were shelves of foxed catalogues, the spine of a great ledger on the desk, an old retriever asleep against the fender. The smell of the place was woodsmoke and tallow and the particular dusty sweetness of paper that had been damp once and dried slow. After the dark corridors it was almost too much, and Thorne stood a moment in the doorway letting his eyes adjust and his fingers begin, painfully, to thaw.

			Three men. He sorted them by instinct before any name was given, the way he sorted everything.

			The two at the end of the table had their heads bent over a ledger. The older and broader one read figures aloud in a low rolling voice that had a laugh sitting just under it. The younger finished a column for him before he reached it. They moved around each other without looking, the way a man moves around his own kitchen in the dark, and the older one set his hand briefly on the back of the younger one’s chair as he leaned to check a sum. It was nothing. It was the most ordinary thing in the room.

			Thorne saw it, and knew it, and looked away from it as smoothly as breathing, because he had spent his whole life learning what to let his face refuse to notice. Something turned over low in his gut, an old ache with a name he did not say even to himself. He had known a man once whose hand had rested like that. He kept his eyes off the pair and his expression easy, and he filed the knowledge where he filed everything that could ruin a man if it were ever spoken aloud, which was to say, nowhere a soul would ever find it.

			It was the third man who held the room without trying.

			He sat apart from the fire in a high-backed chair, very upright, and he did not rise and did not move at all. He was tall even sitting, with the stoop of a man who had spent his life bent over benches, and a single early streak of grey ran back through dark hair. His hands lay on the chair arms and were stained at the fingertips in a way no washing would lift. He looked at Thorne with a steadiness that most men cannot manage for more than a second, and the stillness of him was a held thing, deliberate, a discipline worn close.

			“Sir Aubrey Vaughan,” the broad man said, rising and crossing with his hand already out, warm and unbraced and loud in the quiet. “And I’m Crale, the heating, and this long-suffering article is Hale, who keeps the place from falling down around our ears. You look half dead, man. Sit by the fire.”

			“Reuben understates it,” said Hale, with a tilt at the corner of his mouth, standing easy. “You look two-thirds dead. There’s a chair.”

			“I’ve been worse,” Thorne said. “Once or twice I’ve been the genuine article and someone’s measured me for the box. Two-thirds I’ll take.”

			That got a laugh out of Crale, a real one, and the dog lifted its head and thumped its tail twice and went back to sleep. Vaughan did not laugh. He inclined his head a fraction, a man acknowledging that a sound had been made, and said, in a quiet, exact voice, “You came up in the snow. You needn’t have. It would have kept till the road cleared.”

			“It might not have kept,” Thorne said, taking the chair. “Things have a way of not keeping. I find it’s better to arrive while a thing’s still worth arriving for.”

			Vaughan looked at him then, properly, for the first time. Something moved behind the stillness and was put away again.

			They came to it slowly, the way such things are come to in a warm room late on a winter night, with the wind worrying the corridors beyond the door and the fire settling in the grate. Crale and Hale closed the ledger and lingered, half in the talk and half out of it. It was Vaughan who said the name at last, the Latin of it, soft, as a man says the name of someone long dead, and Thorne felt the old hunter’s prickle go down the back of his neck before the man had finished saying it.

			“A white one,” Vaughan said. “Moth-white, by the single account we have. Collected once from the hills above the Irrawaddy, near as we can tell, and brought down, and lost. Forty years gone, or near it. It has never flowered in England. It may never have flowered anywhere a man could see it. There are those who say it was never a true species at all, only a sick plant or a traveller’s tale.” He paused. “I do not think it was a tale.”

			“And you want it,” Thorne said.

			“I want it.” There was no apology anywhere in the words.

			Thorne sat back and let the warmth work into him and turned the thing over the way he turned over every such proposal, by the cold light of the country it lived in rather than the warm light of the room it was dreamed in.

			“Then I’ll tell you what wanting it costs, before you’ve gone too far in the wanting,” he said. “Not money. I don’t mean money. The hills above the Irrawaddy aren’t the hills they were forty years ago. The whole of Upper Burma went under the Crown three years back, and going under the Crown is not the same as being quiet under it. There are tracts up there a man walks into and is simply not seen to walk out of, and no consul to ask after him. The flowering season’s a narrow door. You miss it by a fortnight and you’ve crossed the world to look at leaves.” He spread his thawing hands. “And it’s a season out and a season back. You’d not see your crate, if there were a crate, before the following winter. That’s the shape of it. I’d not have you dream it smaller than it is.”

			It was, he realised as he said it, the most honest he had been with anyone in months, and he was not entirely sure why he had spent the honesty on a stranger.

			“You speak as a man who has been there,” Vaughan said.

			“I speak as a man who has been a good many places he had no business surviving.” Thorne smiled, the easy bright smile he kept for exactly these moments. “Whether such a thing could be done, that’s another evening’s question. Tonight I’d settle for being warm and believing it again in the morning.”

			“Sensibly said,” Crale put in, rising, stretching until something in his back cracked. “And that’s our cue, Crispin, before the man falls asleep in the good chair and we’re blamed for it. Mr. Thorne, you’re very welcome. We’re only down the wing if you’ve a fancy for company that talks back.” He clapped Thorne lightly on the shoulder in passing, the touch of a man who liked the whole world and saw no reason to hide it.

			“Goodnight,” Hale said, gathering a lamp. “Don’t let him keep you up over flowers till dawn. He will if you let him.”

			“I’ve kept worse company over worse things,” Thorne said.

			They went, the two of them, out into the cold corridor and away toward the wing where they lived, and Thorne heard the ordinary murmur of their voices fade and a door close somewhere warm. He did not look after them. He had already taught his face not to.

			And then it was only the two of them left, the hunter and the still man, with the fire burned low and the dog dreaming on the fender and a long cold house breathing around the one warm room.

			A Man Who Won’t Sit Still

			The fire had burned down to a low red business of embers by the time the last door closed somewhere off down the wing, and the two of them were left alone with the dog and the wind and the slate-cold light pressing at the panes. Thorne found, as he always found, that he could not keep still. He got up. He drifted the shelves with his hands clasped behind him to keep them out of trouble, reading the spines of catalogues he could make out perhaps half of, aware the whole time of the man in the high chair who had not moved at all.

			Vaughan sat exactly as he had sat. His hands lay on the chair arms. His eyes followed Thorne about the room without any haste in them, the way a man watches a moth go round a lamp, patient and unhurried and a little curious as to where it will settle.

			He could not bear the quiet, so he broke it himself. It was an old habit and he knew it for one. The silence of other men had unsettled him since he was a boy, and talk was the tool he reached for first. Another man might reach for a knife or a bottle. He told the one about the customs official in Rangoon and the orchid mistaken for a temple idol, which was a good story and true in its bones, and he watched it bounce clean off Vaughan and fall to the floor between them with no more effect than a thrown pebble against a wall.

			“You’re a hard house to play to,” Thorne said at last, half a laugh in it. “I’ve held rougher rooms than this. Sailors. A garrison mess at Mandalay. I once kept a customs shed laughing for two hours so they’d forget to open the third crate.”

			“I expect you did,” Vaughan said. “You have the look of a man who is always performing something.”

			It was said quietly, without unkindness, and it stopped Thorne dead in the middle of the floor with one hand still raised toward a shelf.

			“That’s a cold thing to say to a guest,” he said, and grinned to take the edge off it, though the remark had gone in further than he liked.

			“It wasn’t meant cold. It was meant true.” Vaughan turned his head, only that, the smallest economy of movement. “A man who talks to fill a room is usually a man who would rather not be looked at while he’s quiet. I know the kind. I am the opposite kind. We needn’t trouble each other.”

			Thorne looked at him then, properly, and revised everything.

			He had taken the stillness for coldness, the way you take a closed house for an empty one. He saw now that he had read it wrong. The man was not cold. The man was contained, sealed up tight over something that was anything but cold, and the stillness was the lid he had screwed down over a grief Thorne recognised because he carried the twin of it himself. He had seen that exact economy of movement before, in a tent above the Irrawaddy, in a face he did not let himself name even now. It was the stillness of a person who has learned that if they once start to move they may not be able to stop.

			Something in Thorne, the old reckless something that had got him across three borders he should never have crossed, sat up and took an interest.

			“No,” he said slowly. “I don’t think we’re so opposite as that. I think you’re a man holding very still so as not to spill. I’ve done it myself. You learn it in places where spilling gets you killed.” He let the grin go. “What I can’t work out is what you’re holding.”

			For a moment Vaughan did not answer, and the dog sighed in its sleep. A log dropped and sent up a small fountain of sparks that died before they reached the dark of the ceiling.

			“My flowers,” Vaughan said. “I hold my flowers. It’s a great deal safer than the alternative.”

			It was a deflection, neat and final, and Thorne let him have it because he knew the shape of a closed door when he met one. But he had heard the thing under it, plain as a bell under cloth, and he understood with a sinking, exhilarated certainty that this melancholy, motionless man was a puzzle he was not going to be able to leave alone. That was a problem. That was very much a problem, for a man like him.

			Because here was the truth he carried like a stone he had grown used to. He did not stay. He found the impossible thing in the impossible place, and he brought it down out of the hills alive, and he took his fee, and he went, and he was always, always gone before the leaving could cost him anything. He had buried that lesson in wet ground above a brown river with the only man who had ever made him want to break it. He was not going to dig it up again for a baronet with sad hands and a way of going still.

			The tremor came up in his hand the way it always did when the quinine thinned out of him. It was a fine traitor shiver in the fingers, and no force of will had ever once been able to still it. His hand betrayed him. He set it flat against a shelf to hide it and saw, from the corner of his eye, that Vaughan had seen, and that Vaughan had the grace and the discipline to say nothing at all.

			That, more than the cleverness, more than the stillness, was the thing that got under him. He was lonely in a plain, bone-deep way, and the warm room only sharpened it. The room’s warmth got into him all at once, and his throat tightened on it.

			He stood up straight and put the bright face back on, because the bright face was a door he could close as well as any man.

			“It’s late, and I’m worse company than I think I am when the fever’s up,” he said. “I’ll find my own way if your good woman’s left a candle out. We’ll talk in daylight about whether your white ghost can be caught. Daylight’s the place for that kind of talk.”

			“She’ll have left one on the chest in the passage,” Vaughan said. “Lit. She always does, for a guest’s first night. She says a man oughtn’t to meet a strange house in the dark.”

			Thorne paused at that, his hand on the cold edge of the door.

			It was a small thing. It was the smallest thing. But it was the first warmth in the whole evening that had not been performed at him or required anything of him, a kindness laid out before he arrived by people who did not know him and had decided to be kind anyway, and it lodged somewhere he had thought safely shut.

			“Goodnight, Sir Aubrey,” he said.

			“Goodnight, Mr. Thorne.”

			He went out into the cold corridor, and the cold found him at once, knifing through the warmth he had borrowed. The candle was there on the chest in the passage exactly as promised, lit, its small flame leaning and steadying as the draught took it. He picked it up and started up the freezing stairs of a house that was not his and never would be, telling himself the old true thing as he climbed.

			He would find their flower if it could be found. He would take his fee. He would be gone before any of this became a place he would have to grieve.

			He climbed, and the candle threw his shadow huge and wavering up the cold wall ahead of him, and he carried the small steady kindness of it up into the dark with him and could not, for the life of him, put it down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Cost of a Flower

			Brutal Figures

			The sleet had set in against the windows by mid-afternoon, and the lamps were lit early to hold the failing light back from the desk. It came down out of a sky gone the colour of wet slate, ticking the pane like grit thrown by a careless hand, and the library held itself warm against it the way a body holds breath. Vaughan had drawn the lamp close. Its pool lay gold across the open stud-book and across the foxed Sander catalogue at his elbow, and beyond that small empire of light the great cold rooms of the house leaned in at the door, shuttered and dripping and unpaid.

			He had carried the name about with him for a month. He had said it to no one but the dog and the dark glass. Now it lay open before three men in the lamplight, and that was a different matter altogether, because a thing spoken aloud could no longer be unwanted.

			“You have seen the houses now,” Vaughan said. He kept his voice level, the way he kept everything level, the exact and contained register of a man who had learned that precision cost less than feeling. “Three days of them. I should like to know what you make of us before I say what I mean to ask.”

			Thorne stood at the shelf-end where he had drifted, restless even in a warm room, one stained hand resting flat on the wood as though he meant to keep himself anchored to it. The fever-sallow had not lifted from his skin in three days under a good roof; it gave him a yellowed cast in the lamplight, the look of a man burned out by a sun this valley never saw. He turned the question over before he answered it.

			“You keep them better than most lords keep their children,” he said. “Your cultivation is sound. Your head man knows the feel of a sickening plant before the plant knows it is sick.” A pause, dry. “And you have an empty bench at the far end of the Cathedral that has been cleared and kept clear, which is the act of a man waiting for something he has not got yet.”

			The dog sighed against the fender and resettled. Vaughan did not let his face move, though the observation had gone in cleanly under the ribs, because the bench was his and the waiting was his and he had thought it private.

			“That is what I mean to ask,” he said.

			He told it plainly. He told it the way he told the stud-book: a moth-white orchid, collected once out of the Irrawaddy hills near forty years gone, carried home and lost, never flowered under English glass, doubted now by men who had cause to know. He told Thorne that he believed it real, that he believed it findable, and that he wished to send a man to find it and bring it home alive in the Wardian cases before the species slipped past recovering. He laid the proposal down between them with the care of a man laying a cutting into compost, and when he had finished he was very still, and waited.

			It was Hale who moved. He had been sitting easy at the desk-end with the estate slate balanced on his knee, the steward’s quiet courtesy worn loose and comfortable on him now, no longer the anxious hovering of a man bracing to be found wanting. He set the slate on the desk and turned it so the column faced the master. He let the figures speak for themselves. The chalk strokes ran plain and patient, the sum at the foot underlined twice.

			Vaughan looked at the sum.

			He had thought himself proof against figures. He had spent the whole of last summer learning the exact weight of money, learning it to the penny, learning what an unpaid note could do to a house and the men inside it. The estate owed no creditor living now. They had come about. He had grown almost easy in the knowledge that the worst arithmetic was behind him.

			This was not the cost of saving a house. This was the cost of wanting something nobody needed, and it ran to a different and more dangerous figure.

			“That is the passage out,” Hale said, kindly, precisely, naming the chalk lines one by one. “Steamer to Rangoon by way of Suez, a season each way. The hire of men and beasts in the field, which I have guessed high on purpose. The cases, the carriage, the customs, the long wait while a living plant comes home across an ocean and most of what you send for dies on the way.” He set the chalk down. “And that is before a single coin against the chance that the flower is a story and the hills are empty.”

			“It would not break us,” Vaughan said.

			“No,” Hale agreed. “It would bend us a long way.”

			Vaughan let the quiet hold. The fire ticked down a notch in the grate, and somewhere far under the floor the boiler kept up its patient roar, the heart of the whole world beating against the cold that would kill everything green in an hour if it ever stopped.

			“There is a second matter,” Vaughan said at last, and here his precision sharpened, because this was the part that mattered more than money in a valley such as theirs. “Whatever is spent must be spent as a gentleman spends it on his flowers. Every booking, every bill, every wire that crosses Mrs. Pryce’s counter must read as nothing odder than a collector buying plants, because she reads everything and the whole valley reads it after her, and what reaches the bench at Presteigne must be the dullest possible truth.” He paused. “An expedition is a remarkable thing. A man purchasing orchids is not. We will be the second of those, on paper, in every particular, from the first day to the last.”

			Thorne had gone quiet listening to it. He understood that kind of carefulness, Vaughan could see; he understood it in his body, the way a man understands a thing he has lived under. He had filed something in this house already, three nights ago, that Vaughan had not seen him file. The reasons for blandness were the reasons no one named, and Thorne plainly did not need them named.

			“You want it papered as plant-buying,” Thorne said, “because plant-buying is what nobody looks at twice.”

			“Just so.”

			“It can be done that way.” His hand had come off the shelf. The fine tremor was in his fingers now, the traitor shiver that came when the quinine thinned in him, and he closed the hand to still it before it could be remarked. “It is the only sane way to do it. A loud expedition draws every kind of trouble. A quiet purchase draws none.”

			So they came to it.

			Vaughan asked him, in as many words, to lead it. To go where the thing grew, to find it if it could be found, to keep it alive across half the turning world and set it down living under Glasfryn glass.

			Thorne did not answer at once. Something passed behind his eyes that had nothing of the figures in it, a weight that belonged to some other country and some other man, and Vaughan, who missed very little when he was watching, marked it and held his peace. The hunter looked into the lamp for a moment as though there were a face in it.

			“Yes,” Thorne said.

			The word came level enough. But Vaughan had heard a great many men say yes to a great many things, and he knew the difference between a yes that cost nothing and a yes that was paying for something old and unhealed. This was the second kind. He could not have named the debt behind it. He only knew it was there, the way one knows a draught in a sealed room, and that the man had stepped toward it on purpose.

			“Then we are bound to it,” Vaughan said quietly. “A winter of planning, and a spring of waiting on the sea.”

			“A winter of planning,” Thorne agreed.

			Hale was already gathering his papers, the slate under his arm, his pencil tucked behind his ear in the old steward’s habit. “I will draft the terms tonight,” he said, “and a fair fee for the man who carries the risk of it.” He looked between them once, the easy unhurried look of a man content in his own house, and then he made his courtesies and went out, and the latch fell to behind him, and the two of them were left alone in the lamplight with a bargain made and not yet sealed.

			Half a Second Too Long

			The library had gone quiet in the way a room does when a third voice leaves it. The fire had burned low in the grate. The lamp held steady on the desk, and the last of the sleet had softened to nothing against the black glass. The smell of tallow and woodsmoke hung warm over the foxed paper and the old leather, and beneath it, faint, the chalk-ghost of quinine that Thorne carried with him everywhere.

			They rose together.

			It was an ordinary thing, the closing of a bargain, and an ordinary thing wanted an ordinary gesture to seal it. Vaughan put out his hand. He had shaken a hundred hands across this desk, agents and nurserymen and the vicar with his beetle-box, and the act had meant no more to him than the turning of a page. Thorne took it. The space between the desk and the door was narrow, and standing to shake on it brought them close, close enough that Vaughan could see the fever-yellow at the rims of the man’s eyes.

			The grip was warm and dry and certain, a field man’s hand callused at the base of every finger. The faint tremor was in it still, held down by will. It was a good handshake, and it should have ended.

			It did not end.

			Some half-second past its natural close the contact held, and in that half-second the old thing happened to him, the thing that came whenever he was truly moved: he went entirely still. This stillness ran deeper than the composure he wore all day like a coat. It was the granite kind, the stillness of a man who has felt the floor shift beneath him and dares not move his feet. He could not have said who held the grip the longer. He only knew that neither of them had let it go.

			Thorne’s eyes came up to his. There was a question in them, quick and uncertain, gone almost before it formed. The hunter was reading him, Vaughan understood, and finding nothing he could read, because the stillness gave back nothing the way a stone wall gives back nothing to a knock. A flicker crossed Thorne’s face. It might have been the start of a withdrawal, the small retreat of a man who fears he has overstepped. It might have been something else. Neither of them named it. Neither of them could. The contact had said more than the contract did.

			Then the hand was gone. Thorne had stepped back with some word about the morning and the maps, and the cold corridor took him.

			Vaughan stood where he was.

			The warmth of the grip stayed on his palm, a live print of another man’s hand, and he looked down at his own fingers as though they belonged to a stranger. He made himself name the thing. He was a precise man, and precision was the only courage he reliably owned, and so he named it precisely: it was want. It was the first stir of it he had felt since the year his brother died and took the living half of the house into the ground with him.

			He knew the shape of it at once. That was the worst of it, that it should come back so plainly after so long. It asked for nothing grander than the warmth of a hand and the weight of a yes that had cost the man saying it something dear.

			And he distrusted it on the instant.

			Want was disruption. Want was for the living, and he had stopped counting himself among them by quiet degrees, a year at a time. The glasshouse had become the only room he was alive in, the flowers the only things he let himself need. He had made an art of needing nothing that could be taken from him. A flower could not leave a man, only die, and even its dying came slow, on a calendar he could read. Want was a door. He had learned that in the worst winter of his life. You opened the door to wanting a person. Through it, sooner or later, came the loss of them. Then the cold after. Then the long disappearing into work that he had mistaken for a life ever since.

			He took up the pen from the standish and held it without dipping it, the cool nib a small hard fact against the pad of his thumb. He set his anchor in plain words, the way he set everything down.
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