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The cabin pressure had made my ears pop three times already. I kept swallowing, kept working my jaw, but the discomfort wouldn't quite leave. Seven hours into a nine-hour flight and my body felt like it belonged to someone else. Legs cramped despite my attempts to stretch them under the seat in front of me. Lower back aching. That weird, fuzzy feeling behind my eyes that meant I'd been awake too long.

But I couldn't sleep.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Mom's face at the Burlington airport. The way she'd held onto my hands and looked at me like I was already lost to her. "Promise me you'll keep your faith, Stacey. Europe is..." She'd trailed off, searching for words that wouldn't sound as harsh as what she really meant. "Different. The people there don't have the same values. You need to stay close to God."

I'd promised. What else could I do?

Dad had been more practical. He'd pressed two hundred dollars into my palm, cash, "for emergencies," and reminded me to always let someone know where I was going. To check in regularly. To trust my instincts if something felt wrong.

The irony wasn't lost on me. I was twenty-one years old, about to start a PhD program, and my parents still treated me like I might wander into traffic if left unsupervised.

Maybe they weren't entirely wrong.

I shifted in my seat, angling toward the window. The shade was up and I could see... nothing. Just darkness and the faint reflection of the cabin interior superimposed on black. Somewhere below us was the Atlantic Ocean. Thousands of feet of empty air, then miles of cold, dark water. The thought made my stomach clench.

Hannah, my youngest sister, had cried at the gate. Big, dramatic, fourteen-year-old tears that she'd tried to hide by burying her face in Dad's chest. Daniel had punched my shoulder and told me not to be weird, which was his twelve-year-old way of saying he'd miss me. And Emily, sixteen and trying so hard to act like none of this affected her, had given me a stiff hug that lasted just a beat too long.

My family. My whole world until now.

I pulled my cardigan tighter around my shoulders. The plane's air conditioning was too cold, like it always was, and I'd stupidly packed my good sweater in my checked luggage. Three years. I'd be gone for three years, at minimum. The PhD program could stretch longer if my research hit complications. And research always hit complications.

God. Three years.

The woman next to me had fallen asleep two hours into the flight and hadn't stirred since. Early sixties, maybe. Gray hair in a neat bob. Reading glasses still perched on her nose, a paperback thriller splayed open on her lap. I envied her ability to just... switch off. To close her eyes and let the hours pass.

My brain didn't work that way. It never had.

Instead, I thought about peat bogs.

The Dartmoor blanket bogs were some of the most important carbon sinks in England. Layers upon layers of partially decomposed sphagnum moss, built up over thousands of years, locking away carbon dioxide that would otherwise heat the atmosphere. But climate change was drying them out. Warmer temperatures, altered rainfall patterns, longer growing seasons that encouraged the wrong kinds of plants. The bogs were dying, and nobody quite knew how to save them.

That's where I came in. Or where I hoped to come in.

My research proposal focused on active restoration techniques. Blocking drainage ditches to rewet the peatland. Reintroducing sphagnum moss species that had been lost. Monitoring how these interventions affected carbon sequestration rates over time. It was slow work, patient work, the kind of science that wouldn't produce dramatic results for years or decades. But it mattered.

Mom and Dad didn't really understand what I did. To them, I studied "swamps" or "mud" or "weird plants." They'd nodded along when I explained my PhD project, but I'd seen their eyes glaze over. The organic farm made sense to them. Growing food, raising animals, working the land. What I did was too abstract. Too academic.

But Mr. Peterson had understood.

I smiled, remembering. Ninth grade biology, my first year in public school after being homeschooled my whole life. I'd been so scared. All those kids who'd known each other since kindergarten, who had inside jokes and established friendships and knew how to act normal in ways I'd never learned. I'd sat in the back of every class and tried to be invisible.

Then we'd done a unit on ecosystems.

Mr. Peterson had brought in samples of pond water and we'd looked at them under microscopes. All those tiny organisms, these whole worlds invisible to the naked eye. I'd been fascinated. More than fascinated. Obsessed. I'd asked question after question until the other kids started rolling their eyes, but Mr. Peterson just kept answering. He'd lent me books. Extra reading. Stuff that wasn't part of the curriculum.

"You have a gift for this, Stacey," he'd told me once, after class. "You see connections that other people miss. You should think about college."

College. The word had felt like a foreign language. Nobody in my family had gone to college. Dad's parents had been farmers, and their parents before them. Mom had trained as a midwife through an apprenticeship program, no degree required. The assumption had always been that I'd marry young, have kids young, stay in Vermont and help with the farm.

But Mr. Peterson had planted a seed. And by the time I graduated high school, I'd won a full scholarship to the University of Vermont.

The first in my family to go to college.

I'd worked so hard. Four years of barely sleeping, barely socializing, barely doing anything except studying. Other students went to parties and joined clubs and dated. I went to the library. I went to office hours. I went to field sites on weekends when everyone else was having fun.

And I'd graduated summa cum laude. Top of my class. The environmental science department had recommended me for a competitive fellowship program, and somehow, impossibly, I'd gotten it.

Now I was flying to England to study peat bogs with some of the best researchers in the world.

The thought made my chest tight. Excitement and terror, mixed together until I couldn't tell which was which.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, saw the text from Mom. "Praying for safe travels. Call us when you land. Love you."

I typed back, "I will. Love you too."

The sleeping woman next to me shifted slightly, her paperback sliding off her lap and onto the floor. I bent to pick it up, placing it gently on her armrest. She didn't wake.

Through the window, the darkness had started to change. Not lighter, exactly, but different. Less absolute. The edge of dawn creeping toward us from the east, from England, from my new life.

I thought about the cottage. About Katherine Ashwood.

We'd exchanged maybe a dozen emails over the past two months, arranging the rental. She'd been so warm, so welcoming. Called me "dear" and "love" in that British way that seemed so charming, so different from the reserved New England politeness I was used to.

The listing had been perfect. A room in a traditional Devon cottage, fifteen minutes from my primary field site on Dartmoor. Affordable rent in exchange for "light household help," which she'd explained meant occasional cooking and cleaning. Nothing too demanding.

"I'm a writer," she'd written in one of her emails. "I work from home, so you'll have company during the long winters if you want it. The moors can be isolating for newcomers. It's nice to have someone to share a cup of tea with."

A writer. That seemed romantic to me, in an old-fashioned way. I'd imagined someone like the authors I'd read about in literature class. Eccentric, intellectual, probably wearing tweed and smoking a pipe.

I'd googled her, of course. K.R. Ashwood. Horror novels, apparently. Not my usual reading, but the reviews were good. "Deeply unsettling," one said. "Gets under your skin." I'd never been great with scary stories. Mom had disapproved of them when I was young, called them ungodly, and by the time I was old enough to make my own choices, I'd lost interest.

But a horror writer as a landlord could be interesting. Different from anyone I'd ever known.

The pilot's voice crackled over the intercom, something about beginning our initial descent. The cabin lights flickered on, dim but insistent, and around me people started stirring. The woman next to me woke with a small snort, blinking in confusion at the book I'd placed on her armrest.

"Oh," she said, her accent unmistakably British. "Did I drop that? Thank you, dear."

"No problem." My voice came out scratchy. I hadn't spoken in hours.

She studied me with the casual interest of a stranger about to disappear from my life forever. "First time in England?"

"Yes, ma'am."

She smiled at the "ma'am." Americans always said that; I'd learn later that the British found it funny. "Business or pleasure?"

"Research. I'm starting a PhD program."

"Oh, how lovely. What field?"

"Environmental science. I'll be studying peat bog restoration on Dartmoor."

Her eyebrows rose. "Dartmoor? That's quite remote. Lovely country, though. Are you staying in Exeter? Plymouth?"

"Neither. I'm renting a room in a cottage near Postbridge."

"Postbridge!" She laughed, though I didn't understand what was funny. "You really will be in the middle of nowhere, won't you? I hope you like quiet. And mist. And wild ponies blocking the roads."

I thought about that. About quiet. About mist. About being truly, completely alone for the first time in my life.

"I think I will," I said, and I almost believed it.

The plane began its descent. My ears popped again, sharper this time, and I winced. Outside the window, the darkness had resolved into grey, into the suggestion of shapes below. Land. England. The rest of my life waiting down there somewhere.

I pressed my forehead against the cold glass and watched the clouds rush up to meet us.

I thought about the journal I'd packed. Leather-bound, a graduation gift from Mr. Peterson. I hadn't written in it yet, had been saving it for the trip. Maybe tonight, after I'd arrived at the cottage and met Katherine and settled into my new room, I'd sit down and document everything. The flight. The airport. My first impressions of England.

The first chapter of a new story.

Mom's voice echoed in my head: "Promise me you'll keep your faith, Stacey."

I'd keep my faith. Of course I would. Faith in God, faith in science, faith in myself. They didn't have to conflict. I could be a good Christian and a good scientist. I could honor my family and still follow my own path.

The wheels touched down with a jolt. The cabin erupted in that peculiar post-flight energy, everyone suddenly desperate to stand up and retrieve bags and be first off the plane. I stayed in my seat, still looking out the window.

London. Grey and wet and enormous beyond imagining.

My legs were stiff when I finally stood. My lower back screamed. The woman next to me had already gathered her things and disappeared into the shuffling crowd in the aisle. I retrieved my backpack from the overhead bin, heavy with books and my laptop and the noise-canceling headphones I'd never actually used, and joined the slow parade toward the exit.

The jetway smelled different. Less recycled air, more... something I couldn't name. Damp, maybe. Old. The kind of smell that made me think of castles and history and all the centuries that had passed over this land.

"Welcome to Heathrow," a flight attendant chirped as I passed. "Enjoy your stay in the United Kingdom."

I nodded, too tired for words.
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Heathrow swallowed me whole.

The terminal stretched in every direction, a cathedral of glass and steel and moving bodies. Signs hung overhead in a language I supposedly spoke but couldn't seem to parse. Arrivals. Customs. Border Control. Baggage Claim. The words blurred together, meaningless symbols pointing toward destinations I couldn't picture.

People streamed past me on both sides. Businessmen in suits rolling sleek carry-ons. Families with crying children and mountains of luggage. A group of teenagers in matching hoodies, laughing at something on someone's phone. Everyone moved with purpose. Everyone knew where they were going.

I stood frozen in the middle of the corridor, my backpack digging into my shoulders, trying to remember which way the woman on the plane had said to go.

"Move it, love," someone muttered, brushing past me. Not unkind, just efficient. British.

Right. Move. I could do that.

I followed the flow of bodies toward a sign that said "UK Border" and joined a queue that snaked through a maze of retractable barriers. The line moved slowly. My legs ached from the flight, that deep throb in my calves that made standing still feel like torture. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, watching the electronic boards flash numbers and gate information in a code I didn't understand.

The man ahead of me was reading a newspaper. An actual paper newspaper, folded into quarters so he could hold it with one hand. I hadn't seen anyone under sixty read a physical newspaper in years. Something about it felt quaint. Old-fashioned. Very British.

When I finally reached the front, the border agent barely glanced at me. "Passport."

I fumbled it out of my jacket pocket, nearly dropping it. "Here. Sorry."

He flipped through the pages, found my visa, studied it with an expression that gave nothing away. "Purpose of visit?"

"Research. I'm, um, I'm starting a PhD program. Environmental science. I'll be studying peat bog restoration on Dartmoor." The words tumbled out too fast, too eager. I sounded like a suspect trying to establish an alibi.

"How long?"

"Three years. Well, hopefully. If everything goes well. With the research, I mean."

He stamped something without looking up. "Welcome to the United Kingdom."

And that was it. I was in.

Baggage claim took another forty-five minutes. I stood by the carousel watching the same battered suitcases circle past again and again, my anxiety climbing with each rotation. What if they'd lost my bags? Everything I owned was in those two duffel bags. My field equipment. My clothes. The quilt my grandmother had made me when I turned eighteen.

The first bag appeared just as I'd convinced myself it was gone forever. The second followed two rotations later. I hauled them both off the belt, staggering under the combined weight, and made my way toward the exit signs.

The arrivals hall opened up before me, a sea of people holding signs and flowers and expectant expressions. Families reuniting. Couples embracing. Business drivers holding tablets with names I didn't recognize.

I scanned the crowd for a sign with my name on it. Katherine had said she'd meet me at Exeter, not Heathrow. I still had to get there somehow. The train, she'd written in her last email. Take the train to Exeter St Davids, I'll pick you up from there. Much easier than trying to navigate London traffic.

Much easier. Right.

I found an information desk staffed by a woman with immaculate makeup and a smile that looked painted on. She directed me toward something called the Heathrow Express, which would take me to a place called Paddington, from which I could catch another train to Exeter. She spoke quickly, rattling off platform numbers and connection times, and I nodded along as if I understood while internally screaming.

The Heathrow Express cost more than I'd expected. The ticket machine rejected my card twice before accepting it. The platform was crowded and confusing. I squeezed onto a train that felt too sleek, too modern, like something from a science fiction movie, and sat clutching my bags to my chest while London blurred past the windows.

Paddington Station was worse than Heathrow. Older, grimier, packed with commuters who moved at speeds that seemed physically impossible. The departure boards clicked and whirred, updating constantly, and I stood beneath them for ten full minutes before I figured out which platform I needed.

The train to Exeter was delayed by twenty minutes. I bought a sandwich from a shop that charged more for a ham and cheese than I would have paid for a full meal back home. The bread was soggy. The ham was thin. The cheese didn't taste like any cheese I'd ever eaten.

I ate every bite.

By the time I finally found my seat on the Exeter train, I'd been traveling for nearly eighteen hours. My eyes burned. My head pounded. My legs felt like they belonged to someone else, someone who'd run a marathon and then been beaten with sticks.

But when the train pulled out of the station and the city began to fall away, something in my chest loosened.

Green. Everything was so green.

The English countryside rolled past my window like a painting come to life. Fields sectioned by hedgerows, ancient stone walls, clusters of trees that looked like they'd been growing for centuries. Sheep dotted the hillsides, white smudges against the grass. Every few minutes we'd pass through a village, just a handful of houses huddled around a church steeple, and then it would be gone, swallowed by more green.

Vermont was beautiful. I knew that. But this was different. Older, somehow. The land itself felt heavy with history, layer upon layer of human lives lived and ended, their marks left in the shape of fields and the placement of walls.

I pressed my forehead against the window and watched England unfold.

The towns grew smaller as we traveled west. The hills grew wilder. By the time we passed through a place called Taunton, the landscape had begun to shift, flattening into moorland, the green deepening to purple and brown.

I checked my phone. Three hours since Paddington. The battery was at twelve percent. I hadn't thought to buy an adapter for British outlets, and my American charger sat useless in my bag.

The announcement came through garbled, but I caught the word "Exeter" and started gathering my things. The train slowed, lurched, and finally stopped at a platform that looked nothing like the gleaming stations I'd passed through earlier. Brick and iron and a vaulted glass roof that let in the grey afternoon light.

I hauled my bags onto the platform. Looked around.

And there she was.

Katherine Ashwood stood at the end of the platform, one hand raised in greeting, a warm smile spreading across her face. She was taller than I'd expected, maybe 5'8", with long auburn hair that fell in waves over her shoulders. Even from thirty feet away, I could see the way she carried herself, the confidence in her posture, the ease with which she occupied space.

I hefted my bags and made my way toward her, feeling suddenly very aware of my wrinkled clothes and greasy hair and the dark circles that I knew must be carved under my eyes.

"Stacey!" She said my name like she'd been waiting to say it, like it was a gift she was finally allowed to open. "Oh, you poor thing, look at you. That journey must have been absolutely brutal."

Before I could respond, she'd pulled me into a hug.

I froze. Just for a second. Physical affection from strangers wasn't something I was used to. My family hugged, sure, but it was always structured, predictable. Sunday hugs after church. Goodbye hugs before long trips. Comfort hugs when someone was crying.

This was different. Katherine's arms wrapped around me like we'd known each other for years, like she was welcoming home a long-lost friend. She smelled like something floral and expensive, and her body was soft and warm against mine, and for one strange moment I felt like I might cry.

Then she released me, held me at arm's length, and looked me over with those green eyes.

"Let me see you properly. Oh, you're even prettier than your photos. That lovely blonde hair! And those freckles. Absolutely adorable."

My face heated. "I, um. Thank you. You're very kind."

"Kind nothing, I'm just honest." She bent to grab one of my duffel bags before I could protest. "Come on, the car's just outside. I've got the heating on and everything, you look absolutely frozen."

I wasn't frozen. If anything, I was flushed and overheated, but I didn't argue. I grabbed my other bag and followed her through the station, trying not to stare at the way she moved. Graceful. That was the word. She walked like someone who knew exactly where her body was in space and wasn't afraid to take up room.

Her car was a Land Rover, dark green, splattered with mud along the wheel wells. She loaded my bags into the back with practiced efficiency while I climbed into the passenger seat and tried to remember how to buckle a seatbelt.

"Right then." She slid behind the wheel and turned to face me. "Ready to see your new home?"

I nodded. My throat felt tight.

The drive took over an hour, but I barely noticed the time passing. Katherine talked, filling the silence with stories about the area, the history of the moors, the best places to get supplies, the quirks of the cottage's plumbing. Her voice was rich and warm, tinged with an accent I couldn't quite place. Not posh London, not working-class. Something in between. Something that made me want to keep listening.

And while she talked, I watched the landscape change.

The green fields gave way to something wilder. Moorland stretched in every direction, rolling hills covered in heather and bracken, punctuated by strange rock formations that jutted up from the earth like the bones of giants. The sky seemed bigger here, lower, pressing down on the land with a weight I could almost feel.

"Those are tors," Katherine said, following my gaze. "Granite outcroppings. Been here millions of years. The locals used to think they were sacred. Some still do, I think."

"They're beautiful."

"They are." She glanced at me, smiled. "Wait until you see them in the mist. That's when they're really something. Like the world's ending and beginning all at once."

We passed through a village so small I would have missed it if Katherine hadn't slowed down. A handful of stone cottages. A pub with a swinging sign. An ancient bridge over a rushing stream.

"Postbridge," Katherine said. "Your nearest civilization. They've got a lovely tea shop, and the post office is reliable, mostly. Mobile signal's a bit dodgy out here, fair warning. The moor plays havoc with reception."

"I don't use my phone much anyway."

"Good girl. That'll serve you well out here."

Good girl. The words landed strangely, not quite a compliment but not quite not one. I filed them away and kept watching the road.

The cottage appeared around a bend in the narrow lane, and for a moment I forgot to breathe.

Stone walls the color of storm clouds. A slate roof dark with moisture. Ivy climbing the corners of the building, framing windows that glowed warm against the gathering dusk. Smoke curled from one of the chimneys, and the gardens, even in late autumn, held splashes of color. Purple heather. The last yellow leaves of climbing roses. Hardy plants that refused to surrender to the cold.

"Oh," I said. Just that. Oh.

Katherine smiled. "I know. I had the same reaction when I first saw it. Ten years now, and it still gets me."

She parked on a gravel drive beside the cottage and cut the engine. The silence that followed was absolute. No traffic. No distant sirens. No hum of machinery or voices or any of the thousand small sounds I'd grown so accustomed to that I'd stopped hearing them.

Just wind. The rustle of grass. A bird calling somewhere in the distance.

"Come on," Katherine said. "Let's get you inside before you turn into an icicle."

The interior of the cottage was everything the exterior had promised and more. Flagstone floors covered with worn Persian rugs. Exposed wooden beams crossing the ceiling. Bookshelves lining every available wall, stuffed with volumes that looked ancient and well-loved. And dominating the main room, a fireplace large enough to stand in, flames dancing behind an iron grate.

"Oh my gosh." I stood in the doorway, my bags forgotten, trying to take it all in. "This is... this is incredible."

"It's home." Katherine slipped past me, already moving toward the kitchen. "Make yourself comfortable, love. I'll put the kettle on and then show you your room."

I wandered the sitting room while she clattered around in the kitchen, running my fingers along the spines of books, studying the framed photographs on the mantle, the paintings on the walls. Everything felt curated but not precious. Lived-in. Loved.

"You have so many books," I called out.

"Occupational hazard." Her voice floated back, accompanied by the sound of running water. "I'm a writer, remember? Research mostly, but I do love a good novel. Feel free to borrow anything that catches your eye."

A writer. Right. Horror novels. I pulled a book from the shelf at random and read the spine. Wuthering Heights. Not horror, just bleak. I slid it back into place.

"Come through to the kitchen when you're ready," Katherine called. "I've got something special for you."

The kitchen was even cozier than the sitting room. An enormous cream-colored Aga dominated one wall, radiating warmth. A long wooden table ran down the center of the room, scarred and beautiful, clearly ancient. Herbs hung drying from the exposed beams, filling the air with the scent of rosemary and thyme.

And standing at the counter, Katherine held a tall glass filled with something white and creamy.

"Here we are." She crossed the room and pressed the glass into my hands. "Family recipe. My grandmother used to make it for us after long journeys. Fresh milk with a special ingredient, very restorative. You'll sleep like a baby tonight, I promise."

The glass was warm against my palms. I looked down at the liquid inside, thick and slightly luminescent, and something in my stomach fluttered.

"What's in it?"

"Ah, that's the secret, isn't it?" Katherine winked. "Old family recipe. Passed down through generations. I'd tell you, but then I'd have to kill you."

She laughed at her own joke, and I laughed too, though mine came out nervous and thin.

"Go on then," she said. "Drink up. You look absolutely shattered."

I was shattered. Exhausted in a way that went beyond tired, that seemed to have seeped into my bones and taken up residence there. The glass was warm in my hands, and Katherine was watching me with that encouraging smile, and really, what reason did I have to be suspicious?

I raised the glass to my lips.

The first sip surprised me. Sweet, but not in the cloying way of American drinks. Floral, almost. Like honeysuckle on a summer evening, or the way a field smells after rain. The texture was thicker than regular milk, coating my tongue, sliding down my throat with a smoothness that felt almost indecent.

"Good?" Katherine asked.

I nodded, already taking another sip. Another. The warmth spread through my chest, my stomach, radiating outward into my limbs. My shoulders dropped. My jaw unclenched. Muscles I hadn't even realized were tight began to loosen, one by one.

"That's it," Katherine murmured. "Good girl. Drink it all up."
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