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Prologue

On the night the river rose high enough to kiss the granite foundations of Graysmire House, someone carried a lantern through the orchard and did not come back. The lantern was brass and blistered with age, its glass panes filmed by the soot of a hundred storms; the hand that held it shook in a way that was not entirely from cold. Wind laid the trees down in waves and lifted them again, bees boiled in their boxes like a troubled thought, and the house—old, square-shouldered, all dark walnut and fieldstone—listened as footsteps slutted through the wet grass toward the cliff’s edge. No one saw the lantern set upon a flat rock in the pelting rain. No one watched as its light went out like a gasp.

At dawn, the river had slunk back to its bed and left the land smelling of iron and root-rot, the orchard strewn with feathers and a drowned fox hung up in brambles like a warning. The lantern stood where it had been left, heavy with water. In the upper northeast room, the one that had once been called the honey room because summer light poured through its windows thick as amber, a cracked mirror kept the outline of a woman’s hand on its glass for the length of a breath and then forgot it. Downstairs, the master of the house came in dripping, boots black with silt, and set a muddy key upon the marble of the foyer table. He did not look at the lantern when a servant brought it in. He only said, in a voice that carried across wood and stone, “Lock every door.”

It would be a long time before any door at Graysmire stood open again.


Chapter One


The train set Celia Vale down at a little mountain station with a pot-bellied stove and a wall of postcards gone sun-sour, and for a moment she simply stood in the rain and felt her bones loosen with the relief of a place whose air didn’t smell like other people’s grief. Nashville had gnawed her thin. Nashville had taken her husband and returned to her a silence that lived in their rooms like a stray cat she couldn’t coax out. The doctor had said fresh air. The lawyer had said opportunity. The letter from the executor had said: Your late great-aunt, Ruth Ellison Vale, bequeaths to you her apothecary notes, her wardrobe trunk, and the deed to certain gardens situate upon the grounds of Graysmire House, White Elk County, together with a stipend for one year conditional upon your residence therein and restoration of said gardens to serviceable order. Celia had not known she possessed an Aunt Ruth. She had certainly not known she possessed gardens attached to a house famous enough that the station master, when she asked about hiring a driver, lifted his brows as if she had quietly confessed a vice.


“Graysmire,” he said, and spat neatly into the stove. The hiss was more theatrical than necessary. “Belongs to Mr. Ambrose Hale.” He said the name like an old song everyone in the room could hum if they weren’t being polite. “Road’s washed in places, but Joe Barnett might take you as far as the gate.”

Celia thanked him and did not ask the questions that wanted asking. On the ride up she watched water thread down shale, watched fog knead the trees until the whole mountain looked like a thing being breathed upon. Her gloved hands lay quiet atop the wardrobe trunk containing Aunt Ruth’s papers, and she tried not to look at her own reflection in the carriage window because it always startled her now—the thinned face, the black ribbon at her throat, the particular angularity grief had left in her shoulders, as if she were a house that had settled oddly after a winter of hard freezes.

They came to the gate at dusk, which seemed appropriate. A pair of stone pillars shouldering ironwork. A buck’s skull wired over the arch with the coarse pragmatism of the countryside. Beyond, the drive turned in upon itself in a long curve and crawled up under black walnut trees that lifted their arms to a sky already cracking with thunder. Joe Barnett crossed himself, rough and unapologetic. “I don’t go in,” he said. “My daddy didn’t, and his daddy didn’t neither. You leave the trunk, Miss Vale—I’ll see it stored at my sister’s till you send word. The house’ll have men to fetch what you need when the weather’s fairer.” He looked past her shoulder into the dripping green, and for a moment his face gentled. “You don’t have to stay, you know. Stipend or no. Ain’t a soul would fault a woman for choosing to breathe easy.”

Celia had learned that people meant well by suggesting a different life than the one she had chosen; just as she had learned that the only way out of a grief was through the middle of it. “Thank you, Mr. Barnett,” she said. “I’ll send word.”

She walked the drive with her carpetbag thumping her hip and the rain playing a steady tattoo in the leaves overhead. The house waited the way a patient waits—upright, attentive, not quite welcoming. In the last smear of daylight it showed her its planes: three stories of walnut clapboard, a widow’s walk, chimneys like black teeth against a storm-smudged sky. Some houses she had known seemed to fidget with their own draftiness, their poorly hung doors. Graysmire was still. It was a consideration. It waited to see who she was.

By the time she reached the porch, rain had convinced itself into a downpour and thunder crawled along the distant ridgelines like furniture dragged across a nursery floor. The knocker was an iron bee with its wings outstretched; when she lifted it the wet metal shocked cold into her palm. The sound it made went down into the house and came back up hollow, and she had the unhelpful thought that it might take minutes for her knock to climb from the bones of the place back into the ears of anyone alive.

But when the door swung open it did so at once and without complaint, and there stood a man with rain in his hair and a lamplight beard, the sort of face a portrait painter would ruin trying to idealize. He was not beautiful. He was arresting. He had the kind of mouth that looked better cruel than kind, and eyes the color of river water after a storm. He took her in the way a man marks the distance to a thing he means to lift.

“Miss Vale,” he said, and his voice made her aware of her throat. “You are punctual. Come in.”

Ambrose Hale wore his austerity like a well-cut coat; she could feel the shape of it even as she stepped past him into a foyer gone to dimness and beeswax. A chandelier slept under muslin. The hand-knotted runner swallowed the sound of her boots. Somewhere far off a clock re-considered the hour and decided to hold its tongue.

“Mr. Hale,” Celia said, and the name tasted different in her mouth than it had at the station. A little iron, a little smoke. “I was told the gardens—”

“Have been left to rack and ruin for five years,” he said. “Yes. I had hoped Mrs. Ellison would recover enough to resume her work, but she did not.” His gaze flicked to her ribbon, to the plain black of her dress. “We both have our losses.”

There was no pity in it; there was a commonwealth, spare and impersonal, and somehow that was bearable. He took her bag without asking, which should have irritated her. It didn’t. He smelled like wet wool and tobacco, and some pale, clean thing beneath, not cologne but the memory of a soap one washes off completely. He led her through rooms that suggested money and the certain knowledge of how to spend it, then halted before a staircase that reached upward with the elegant assurance of a hand being offered.


“This was my mother’s house before it was mine,” he said, as if tendering a proof. “It is difficult for it not to be a mausoleum if one allows it. I do not allow it.” He lifted his lantern, and the moving light turned his eyes strange, animal, and briefly unreadable. “Your room is in the east wing. The honey room.” The words fell with a minute hitch on honey, so precise she might have dreamed it—like slipping on the memory of a stair. “Supper is at eight. When it storms the orchard floods. Keep to the paths. Something in the lower meadow gives way without warning when the river’s high.”


Celia followed him up. The east wing smelled faintly of thyme and something darker she could not place. The honey room had windows like a chapel and wallpaper faded to a tender, bruised gold. A long table faced the light. The bed was graceful and spare; she was grateful for the spareness. When Ambrose set her bag upon the bench at the end of the bed he did it with a care that made her think of a soldier disarming a trap. He did not linger. He did not stare. When he had finished making a place for her in his house he retreated several steps—as if she might be something untamed that would go through him if he crowded it—and only then offered what passed for hospitality here: information.

“You will find Aunt Ruth’s trunk in the armoire,” he said. “Her notebooks, her pressed specimens, the keys to the apothecary cabinet in the potting shed. If you intend to begin at first light, the gardener’s boy will lay a fire out there for you. If you would prefer to orient yourself tomorrow, I can have Mrs. Pike show you the grounds.”

“I’ll begin at first light,” Celia said, before she quite knew she would. But even saying so made a muscle in her chest unclench. The work had a shape in her mind already: clearing, sorting, identifying the bones of things and naming them until they became obedient again. “I appreciate your trust.”

“I’m paying for your expertise,” he said, bland as a knife. “Trust has very little to do with it.” And then, strangely, as if in apology for the blade, he added, softer, “The bees were hers. She spoke to them. I do not know how to keep them satisfied. I suspect they are angry with me.”

To her surprise, Celia almost smiled. “Bees don’t get angry,” she said. “They get frightened.”

Ambrose considered her. “Then perhaps,” he said, “we are well matched to our creatures.”

After he left, Celia let herself sit on the bed without removing her cloak, as if any declaration of comfort would wake something sleeping under the floorboards. The thunder had moved closer. It was a domestic sound now, happening to her roof, to the ragged breath of the house. In the armoire, wrapped in linen that smelled faintly of camphor and apples, Aunt Ruth’s notebooks waited. Celia lifted the first one with clean hands the way she had been taught to lift rare books, careful to support the spine. Four bees pressed between paper slept in their glassine envelope. Her great-aunt’s hand marched down the page in a neat, unfussy script:

—Hedera helix: the ivy on the north wall has taken on a peculiar sheen after last flood; wash leaves with salt water to discourage…

—Apis mellifera: hive three stilled on the last night of March, returned on the seventeenth at twilight; if I hum low and set the lantern on the stoop they gather to the light as if to an old priest.

—Note: river current stronger this year. The lower meadow sounds hollow underfoot. Tell Ambrose.

Beneath, a dark thumbprint. Celia touched the page and felt a prickle that was not wholly grief nor wholly excitement but something with teeth in it. She put the notebook carefully down and went to the window. The orchard lay black as a painting cut from velvet. In the angle of the porch roof and the corner gutter, she saw the gleam of the brass lantern the executor had described among the effects—its glass panels fogged with age, a ripple of rainwater cutting a rivulet down one face like a tear.

She did not mean to bring it inside. She found her feet moving before the thought resolved, her palm finding the banister’s slick curve, her breath fogging in the stairwell. In the foyer, Mrs. Pike—gray bun, stern mouth—materialized long enough to put a shawl across Celia’s shoulders and a warning in her eyes. “He told you not to go out.”

“He told me not to go beyond the paths,” Celia said, astonishing herself with the ease of the lie. “I won’t.”

Rain hit her cheeks like a hundred small insistences. The lantern was heavier than she’d expected, waterlogged, stubborn. When she set it on the hall table, its weight made a speaking sound against the marble top. Something in the house gave a little sigh, as if a held breath had been released. Behind her, she felt rather than heard him come down off the stair: that particular quiet male weight, a gravity upon the floorboards.

“You brought it in,” Ambrose said. He didn’t ask how she knew to fetch the thing that had once been left in the orchard in a roar of water. He only reached around her to take it and in doing so placed himself very near, close enough that she saw the seam at his throat where a collared shirt had chafed his skin raw, close enough that the clean smell of his soap was threaded now with woodsmoke and a fainter, more feral thing, like iron and rain. His hand brushed the back of hers and heat ran up her arm as if the lantern had been lit after all.

“It was getting ruined,” she said, low, and hated the smallness she heard in her voice—the note of apology. Widowhood had left her with too many small apologies.

“The house remembers what we leave at its edges,” he said, very quietly. “Sometimes it calls them back. Sometimes it asks us to.”

Celia found herself looking at his mouth. “Does it ask often?”

“Not to me.” His glance dipped, and for a breath it was as if he took her measure with his hands instead of his eyes—a carpenter’s appraisal, precise, impersonal, and yet intimate all the same. “But then it does not like me much.”

Supper was a series of small encounters with the idea of being fed: a thin soup with thyme in it, bread with a burnished crust, honey dark as tea. When she lifted the spoon to her lips, Celia tasted smoke shaded with summer, tasted something feral in the sweetness that made the hairs rise along her arms. Ambrose saw it. He did not smile. “The bees range farther than they should,” he said. “I’m told there’s a stand of wild bitterwood up past the north ridge. Perhaps they court it. Perhaps it courts them.”


“Bitterwood,” she said, quietly delighted in spite of herself. “False laurel. Picramnia antidesma, if it’s the same as we saw in South Carolina when—” She swallowed the rest. When Thomas was alive. When we traced old apothecaries for their stories like saints’ bones. “Bitterwood makes for untrustworthy honey.”


“Ah,” Ambrose murmured. “An apt metaphor for this place, then.”

They ate with the rain like a steady company and the lightning reminding the silver at their elbows of its duty to shine. When she set down her spoon, he said, without ornament, “There will be talk. There always is. About the house. About me. You should hear it from my mouth before it’s worn thin by others. My wife died two years ago. She went out with a lantern in a storm much like this one. We do not know why. People think they do, which is a different animal entirely.”


The air seemed to narrow. Celia’s own losses bucked under their halter at the word wife spoken with that clipped, indifferent precision, and she had to gather them back with both hands. “I am sorry,” she said, and meant it, because grief was a dialect she could answer in her sleep.


He nodded once. “Please do not go past the lower meadow when it rains. The ground can sound like something you might want to follow. Don’t.” His gaze was politely turned away, or so it seemed until she realized that perhaps it was not politeness but ferocity—like shielding a flame from wind. “Your work is welcome here. Your person is your own. Mrs. Pike has strict ideas, and I have looser ones that amount to the same thing: this house has eaten enough.”

Later, in the honey room, Celia lay awake while the river spoke in its sleep and considered the arrangement she had made with a man who wore his restraint like armor. The stipend would keep her one year. The gardens would ask everything sooner. Through the window the orchard shone a little with rain. Somewhere in the wall a hive murmured—not loudly, not menacingly, but as if reciting to itself a prayer in which her name might one day be included. She rose once to set the brass lantern in the corner on a low stool and found, under its glass, a smear of something darker than water that would not polish away.

When sleep came, it came in the shape of footsteps in wet grass, of a woman’s hand on a mirror, of a mouth speaking her name as if tasting it. When morning finally unstitched the dark at the seams, she woke with the particular conviction of a task: that there was something in the apothecary cabinet Aunt Ruth had meant her to find first, and that if she could lay her hands upon it, the bees would forgive, the garden would rise, and the house would stop listening so hard for a lantern set down in the rain.

The storm bled itself out during the night, but the air that morning carried a damp weight that made the drapes hang sullen and the floorboards whisper under her boots. Celia woke with her hair damp at the temples, as if the house itself breathed too heavily in her room. The brass lantern sat in the corner where she had left it, clouded glass catching the first slant of dawn. For a moment, half drowsing, she thought the glow came from within—as though it had remembered how to burn—but when she blinked the light was gone, leaving only rainwater drying in streaks.

She dressed in the plain gray wool she favored for travel, tugged on her gloves, and opened the armoire. Aunt Ruth’s notebooks waited like a chorus of unsung hymns. She tucked the topmost one beneath her arm, bound her hair, and descended the staircase to the hush of the great hall. Shadows clung to the corners, reluctant to retreat even when she pulled the curtains. On the long table by the door, Ambrose had left a pair of heavy iron keys and a note in a script precise as cut stone:

“Potting shed. South garden. Do not linger past noon. The ground softens in storms.”

It was not a welcome. It was not even an instruction. It was more like a law, written in the stripped-down tongue of a man who had given up explaining himself.

Outside, the garden lay raw as a scar. Beds choked with nettle and bindweed, the bones of trellises leaning like drunks, a fountain whose cherubs had wept themselves faceless. The bees—Aunt Ruth’s bees—moved in slow, uncertain arcs over the ruined roses, their hum like the low chord of a cello. Celia set her carpetbag on the stoop of the shed and let herself breathe in the damp sweetness: rot and rain, sap and something faintly medicinal, like lavender steeped too long.

Inside, the potting shed was a reliquary. Dust furred the glass jars. Drawers sat half open as though a hand had abandoned them mid-search. Her fingers hovered over a collection of labeled vials—angelica, foxglove, hellebore—each darkened with age. On the workbench, a mortar still held the dried ghost of some ground root, the pestle abandoned like a priest’s staff after a funeral. She turned the key in the apothecary cabinet lock, and the sound of it—grating, reluctant—felt uncomfortably like the house itself clearing its throat.

The shelves inside were a chaos of paper and specimen. Some herbs were pressed flat and brittle, their color drained, while others had preserved themselves in a way that felt unnatural, too vivid, too green. She brushed her gloved finger over one that had kept its blue veins intact and felt an answering sting on her skin, sharp enough to make her hiss. Beneath it lay a page in Aunt Ruth’s hand:

“Certain roots bloom out of season. Not by weather, but by grief. Watch Ambrose. Watch the orchard.”

Celia shut the cabinet too quickly, heart pacing like a startled bird. The shed seemed smaller suddenly, crowded with things she could not yet name.

“Miss Vale.”

His voice filled the doorway, deep and clipped, and she turned sharply. Ambrose leaned one shoulder against the frame, dark coat catching a bar of thin light, river-water eyes narrowed in a way that made it impossible to tell if he was amused or warning her.

“You rise early.”

“I wanted to begin before the sun grew heavy,” she said, straightening though her pulse still raced. “The garden will need more than a year’s work.”

His gaze lingered on her gloved hands. “It will take more than work.”

The silence after was heavy with the scent of rosemary and something acrid she couldn’t place. He stepped inside, boots creaking, his presence swallowing the little room. When he reached past her to close the apothecary cabinet fully, the brush of his sleeve against her arm set her nerves alight like struck flint.

“You’ll find this place keeps its own counsel,” he said. “The house… the land. Sometimes it lets things grow that should not. Sometimes it remembers too much.” He tilted his head, studying her with a gravity that made her throat go dry. “Are you the sort of woman who remembers too much, Miss Vale?”
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