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        "Strange is not the same as unwelcome."
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      This story takes place in 1812–1813 England, with an epilogue spanning to 1870. The Crimson Court is an ancient organization of vampires whose origins predate recorded history. The Caven bloodline is the last surviving line of the witches who created them. The Crystalline is the mechanism by which these two natures, under the specific conditions of genuine love, complete an ancient covenant that has been broken for three thousand years.

      

      Everything else follows from these facts.
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            Lucien

          

        

      

    

    
      Yorkshire, England—October 1812. He had crossed the Channel in a fishing vessel reeking of brine and death, which suited him well enough. Death was an old companion. The brine was merely unpleasant.

      The crossing took four hours. He stood at the prow the entire time, letting the spray cut across his face—cold, salt-stung, carrying the particular violence of an autumn sea—and felt nothing. He had long since ceased to feel cold as anything other than information. The wind told him: you are moving through air at considerable speed. The spray told him: there is water nearby. His skin received these reports and filed them without commentary.

      England resolved itself out of the grey morning like an accusation.

      He had not been here in forty years. The last time, he had been hunting a rogue—a young vampire who'd gotten it in his head that London's theatre district deserved his particular form of patronage. Lucien had found him in the wings of Covent Garden, feeding from a chorus girl between acts, and had ended him quickly and without ceremony. He remembered thinking, as he cleaned his hands afterward, that the boy had at least chosen a victim of some vitality. There was a kind of contempt in feeding from the unconscious or the sleeping. Lucien had always preferred his prey alert.

      He did not feed tonight. He had fed before the crossing—a merchant sailor in Calais who would wake tomorrow with a headache and no memory of the past hour, his neck slightly tender, his dreams strangely full of black water. The man would live a long and otherwise unremarkable life. Lucien was careful about that. He had always been careful.

      Three thousand years of careful.

      The coach north was arranged before he'd cleared the docks. The Crimson Court had resources in every port city of consequence, and someone had left a sealed letter with the harbormaster—instructions, a name, a modest estate in the North Riding of Yorkshire where he was expected as a guest. Monsieur Lucien Varenne, émigré, late of Paris, a man of independent means fleeing the excesses of the Emperor's court. The cover was plausible. Half of French society seemed to be in England these days, scattered like chess pieces across country houses and London drawing rooms, performing their displacement with varying degrees of conviction.

      He settled into the coach and watched England slide past the window.

      It was a damp, grey, exhausted-looking country, and he understood why it had produced so many people of ferocious interior life. When the exterior world offered so little stimulation, the mind turned inward and began constructing cathedrals. He had spent fifty years in England across various centuries and had developed a complicated respect for it—a nation that seemed, on its surface, to be about nothing so much as the management of polite discomfort, and which had, in that discomfort, produced Shakespeare and Newton and Milton and now, apparently, this Eliza Caven.

      He pulled out the dossier.

      It was thin. That itself was information. The Court had operatives who could compile comprehensive intelligence on any individual within a fortnight; the thinness of this file suggested either that the subject was genuinely unremarkable or that she had been, somehow, obscured. He suspected the latter.

      
        
        Eliza Margaret Caven. Twenty-seven years of age. Unmarried. Currently employed as governess to the Whitmore family, Kirkby Moorside. Previously: companion to Lady Haverstock, Scarborough, 1808–1810. Some small reputation as an herbalist—local women consult her for remedies. No known family; mother deceased 1807, father unknown. No property, no fortune, no particular social standing.

      

      

      The description of a woman the world had decided not to notice.

      But then, at the bottom of the page, in the cramped hand of whoever had composed this document, a single note that had brought Lucien north across the Channel in October, when he would far rather have been in Rome:

      
        
        Subject's mother: one Catherine Caven née Ashworth. Died in Harrogate, cause listed as consumption. No corroborating physician. Name—Caven—of significant interest. Residual witch-craft reported in vicinity of subject's residence. Local herbalist reports plants of unusual vigour in subject's kitchen garden. Blooming contrary to season. One witness reports candle in subject's window burning through a storm that extinguished every other flame on the street.

      

      

      That was all. It was enough.

      The Caven line.

      He closed the file and looked out the window. The moors had begun—vast, dark, rolling, the sky above them the colour of a bruise. England in October was all bruises and bare branches and the suggestion that something enormous had recently died. He found it faintly beautiful, in the way he found most things that reminded him of entropy.

      Three thousand years, and he had seen every form beauty could take: the Nile at flood, Rome burning, a forest of cherry blossoms in a country that would not be called Japan for several more centuries, the specific quality of light on the Adriatic at midsummer that painters spent lifetimes trying to render and never quite got right. He collected beauty the way other men collected debt—passively, unavoidably, without particular attachment.

      The Caven line was not beautiful. It was a problem.

      The witches who had made his kind—the original coven, the mothers of his species—had been diminishing for centuries. The Court had made certain of that, applying pressure wherever the bloodline surfaced, not through violence necessarily but through careful management: influencing marriages, disrupting inheritances, ensuring that the line produced daughters who died young or sons who left no issue. It was not genocide. It was maintenance. He had believed this for two and a half millennia.

      He believed it now, he reminded himself. He was not here to question the Court's methods. He was here to determine whether the last thread of that bloodline had survived and, if so, to assess the threat.

      He was here to do his job.

      Yorkshire offered itself up around midnight—a small village, a modest estate, a housekeeper who showed him to his rooms with the particular English efficiency that communicated welcome while communicating simultaneously that she did not entirely trust Frenchmen. He thanked her in his most careful English and let himself into a room that smelled of beeswax and lavender and the damp cold of a house that had been shuttered for the season.

      He did not sleep. He never slept, though he could perform the appearance of it when necessary. He sat in the chair by the window and watched the village absorb its own darkness, and he thought about nothing in particular, and the night passed around him like water around a stone.

      At dawn he went out to walk the moors.

      He had been here three days before he saw her.

      She was in the lane that ran between the village and the church, carrying a basket that appeared to contain an impractical quantity of dried herbs. She was arguing with someone—but there was no one else in the lane. He stopped at the gate and listened, and understood after a moment that she was arguing with herself, a running murmured commentary on some internal disagreement, her free hand conducting the debate with small emphatic gestures.

      She was not what he had expected.

      He had expected, if the bloodline had indeed produced something of note, a woman of obvious power—the kind of striking, unsettling beauty the old stories attributed to witch-blood. He had met the Caven women across the centuries; several had been extraordinary looking, with a quality of light about them that was not quite natural.

      This woman was ordinary. Medium height, medium brown hair escaping its pins in a manner that suggested she had given up fighting it, a face that was pleasant rather than arresting—good bones, alert grey eyes, a mouth that sat in a natural near-frown that might, in other circumstances, be mistaken for severity. Her coat was practical and had been mended at the cuffs. Her boots were not fashionable. She looked like what she was: a woman who worked for her living and had organized her presentation around utility rather than impression.

      She looked up and saw him standing at the gate.

      And for the first time in three thousand years, Lucien Varenne found himself looked at.

      Not observed—he was observed constantly, by people calculating his status, his wealth, his potential usefulness. Not admired—he had been admired by women and men across thirty centuries, and it had never been anything other than a response to the aesthetic fact of him, the symmetry and stillness that immortality produced. Not feared, though fear was common enough.

      Looked at. As if she were actually seeing him. As if there were something behind his eyes worth the trouble of finding.

      The sensation was deeply, primally uncomfortable.

      "You're the French gentleman," she said. Not a question. "From the Whitmore estate. You've been here three days and you've already walked every lane in a five-mile radius, which is either extraordinary exercise or extraordinary restlessness." She tilted her head. "You don't look like a man given to exercise."

      "And what do I look like?" he said, before he could stop himself.

      She considered him with an unselfconscious directness that he could not recall encountering in this century. "Like someone who has been waiting so long he's forgotten what he's waiting for."

      The silence that followed had weather in it.

      "Lucien Varenne," he said, and moved to open the gate.

      "Eliza Caven," she said. "I know who you are. Small villages notice strangers." She looked at his hands on the gate latch—a slight hesitation, some private adjustment—and then looked back at his face. "The foxglove in your lapel is from the wrong season. Did you pick it this morning?"

      He looked down at the flower he had not, until this moment, been conscious of wearing. He had found it at the edge of the moor at dawn, blooming against all reason from a frost-blackened stem. He had taken it because it was there and he had nothing else to do with his hands.

      "Yes," he said.

      Something crossed her face—not fear, not surprise. Calculation. The kind of calculation that lives on the other side of instinct.

      "That's interesting," she said, and shifted her basket to her other arm, and walked past him up the lane.

      He stood at the gate for a long moment, watching her go.

      Then he looked back at the foxglove in his lapel.

      It was blooming. Deeply, impossibly, as if it were May.

      He had been standing in this spot, he realized, for approximately four minutes. He looked at the hedgerow on either side of the lane gate. Everything else was November-grey and dying.

      Interesting, she had said.

      He removed the flower carefully. Turned it over in his fingers. Set it down on the stone gatepost.

      He was, he told himself, here on surveillance. He was noting details. He was doing his job.

      He walked back to the estate and thought about grey eyes and the particular way a woman could make a man feel transparent, and told himself it was professional observation.

      He was, he would understand much later, already lying.
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            Eliza

          

        

      

    

    
      She told herself she had forgotten about him by supper. This was a lie of the comfortable, domestic sort—the kind one tells while stirring a pot of rosehip tea and watching the steam curl toward the ceiling, the kind that requires no particular conviction because it will not be examined closely. She had not forgotten about him. She was thinking about him with the specific, irritating persistence of a tune that has no business being in one's head.

      The foxglove was the thing that stayed with her.

      She knew foxgloves. She had been knowing foxgloves since she was four years old and her mother had crouched beside her in the kitchen garden and pressed a single purple bell into her small palm and said: this one wants watching, Eliza. It knows things about the heart. She had spent twenty-three years since then knowing foxgloves—their season, their habits, the exact quality of their bloom in late spring when they rose from the hedgerows like small lavender fires. She could identify digitalis by scent alone. She had made preparations from it, carefully measured, for Mrs. Hartley's husband whose heart stuttered like a hesitant engine.

      Foxgloves did not bloom in October. They did not bloom in frost. They most certainly did not bloom on frost-blackened stems that had been dead since August.

      She had gone back to look, after the Frenchman had gone on his way—had walked back down the lane and examined the stone gatepost where he'd set the flower, and it had been sitting there in the cold morning air as if it had simply decided autumn was an inconvenience it declined to observe. She had picked it up carefully. Held it. Felt nothing except the cool velvet of the petals and the faint, inexplicable conviction that this was something she was supposed to notice.

      She had taken it home and put it in water. Three days later it was still blooming.

      This was not the strangest thing that had happened to her. That distinction belonged to the winter of her mother's death, when the entire garden had frozen solid except for a circle of ground directly outside Eliza's window, in which a species of small white flower she had never been able to identify had bloomed continuously until spring, then vanished so completely she sometimes thought she'd imagined it. Or the incident with Mrs. Hartley's cat, which had been dying—genuinely dying, lethargic and starving, past what any competent person would have called the point of recovery—until Eliza had sat with it for an hour one afternoon and stroked its head, and the next morning it had been in the kitchen demanding its breakfast with the offhand authority of a cat that has never been ill and resents the suggestion.

      Strange things happened near her. She had learned to be matter-of-fact about it.

      What was less matter-of-fact was the man who had been wearing an impossible flower.

      She considered what she knew, which was not much. Lucien Varenne. French. A nobleman of some sort, or performing the role of one—she had learned enough of that performance from Lady Haverstock's drawing rooms to recognize the posture, the economy of movement that communicated social confidence without requiring its active demonstration. He spoke English precisely, in the manner of someone who has studied it rather than absorbed it. He did not look like a man who had fled anything; he had the stillness of someone who has never needed to run, who has always been the thing others ran from.

      She did not know why she had thought that. It wasn't his manner—he had been perfectly polite, civil, unremarkable. It was something underneath. An absence where there should have been presence. Most people, up close, radiated the small warmth of aliveness—the slight flush of exertion, the particular animation that breathing gives a face. He did not. He was still in a way that had nothing to do with calm.

      And yet she had been drawn to him, which was its own problem.

      She had not, in twenty-seven years, been drawn to anyone in any way that concerned her. There had been a curate, briefly, when she was twenty—a kind young man with anxious hands who had asked her questions about herbs with the transparent hope that discussing herbs would lead to discussing other things, and it had been sweet and slightly touching, and she had declined with the gentle efficiency of a woman who knows her own mind and does not intend to sacrifice her modest independence for the management of another person's household. There had been a solicitor in Scarborough during the Haverstock years who had kissed her once in a garden, which had been pleasant enough, and then had proceeded to explain the correct preparation of mutton for twenty minutes, which had rather resolved the question.

      She was not, she had concluded, a woman built for the ordinary architecture of romance. She required—though she would not have put it this way—something that met her where she actually was, rather than where the world believed a woman of her station ought to be.

      The Frenchman had looked at her as if he saw where she actually was.

      That was the thing she could not stop thinking about. Not his face—though the face was objectively remarkable, the kind of face that made one want to ask it questions—but the quality of his attention. When she had said that thing about waiting, she had expected deflection, the polite blankness men deployed when a woman said something that surprised them. He had gone still instead. A different kind of still. As if she had said something true that he had not expected anyone to notice.

      She poured her tea and sat down at the small table by the window where she kept her working notebooks—records of preparations, observations on plant behaviour, notes in the cramped, practical hand her mother had taught her. She had been keeping these notebooks since she was eight. Fourteen volumes now, stacked on the shelf above the table, the older ones beginning to soften at the corners.

      She opened the current volume to a fresh page and wrote, in her most careful hand: Oct. 14. Foxglove, D. purpurea, in bloom. Frost conditions. Stem: dead. Source: stranger's lapel, Kirkby Moorside lane, morning.

      Then, below it, because she was honest with herself in her notebooks in a way she was not required to be elsewhere: Something is happening. I don't know what it is yet. It wants watching.

      She looked at the foxglove in its glass of water on the windowsill. The village was quiet outside—a cart, somewhere, the distant sound of sheep. Ordinary October morning sounds.

      She had learned, over twenty-seven years of strange small phenomena, that the events that wanted watching had a particular quality: they arrived quietly, sideways, in the shape of ordinary things. The white flowers. The cat. The candles that would not go out.

      A foxglove in a dead man's—she caught herself. In a stranger's lapel. Not a dead man. A living man. A very still, very watchful, very French man who had made her feel briefly as if the world were larger than she generally gave it credit for.
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      She met him properly four days later, at the Whitmore harvest supper.

      The Whitmores were the largest landowners in the district and marked the turning of the season with a dinner that was nominally modest and actually enormous, at which every person of any social note within ten miles appeared and spent three hours discussing, in its various permutations, the state of the harvest and Napoleon. Eliza attended as a satellite of the governess function—not a guest, not a servant, occupying the middle-distance territory of the educated poor, which required skill and constant low-grade vigilance to navigate without either embarrassment or false humility.

      He was already there when she arrived. Standing by the fireplace, in conversation with Mr. Whitmore, holding a glass of wine he had not touched. She knew he had not touched it because she checked when she entered the room—a reflex she did not examine—and checked again an hour later, and the level in the glass had not changed.

      She was watching him. She allowed herself to observe this neutrally, as a fact.

      He was watching her back.

      Not obviously. He was too composed for obvious. But she caught it twice—a slight reorientation, a fraction of attention redirected—and decided she was not imagining it. He was conducting some form of surveillance, though of what or why she could not determine. She was not accustomed to being surveilled. She was accustomed to being overlooked. The two sensations were, she discovered, remarkably different.

      He found his way to her after supper, in the manner of a man who has planned a thing but intends it to appear accidental. She found this faintly entertaining.

      "Miss Caven," he said, which established that he had enquired after her name.

      "Monsieur Varenne," she said, which established that she had enquired after his.

      A small symmetry. They both noted it.

      "You are employed here," he said. "As governess."

      "Two of the Whitmore children. Emma and James. Emma is six and extremely forthcoming; James is nine and saving his observations for some future date when they will have maximum impact." She looked at him. "You are employed here as a mysterious émigré."

      He was quiet for a moment in a way that felt like reassessment. "Is that how I appear?"

      "That's how you've been described. Mysterious is my own addition." She turned her glass in her hands. "You've been walking the moors every morning. I've seen you from the lane."

      "And I have seen you in your kitchen garden." A pause. "Your plants are remarkable."

      She looked at him directly. "Yes. They are. I've been trying to understand why for some years."

      Something shifted in his face—almost nothing, almost nothing at all. The slight compression of a person who has been surprised. "And have you arrived at a theory?"

      "Several." She kept her voice entirely conversational. "None of them satisfy me. You?"

      The pause this time was longer. She let it be long. She did not, she had discovered across years of conversations that men found unsettling, feel any particular obligation to fill silences.

      "I have theories about many things," he said at last. "Fewer answers than I would like."

      "Three thousand years," she said, without knowing she was going to say it.

      The glass almost left his hand. Almost. He caught it with a precision so absolute it was itself a tell—no human reflex was that controlled.

      "I beg your pardon?" he said, very quietly.

      She did not know where the words had come from. They had arrived in her mouth from somewhere below conscious thought, from the same place the herb-knowledge came from, the same deep wordless intelligence that told her which plants were dangerous before she had read it in any book. She did not understand them. But she believed them.

      "I don't know why I said that," she said honestly. "I'm sorry if it was impertinent."

      He looked at her for a long moment. The fire behind him was very bright. His face in the light of it was—she searched for the word—composed. Composed in the way of a thing that has been assembled with great care and has held its shape for a very long time.

      "It was not impertinent," he said. "It was —" He stopped. Started again. "You are a very unusual woman, Miss Caven."

      "So I have been told," she said. "Generally not as a compliment."

      Something happened to his mouth. It wasn't quite a smile—more the shadow of what a smile might look like on a face that had largely given up that form of expression. But it was something.

      "I intend it as one," he said.

      She looked at him—at this man of impossible stillness and an impossible flower and a glass of wine that had not moved in ninety minutes—and felt the same thing she had felt in the lane: that the world was larger, and stranger, and more full of things that wanted watching, than she generally remembered.

      "Good," she said. "Then we're off to an honest start."
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            INTERLUDE: The First Week, Before He Understood

          

        

      

    

    
      He had been in Yorkshire for four days before he understood the situation was already lost.

      Not lost in the operational sense—the assignment was proceeding correctly, the initial intelligence was confirmed, the subject had been located and identified and preliminary assessment was underway. The operation was intact. What was lost was the framing. The professional distance. The thing that made it an assignment rather than a situation he was genuinely inside.

      He had been in her kitchen for forty minutes on the second day, which was twelve minutes longer than the first, which was twelve minutes longer than the surveillance protocol required. He had not left. He had accepted a second cup of tea he did not need and had asked about the notebook and had listened to her explain her documentation method with the specific, unmanaged enthusiasm of a person who did not perform enthusiasm but simply had it, and he had thought, with the part of his mind that was still performing assessment: she is not performing. She is simply here.

      He had filed a report that evening that contained none of this.

      He had sat at the estate's writing desk and composed, with thirty centuries of professional precision, a technical account of the day's observation that was accurate about everything except the most significant thing: that he had been in her kitchen for forty minutes and had not wanted to leave, and that this was not professional attention.

      He had not named the not-naming-it to himself. He was not yet ready to name it.

      He had gone back on the third day.

      He was there when she discovered the pressed flower packet at the back of her mother's botanical journal—he had been watching her work through the journal with the methodical attention she gave everything, and he had seen her go still, and he had watched her carefully lift the packet and open it and look at what was inside with the expression of someone who has received a message that they have been, without knowing it, waiting for.

      She had not told him what the flowers were. He had not asked. He had felt the quality of the moment—the specific, private weight of it, something between her and her mother that had no room for an outside observer—and he had been quiet, and she had folded the packet carefully and placed it in the wooden box, and then she had looked up and found him looking at her and had said: "I'm sorry. Where were we?"

      "Nowhere we have to return to immediately," he said.

      She had looked at him with the grey eyes that he was beginning to understand were not simply attentive but were attentive in a specific, penetrating way that did not permit evasion. "You're a very patient presence," she said. "Most people would have said something."

      "I find that the things worth saying are usually not the things people say when they feel they should say something," he said.

      She had looked at him for a long moment. "That is exactly true," she said, with the quality of someone confirming something they had believed without previously having heard it articulated.

      He had sat with this on the walk home. A very patient presence. She was describing what she observed: a man who was content to be in a room without filling it, who could receive what a moment offered without requiring the moment to be about him. He had been described many ways across thirty centuries. He had not been described as a presence. He had been described as a force, an instrument, an intelligence, an authority.

      He was not certain he had ever been simply, plainly present for another person before. Not in the sense she seemed to mean: present as in here, attending, in it.

      He thought about this for a long time.

      He went back on the fourth day.

      She was in the garden, and she saw him at the gate, and she said: "You again," with the specific tone that meant she was not at all surprised and had possibly been expecting him, and he felt something that he declined to name but which settled in his chest with the specific quality of something that had arrived and was not going to leave.

      He came in.

      He stayed too long again.

      He went home and sat with the report he was not filing and thought about the operational parameters that were ceasing to apply and thought about what happened when the professional framing of a situation was no longer adequate to describe what the situation actually was.

      He was, he determined, going to need more time.

      Not for the assessment. The assessment was complete. He had been certain of the assessment since the first conversation.

      He was going to need more time for the other thing—the thing he was not naming, which was accumulating with every afternoon, which was the most significant development in his thirty centuries of existence and which he was approaching with the extreme care of a man who understood that the most important things deserved to be approached slowly.

      He went back on the fifth day.

      He was going to keep going back.
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            Lucien

          

        

      

    

    
      He had made an error. He understood this with the clean, cold clarity that had served him across thirty centuries of intelligence work: he had permitted a social engagement to occur when he should have maintained distance, and in permitting it he had allowed the subject to say something that no human being in three thousand years had said to him, and he had responded to it, and now he was lying awake in a house that was not his, in a country he found dreary, thinking about a woman with grey eyes and no particular reason to be remarkable.

      Three thousand years. She had said it as if she were reading it off his skin.

      He turned the problem over and examined it from each angle. There were rational explanations. The Caven bloodline, even in its diminished form, carried residual attunement to the old magics—the original coven had bred its perceptions into the bone, and those perceptions did not simply vanish with dilution. A strong enough bloodline remnant might produce anomalous knowledge: flashes of deep recognition, the occasional true word arriving from below consciousness. It meant nothing except that she was, indeed, what he had come to investigate. It was evidence. It was useful.

      It did not explain why, in ninety years of attending dinner parties across three continents, the remark that had most arrested him was then we're off to an honest start delivered in a practical Yorkshire accent by a woman in a mended coat.

      He rose before dawn and walked.

      The moors at this hour were something close to primordial—vast and dark and humming with the low register of very old earth, the kind of ground that remembered what it had been before cities, before agriculture, before the human project of naming things in order to control them. He had known this country when it was not England. Had passed through it—briefly, passing through—when the people living here did not build in stone and did not write and carried their knowledge in the body rather than the page. The witches had been very powerful then. The world had been closer to its own magic, the membrane between the natural and the supernatural thin as silk.

      He had not thought about any of that in centuries.

      He walked until the sky began its grey suggestion of dawn and then stood on the high point of the moor above the village, looking down at the cluster of rooftops emerging from the dark, and he thought with uncomfortable precision about the quality of attention Eliza Caven had turned on him.

      He had been attended to, across three thousand years, in every mode attention could take. Worshipped—literally worshipped, in one century, by a population that had decided he was divine, which he had found more inconvenient than flattering. Studied. Feared. Desired. Hunted. He had been the object of every projection the human imagination could construct for a being that was ancient and powerful and impossible to fully know.

      He had not, that he could recall, been simply seen.

      She had looked at him the way she looked at her plants, he thought. With the precise, patient attention of someone who is genuinely interested in understanding what they are observing. Not what it means for her, not what she can do with it—just what it is. He found this, unexpectedly, devastating.

      He spent the day conducting his actual investigation.

      The village herbalist—an elderly woman named Mrs. Petch, who appeared to know everything about everyone within a five-mile radius and offered this knowledge freely in exchange for the loan of a sympathetic ear—was happy to discuss Miss Caven's garden. Very happy, it emerged. She had been finding it strange for years.

      "It isn't natural," Mrs. Petch said, with a satisfaction that suggested she had been waiting for an audience for this observation. "I've kept a kitchen garden forty years and I know what things are supposed to do, and Miss Caven's things don't do it. It's not that they grow larger—they grow better. Every plant at its absolute height. Mint in November. Roses with no blackspot. I had a cutting from her sage last spring and it died the moment I got it home." She shook her head. "Some people have a gift with growing things. Miss Caven has something else entirely."

      He asked, carefully, about the late Mrs. Caven.

      "Ah." A slight contraction. "Cath Caven. She came here—oh, it would be twenty years ago now. Came from nowhere, as they say. Had the girl with her already, three or four years old. Never spoke of the father. Never spoke of where she'd come from." She poured him more tea he would not drink. "She was a quiet woman. Private. Clever—terribly clever, the kind of clever that makes some people uneasy, though it never bothered me. She kept the same sort of garden as her daughter does now. I always thought it ran in the blood."

      "Was there anything—unusual? About Mrs. Caven?"

      The elderly woman was quiet for a moment. He watched her weigh honesty against propriety and honesty win—it usually did, in people of a certain age.

      "She knew things," she said. "Not like a cunning-woman, not like the nonsense you get from girls who think they have the sight. Not fortune-telling. More like—she had a long view. She talked about things coming around, patterns repeating. She said once—I've never forgotten it—she said, 'The past doesn't bury itself, Mrs. Petch. It just waits.'" A pause. "She died quick. Too quick. She was well in April and gone by September. I've always thought there was something wrong about that."

      He thanked her and walked back to the estate in the early dark, and he thought about a woman who had known things and died quickly and left a daughter who saw through three-thousand-year-old liars at a dinner party.

      The past doesn't bury itself. It just waits.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He encountered Eliza Caven the following morning in circumstances that did not permit him the option of maintaining distance.

      He was on the footpath through the lower moor—a route he had taken precisely because it was not the lane, not the village, not anywhere that risked casual social intersection—when he heard her before he saw her: not her voice but the particular sound of a person moving through bracken with focused intention, accompanied by the soft thud of a basket meeting undergrowth.

      She emerged from a gorse thicket twenty feet away, saw him, and stopped.

      They regarded each other.

      "The lower moor," she said. "At seven in the morning."

      "I walk early," he said. "I was unaware this path was in use."

      "It's not, generally." She looked at him with the same unsettling directness she'd deployed at the dinner. "I come down here for the late-season rosehips. The ones on the northern slope last longest." She adjusted her basket. It was already half full. "You're going to catch cold walking in this."

      "I'm very rarely cold," he said, which was true.

      "You're not wearing a coat."

      He looked down. He was, in fact, not wearing a coat. He had left the house in the dark without considering it, which was not a consideration he generally needed to make. He did not feel the cold. He had forgotten that humans found this notable.

      "I forgot it," he said.

      She looked at him for a moment longer than politeness required, and then looked away at the moor. "Walk with me, if you like. The east path takes you back to the village."

      He should have declined. He made a clear, conscious decision to decline, marshalled the words, and then heard himself say: "Thank you."

      They walked.

      The moors in morning were entirely different from the moors at night—where the dark hours made them vast and ancient, the early light made them intimate, close, the frost-grey bracken catching the low sun in ways that suggested warmth without quite delivering it. She walked with the confidence of someone who has learned this ground by long and deliberate attention, noting landmarks he had not thought to note, referring to plants by name in both their common and Latin forms with the ease of genuine knowledge rather than performance.

      "You know your botany," he said.

      "I know my plants," she said. "Botany implies a systematic approach I haven't quite managed. Mine is more instinctive." She paused to examine something at the base of a dry-stone wall. "I was taught by my mother. She didn't use books. She used—I don't know how to describe it. She'd hold my hand over a plant and ask me what I felt, and I'd feel something, and she'd tell me whether I'd felt it correctly." She stood up. "I thought, for a long time, that everyone could do that. That it was just a thing humans could do that nobody talked about."

      "And now?"

      "Now I think it was something specific to her. And possibly to me." She looked sideways at him. "Do you believe people can have unusual perceptions?"

      He considered the irony of this question.

      "Yes," he said simply.

      "What about—" She stopped. Started again. "What about the idea that some bloodlines carry knowledge? Not learned knowledge. Inherited. The way a plant carries the memory of its season in its seed."

      He was very careful. "Where did you encounter that idea?"

      "My mother mentioned it once. She was—not well, toward the end. She said things that I wrote down because they seemed important, though I didn't understand them." A pause. The footpath turned along the wall of a ruined farmhouse. "She said our family had a long memory. She said the name was a kind of marker—that anyone who knew the old history would know what it meant."

      Caven. Yes. Anyone who knew the old history would know exactly what it meant.

      "Have you looked into the family history?" he said.

      "There's nothing to find." Her voice was matter-of-fact, but he heard the shape of an old frustration under it. "Before my mother arrived in Yorkshire, there's nothing. No parish records, no family correspondence, nothing. She appeared, as far as the world is concerned, from nowhere." She paused. "Which means either she had no history, or her history was deliberately removed."

      She was looking at him now with the grey-eyed clarity that had undone him at the dinner.

      "I think you know something about this," she said. "I don't know how I think that. But I do."

      The farmhouse ruin stood between them and the wind. The frost on the grass was beginning to release in the morning sun, a faint vapour rising from the ground. She was very close—close enough that he should have been able to feel the warmth of her, if she had been what he was trying to pretend she was: a subject. A case file. A problem to be assessed and managed.

      Instead he felt something else entirely. An ancient, sleeping part of him—buried under three millennia of discipline and ice and the careful erasure of any quality that did not serve the work—stirred. Turned over, like an animal that had been still so long it was half-forgotten, suddenly half-awake.

      He said, very precisely: "I have come to Yorkshire to understand something about your family. I would like to tell you that my intentions are entirely professional. I believe I am beginning to have doubts about that."

      She did not step back. Did not look away.

      "At least you told me," she said.

      "I thought honesty preferable. You seem to detect the alternative."

      A small silence. A bird somewhere in the gorse. The low sound of the moors.

      "Yes," she said. "I do."

      They walked the rest of the path to the village without speaking. But she did not move away from him, and he did not manufacture the distance he should have maintained, and when they reached the lane she turned and looked at him one more time with that quality of seeing him—actually seeing him—and he thought:

      I have made several errors. I am going to make more.
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            INTERLUDE: Before He Came Back (Eliza)

          

        

      

    

    
      The foxglove opened its first bloom on the Thursday after his visit.

      She had been watching it. Not with the focused attention she usually gave new blooms—with the peripheral awareness of a woman who is doing other things and is aware, always, of the corner where the impossible thing is happening. She had been writing notes at the table when she registered the change: the quality of the plant's energy shifting, the specific readiness that preceded bloom, the way she always felt it the moment before she saw it.

      She looked up.

      The lowest floret had opened. A small perfect tube of foxglove, purple-pink, spotted dark at the throat, in mid-October in a cottage kitchen in Yorkshire.

      She sat and looked at it for a long time.

      It was not, she reminded herself, the first impossible thing she had encountered in her garden. She had been growing plants that shouldn't grow in the conditions she gave them since she was twelve. She had accepted this as a feature of her particular relationship with growing things: they grew for her when they wouldn't grow for others, they grew in the wrong season, they grew when they should be dying. She had not examined it too closely because examination invited questions she was not ready to answer.

      She was not ready to answer them now, either. But the foxglove was blooming in October and the Frenchman had placed it on her gatepost, and she had the specific, unnerving feeling she had
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