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      The solicitor’s office smelled of old paper and lemon furniture polish, which Clover supposed was appropriate for a place where people’s lives were reduced to documents and distributed to strangers. She sat in a leather chair that had seen better decades, watching dust motes drift through the November light, and tried to feel something about the death of a grandmother she couldn’t remember.

      “Miss Ashwood?” Mr. Pembridge peered at her over his half-moon spectacles. He was exactly what a solicitor should be: gray-haired, soft-spoken, vaguely apologetic about the whole business of mortality. “Are you quite all right?”

      “Fine. Sorry. Please continue.”

      He cleared his throat and returned to the document in his hands. “As I was saying, Mrs. Ivy Ashwood, your maternal grandmother, passed away on the fourteenth of October. Per the terms of her will, you are the sole beneficiary of her estate.”

      Clover blinked. “Sole beneficiary? But I barely—we never—” She stopped, took a breath. “I haven’t seen her since I was four years old. I’m not sure I even remember what she looked like.”

      “Nevertheless.” Mr. Pembridge’s expression suggested he’d heard stranger stories. “Mrs. Ashwood was quite specific. The estate comprises the following: Clover Cottage, located in Bramblevine Hollow, Gloucestershire. The Dusty Grimoire, an antiquarian bookshop situated on the village high street. The contents of both properties, excepting specific bequests to local charities.” He paused, turning a page. “And one rabbit, with specific instructions for his care.”

      “I’m sorry—one what?”

      “Rabbit.” Mr. Pembridge didn’t look up. “A Polish breed, I believe. White.” He extracted an envelope from the file and slid it across the desk. It was cream-colored, heavy stock, with Clover’s name written across the front in spidery handwriting. Beneath her name, in smaller letters: FOR CLOVER’S EYES ONLY.

      “Your grandmother requested that you open this at the cottage,” Mr. Pembridge said. “She was… most emphatic on that point.”

      Clover picked up the envelope. It was heavier than paper alone, as if something small and solid rested inside. “Mr. Pembridge, I don’t understand any of this. My mother left Bramblevine before I was born. She never spoke about it—never spoke about her mother at all. Why would Ivy leave everything to me?”

      The solicitor removed his spectacles and polished them with a handkerchief, taking rather longer than necessary. “I couldn’t say, Miss Ashwood. I only knew Mrs. Ashwood in a professional capacity, and she was not a woman who explained herself.” He replaced his spectacles and fixed her with a surprisingly kind look. “I can tell you that she spoke of you often. She followed your career with great interest. The position at the British Museum Archives, your publications on medieval manuscript preservation—she kept the articles.”

      Something twisted in Clover’s chest. She’d spent so long not thinking about the grandmother she didn’t know, the family history her mother had sealed away like a locked room. Now that door was open, and all she felt was the draft of cold air from the other side.

      “I should mention,” Mr. Pembridge added, “that several parties have already inquired about purchasing the estate. One was quite insistent—a local antiques dealer. I declined on your behalf, of course, but you should be aware that the property has attracted interest.”

      “Right.” Clover tucked the envelope into her bag. “I suppose I’ll need to see it before I can decide anything.”

      “The cottage has been maintained by a local woman—a Mrs. Chen, I believe. She was a friend of your grandmother’s. I’ll provide you with her contact information.” He began sorting papers. “Will you be traveling to Bramblevine soon?”

      Clover thought about her empty flat in Hackney. About the relationship that had ended with a whisper rather than a bang, three months ago, when David had finally admitted he wanted someone with fewer opinions and more interest in his hobby of competitive cycling. About the email that had arrived last week from the museum, informing her that her position had been eliminated in the latest round of budget cuts.

      “Yes,” she said. “I suppose I will.”
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      The train to the Cotswolds left Paddington at 9:15 on a Tuesday morning, carrying Clover away from the gray sprawl of London and into a landscape that looked increasingly like a postcard. Golden fields gave way to rolling hills, stone walls appeared between patches of woodland, and the villages grew smaller and more picturesque with every stop.

      She’d brought a book—a dense academic text on Tudor court inventories that she’d been meaning to read for months—but found herself staring out the window instead, watching England transform into something older and stranger. The envelope sat in her bag like a small weight, pulling at her attention.

      Open it at the cottage. What kind of instruction was that? What could possibly be in a letter that required a specific location to read?

      The train deposited her at a station so small, it barely qualified for the name: a single platform, a wooden shelter, a faded sign reading MORETON-IN-MARSH. She stood on the platform with her single suitcase, breathing air that smelled of woodsmoke and fallen leaves, and wondered what exactly she’d gotten herself into.

      “Clover? Clover Ashwood?”

      The woman hurrying toward her was perhaps fifty, round-faced and bright-eyed, with silver-streaked black hair escaping from a hasty bun. She wore a flour-dusted apron over her coat, as if she’d left in the middle of baking.

      “I’m Marigold Chen—Goldie. I was your grandmother’s friend.” She enveloped Clover in a hug before Clover could decide whether to offer a handshake. “Oh, but you look like her. Around the eyes. She would have loved to see you.”

      “I—thank you. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Goldie stepped back, still holding Clover’s shoulders, studying her face with an intensity that was slightly unnerving. “Right. Let’s get you home. The car’s just outside, and I’ve left scones in the oven.”

      The car was a cheerfully battered estate vehicle that smelled of vanilla and sugar. Goldie drove with the casual confidence of someone who’d navigated these narrow lanes a thousand times, chattering all the while about the village, the weather, the outrageous price of butter, and the general state of the world.

      “You’ll want to take things slowly,” she said, taking a corner that made Clover grip the door handle. “People here have long memories. They remember the Ashwoods—your grandmother, your great-grandmother before her. They remember things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      Goldie’s expression flickered—something Clover couldn’t quite read. “Oh, you know how villages are. Stories get passed down, grow in the telling. Your grandmother was a private woman, and people fill in what they don’t know with what they imagine.” She glanced at Clover. “They’ll be curious about you. The long-lost granddaughter, come home at last.”

      Home. The word felt strange. Clover had never thought of anywhere as home, not really. Just places she’d lived, places she’d left.

      “And here we are,” Goldie announced, pulling onto a lane so narrow that branches scraped both sides of the car. “Clover Cottage.”

      The cottage stood at the end of the lane like something out of a fairy tale—if fairy tales included sagging gutters and overgrown gardens. It was stone, honey-gold in the afternoon light, with a roof that dipped and swayed in ways that suggested interesting conversations with gravity. Wisteria vines climbed the walls, bare now in November, their twisted branches reaching for the windows like grasping fingers.

      It should have looked neglected. Abandoned. Instead, Clover had the strange sensation that it was waiting—that the dark windows were eyes, watching her approach.

      “I’ve kept it aired out,” Goldie said, extracting a key from her pocket. “Didn’t want you arriving to damp and mildew. And Bram’s been fed, of course.”

      “Bram?”

      “The rabbit.” Goldie’s smile turned slightly mysterious. “He’s rather particular, but you’ll get used to each other. Here—” She pressed the key into Clover’s hand. “I’ve left a basket inside. Scones, jam, a few other bits. My number’s on the card if you need anything—anything at all, any hour.”

      She clasped Clover’s hands briefly, her eyes warm. “Welcome home, love. Your grandmother would be so pleased.”

      And then she was gone, the estate car disappearing back down the lane, leaving Clover alone with a cottage that watched her and a grandmother’s letter weighing down her bag.

      The front door swung open before she touched it.

      Clover froze, key in hand, heart suddenly hammering. The door stood ajar, revealing a dim hallway beyond. She hadn’t pushed it. She was certain she hadn’t pushed it.

      Old hinges, she told herself. Warped frame. Perfectly rational explanation.

      She stepped inside.

      The cottage smelled of old books and dried lavender, with something underneath—something green and growing, like herbs in summer. The hallway was narrow, the walls lined with framed photographs and hanging bundles of dried flowers. A staircase rose at the end, and doorways opened on either side into rooms she couldn’t quite see.

      But what held her attention, what stopped her three steps inside the door, was the rabbit.

      He sat in the center of the hallway like a small white emperor holding court. Pristine fur, bright as fresh snow. Ears upright and alert. And eyes—ice blue, pale as winter sky—fixed on her with an expression that was not at all what she expected from a rabbit.

      Rabbits, in Clover’s limited experience, were nervous creatures. Twitchy. Prone to bolting at sudden movements.

      This rabbit looked at her as if she were the one being evaluated.

      “Hello,” she said, feeling ridiculous. “You must be Bram.”

      The rabbit’s nose twitched once. His ears rotated slightly, tracking her like radar dishes. He made no move to approach her, no move to flee. He simply watched.

      “Right.” Clover edged past him, pulling her suitcase. “I’ll just… get settled, then.”

      She found Goldie’s basket in the kitchen—scones still warm, clotted cream, a jar of dark jam, a handwritten note with a phone number and a small heart dotted over the i. The kitchen itself was a riot of copper pots, hanging herbs, and ceramic jars with hand-painted labels. Everything was old, well-used, and somehow, exactly where it should be.

      Clover made tea. It was, she’d found, the appropriate response to nearly any situation, and this one certainly qualified.

      When she returned to the hallway with her cup, the rabbit had moved. He now sat at the foot of the stairs, watching her with those unsettling blue eyes.

      “The solicitor said you came with instructions,” Clover told him. “I don’t suppose you know where those are?”

      The rabbit turned and hopped up three steps, then paused and looked back at her.

      Clover laughed—a slightly unhinged sound in the quiet cottage. “You can’t possibly be asking me to follow you.”

      The rabbit waited.

      “This is ridiculous,” she said, and followed him anyway.

      He led her to a bedroom at the end of the upstairs hall—clearly the master bedroom, with a large brass bed and windows overlooking the back garden. On the bedside table sat a small stack of papers, topped with a note in the same spidery handwriting as the envelope:

      
        
        For Clover. Instructions for Bram’s care. He prefers butter lettuce.

      

      

      She found food bowls in a cupboard, each labeled in careful calligraphy:

      
        
        Butter Lettuce (Preferred), Romaine (Acceptable), Iceberg (Absolutely Not)

      

      

      . A velvet-lined basket sat by the cold fireplace, clearly the rabbit’s designated sleeping spot.

      And everywhere she looked, photographs.

      Photographs of the cottage through the years. Photographs of the village, the bookshop, faces Clover didn’t recognize. And photographs of women—women with dark hair and sharp features, women who looked, unsettlingly, like variations of herself.

      One photograph in particular caught her eye. It sat on the dresser in a silver frame: a young woman, perhaps twenty, standing in this very room. She was smiling, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, and in her arms, she held a rabbit.

      A white rabbit. A small white rabbit with ice-blue eyes.

      Clover picked up the frame and turned it over. The backing held a small yellowed card, inscribed in faded ink: Ivy and Bramwell, 1962.

      She looked at the rabbit—at Bram—who sat in the doorway watching her.

      “That’s not possible,” she said.

      The rabbit didn’t answer. Of course he didn’t. He was a rabbit.
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      Her hands were trembling as she pulled the envelope from her bag. Open it at the cottage. Well, she was at the cottage. And nothing about this day had made sense, so why should this be any different?

      The seal broke easily. Inside, she found two items: a folded letter, and another photograph.

      The photograph first. It showed the same woman from the dresser—older now, perhaps sixty, silver threading through her dark hair. She stood at the standing stones that Clover remembered from the train, visible on the hill outside the village. And beside her, again, a white rabbit with blue eyes.

      The letter was handwritten, the ink faded but legible:

      
        
        My darling Clover,

        If you’re reading this, then I’m gone, and you’ve come home at last. I’ve imagined this moment for so many years—imagined explaining everything, answering all the questions you must have. I’m sorry I couldn’t do it in person. I’m sorry for so many things.

        Your mother left Bramblevine because of me. Because of what I am, what our family has always been. She wanted to protect you from it. I understood, even though it broke my heart. She thought ignorance was safety. Perhaps she was right.

        But you’re here now. And you need to know the truth.

        Bram will explain everything, in time. Trust him. I know that sounds mad—how can a rabbit explain anything? But Bram is not an ordinary rabbit. He has protected our family for three hundred years. He’ll protect you too, if you let him.

        There’s so much I wanted to tell you. About your grandfather. About Eleanor, about the day she left. About what you are. But some things can’t be written in letters. Some things have to be shown.

        Trust Bram. Trust yourself. And know that I loved you, always, even when I couldn’t say it.

        Your grandmother,

        Ivy

        
        P.S. — Don’t believe everything the Holloways tell you. And whatever you do, don’t sell the books.

      

      

      Clover read the letter three times. Then she set it down, very carefully, on the dresser beside the photograph.

      “Three hundred years,” she said to the empty room. To the rabbit sitting in the doorway, watching her with eyes that suddenly seemed far too knowing. “She says you’re three hundred years old.”

      Bram’s ears twitched.

      “She says you’ll explain everything.”

      The rabbit blinked once, slowly, and Clover had the strange, impossible impression that he was amused.

      “This is insane.” She sat down heavily on the bed. “This is completely insane. My grandmother was clearly unwell, and I’ve inherited a cottage full of delusions, and a rabbit with a superiority complex.”

      Bram hopped into the room and settled at her feet. He didn’t look offended by the superiority complex comment. If anything, he looked like he agreed with it.

      Clover looked at the photograph again. Ivy, young and bright-eyed, holding a rabbit that looked exactly like the one at her feet. Sixty-four years ago.

      “I’m going to bed,” she announced to no one in particular. “I’m going to sleep, and in the morning, everything will make sense.”

      She didn’t believe it. But she was exhausted, wrung out from the day’s travel and revelations, and the brass bed was surprisingly comfortable, despite its age. She fell asleep faster than she expected, with the rabbit being a small warm weight at the foot of the bed.

      And she dreamed.

      In the dream, she stood among standing stones, seven ancient pillars arranged in a circle on a windswept hill. The sky was dark, starless, and the stones hummed with something that might have been sound, light, or something else entirely.

      She wasn
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