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Chapter One
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Isabella stared down at the paper clutched in her hand and reached for the happiness she knew she should feel. Despite wishing she had better control over her emotions, she could not find anything in herself but betrayal and disappointment. Henry had married. It hurt most acutely, finding out this way. Margaret Grouse had waved the paper in her face with such an expression of triumph, relishing the severance she assumed had happened between Isabella and her newest friend.

The season was over and Isabella was headed home to face failure once again. She knew full well her lack of prospects this season was due to her fixation on Henry. That likely meant that next season would be her last chance to save face. Most debutantes were considered on the shelf after three seasons.

Isabella squandered her first season embroiled in the scuffles that had caused Margaret to turn so staunchly against her. And now she had wasted the second pining over her best friend. The fact that Henry had been attractive to Isabella as a man and a woman was still more confusing than being told Henry presented as both had been, but this announcement negated the sense of urgency she felt in sorting that out. It was easier to simply stifle the thoughts.

Isabella tried to compose her face as she realized Margaret was still watching her intently. Isabella feigned having not read the announcement, instead pointing at an advertisement for a soap as she turned back to Margaret. "Oh, is this what you were so excited about? I had no idea yellowing was such an issue on your gowns. But, I suppose, that will happen when you're still wearing last season's whites." 

Margaret scoffed snatching the paper back before resuming her seat on the damask settee, absently smoothing the skirts of her snow-white gown that was indeed a vestige of her debut the season prior and pointed angrily at the wedding announcement. Before she had a chance to make some scathing reply, Lord Marshton entered the room with a young lady Isabella didn’t recognize. Margaret set the paper on the polished walnut table and returned her hands to her lap, assuming a placid expression. 

Lord Marshton did not so much as glance towards Margaret. Instead, he ushered the young woman forward and turned to Isabella. “I apologize for the interruption, daughter. Allow me to introduce Miss Louisa Hardwick. Miss Hardwick, this is Miss Isabella Marshton.” He took out a gilded pocket watch and glanced at its face before continuing. “Miss Hardwick’s father and I have some business to discuss. I told Sir Harwick I would see to his daughter’s comfort. I trust that’s no issue?”

Before Isabella could voice her agreement, her father had already turned and headed for the exit. She heard Margaret snicker quietly and Isabella stiffened her back, trying not to show how embarrassed she was by his blatant dismissal. To avoid looking at Margaret, she examined the newcomer. 

Miss Hardwick was, in a word, stunning. She was taller than Isabella, not a difficult feat given her very average height. Miss Hardwick’s shining mahogany hair wound into a precise coiffure, a stark contrast to Isabella’s honey blonde. There were two loose ringlets cascading to frame the stranger’s straight dark brows and large eyes that were narrowed in Margaret’s direction. 

Isabella watched those eyes assess the open seats next to either young lady and tried to hold back her smile when Miss Hardwick chose Isabella’s settee. She watched surreptitiously as Miss Hardwick sat with her back straight as a rod and smoothed her dark pink skirts primly. Isabella thought the color looked marvelous against her brown complexion, and she found her eyes drifting to the back of her own pale hands, lamenting that they should look so lifeless in comparison, the light pink day dress she was wearing only exacerbating the contrast. 

Once Miss Hardwick was seated, Margaret seized the opportunity to be the first to speak to her. “Well, Miss Hardwick, allow me to introduce myself since it seems no one will do me the honor.” She looked quite pointedly at Isabella before continuing. “I am Miss Margaret Grouse, daughter of His Lordship, the Earl of Evertham. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Miss Hardwick inclined her head almost imperceptibly before speaking. “Come now, Miss Grouse, I think it quite obvious you were attempting to make our hostess look bad by rushing to make your own introductions, but you’ve only succeeded in showing me your willingness to be rude, even at the expense of proper etiquette.” She looked Margaret up and down disdainfully. 

Isabella’s eyes widened at the set-down, and cast her gaze to the parquet floor, lest she be Miss Hardwick’s next target. She felt a slight twinge of guilt for Margaret’s feelings. Isabella knew she just wanted to get back at Isabella. Margaret had confided in her their first season together that her father was a penny pincher and never gave her a farthing of pin money. It was one of the little tidbits that Isabella had seen fit to share with others in a misguided attempt at being accepted. 

If Isabella was surprised by Miss Hardwick’s tone, she was even more shocked by Margaret’s response. 

With the stamp of a slippered foot, Margaret stood. “Well, I never! First, I extend an olive branch then I’m preached at by a dirty heathen! Why don’t you go back from whence you came and leave England to the civilized!” She pointed towards the door for emphasis.

Isabella was preparing to stand and throw Margaret out, disgusted by her behavior, when a cool hand grasped hers to keep her in her seat. She turned to look at Miss Hardwick in confusion and found eyes brimming with cold fire staring back at her. Cowed, she clasped her hands in her lap meekly as Miss Hardwick released her wrist and turned her fiery gaze on Margaret who was breathing heavily as she continued to point towards the cream-colored door, ornamented with golden cornice pieces.

From her seat, Miss Hardwick responded, her voice calm and even. “How very astute of you to notice that I am from outside of England.” She tilted her head to one side as she continued to make eye contact with Margaret. “Tell me, have you also traveled extensively? Your father being an Earl, I imagine you can go traipsing off to wherever you wish at the drop of the hat. I may be from what you would know as New Spain, but I think my favorite destination so far has been Greece. I trust you’ve been?” She paused to look Margaret up and down again before covering her mouth with her hand. “Oh! But perhaps I am mistaken. I am so sorry. I just assumed all of the nobility were flush with cash. It must be my backward heathen ways that could’ve mistaken you for a true member of the quality.”

Margaret, whose mouth had fallen open when Miss Hardwick mentioned travel, turned a bright shade of red at the direct mention of her father’s financials and quickly fled the room, leaving the paper forgotten on the table. As the door clicked shut behind her, Isabella heard a low chuckle from Miss Hardwick as she resumed her seat. While shocked and concerned by what had happened, Isabella could not but notice the thrill that went through her at the sound of that laugh. At how it sounded just a touch... wicked. 

After a considerable pause, Isabella decided to break the silence. She angled her knees towards Miss Hardwick, forcing her eyes up from her lap to meet her companion’s gaze. Dark brown eyes framed in thick lashes were carefully assessing her. Isabella cleared her throat, surprised by how unnerving that stare was. “Miss Hardwick, I must apologize for Mar-“

“You must do no such thing. And please, call me Louisa .” Louisa relaxed her posture slightly. “I am sorry to have been so quick to judge, but perhaps I was closer to the mark than I imagined.”

Isabella grimaced and nodded in agreement. “Yes, Margaret can be... somewhat annoying at times, but that outburst was quite surprising to me! I hope you know I in no way share her sentiments on such matters.”

Louisa shook her head. “No, I didn’t assume so. Especially not when I thought you were going to slap her.” She laughed at the shocked expression on Isabella’s face. “Well, what exactly was your plan then?”

Isabella blushed. “I- I was going to toss her out. Or, more rightly, have Bolles escort her out. Ladies, after all, do not usually bodily remove someone, no matter how offensive their language.”

Louisa laughed again and sank back against the light green cushions of the settee. She was laughing, but Isabella thought she could still see some lingering anger in her eyes. She has every right to be angry, Isabella thought to herself, I certainly would be if I’d just been called a heathen! Honestly, what came over Margaret? Even when I accidentally exposed her to the gossip of half the Ton thanks to my loose tongue she only ever cried. I’ve never heard her shout, and she was so quick to denounce Louisa . 

While Isabella contemplated how well she really knew her former friend, Louisa stood and nonchalantly walked over to the other couch, snatching the paper off the table and turning to Isabella with a grin. “Well now, seems Miss Grouse stalked off without all of her belongings. She was gripping this quite tightly when I entered, but I saw she took pains to act like it wasn’t of importance.” She turned it over in her hands and perused its contents before dropping it again with a sigh. “Well, nothing much I can glean. Just some wedding announcements.” She turned towards Isabella and gestured at the paper. “What do you make of it? Anything useful for me to file away?”

Despite herself, Isabella flushed. “No, nothing about Margaret, I’m afraid. She brought it to crow over me, actually.”

Louisa raised one perfectly manicured brow as she sat in Margaret’s vacated seat, picking the paper back up to look at again. After a moment, she said in a teasing tone, “Oh dear, were you jilted by this Mr. Fletcher?” Isabella dropped her eyes to her lap and Louisa gasped softly, waving her hand as if to banish the jest. “Miss Marshton, I did not mean to-“

Isabella raised her head and smiled sadly. “No, no, that’s not exactly what happened. And please, call me Isabella. Margaret brought it because of Mr. Fletcher’s wife, actually. Miss Henrietta— well, I suppose, Mrs. Henrietta Fletcher now. She and I became close friends this last season but Henry—that is, Mrs. Fletcher—left town so I was not present at their nuptials. Margaret is operating under the mistaken assumption that Mrs. Fletcher and I are no longer friends and thought that seeing the announcement in the paper would bring me pain.”

Louisa lowered the paper to her lap, clearly surprised. “And that’s the behavior you would label as ‘somewhat annoying’? Dear me, you must have miles more patience than I. I’m afraid Miss Grouse and I would have long ceased to be on speaking terms if that was her typical behavior. Why ever do you put up with it?”

“Well,” Isabella said, trying not to lie but not wanting to tell the whole truth, “Margaret and I have a history. We came out in the same season and we gravitated towards each other early on. I guess we’ve just been drifting apart as we got to know one another better. But,” she said, reaching to pour Louisa a cup of tea from the tray that had been laid out when Margaret arrived. “Enough about her. I would love to know something of you. I think I can recall hearing my father speak of Sir John in the past, but I admit I do not recall what was said.”

“Oh, well, my father is a botanist. Or, that’s what he calls himself. He has friends at several institutions, but he’s not affiliated with any of them. It’s more of an all-consuming hobby.” Louisa accepted her cup of tea, her fingers grazing Isabella’s slightly, lace on silk, before she continued. “He travels the globe to draw plants.” She shrugged. “I personally don’t see the appeal. There are plenty of flowers and weeds here in England. Why go elsewhere just to spend time digging in the dirt?”

Isabella smiled at the image, though it was difficult to imagine someone as prim as Louisa letting a speck of dirt touch her. “But you have gone with him in the past?”

Louisa nodded, looking up towards the ceiling for a moment. “Yes, I’ve been to... five countries. Six if you count America separately from New Spain.”

“Well, I should... shouldn’t I?” Isabella nervously twirled one of her blonde ringlets around her finger. “I’ll admit I do not know my geography of the west very well.”

“I suppose technically that’s what is correct. I can’t say that it matters overmuch to me either way.” She raised an upturned palm and shrugged. 

Isabella found that odd, considering Louisa had told Margaret she was from New Spain, but before she could ask, the door to the parlor was opened by the ancient butler, Bolles. Lord Marshton entered, followed by a reedy, pale man that Isabella didn’t recognize. Out of the corner of her eye, Isabella saw Louisa straighten.

“Well, ladies,” Her father said, heedless of whether or not he was interrupting. “I hope you’re getting along as you will be spending quite a bit of time together.”

Louisa directed a confused expression towards the man at Lord Marshton’s side. 

After clearing his throat the man said, “Yes, ahhuatl, that is correct. As you know, I have been searching for a specimen of neelakurinji. It’s-“

“Yes, yes,” cut in Louisa with a bored tone, “it’s the flower that only blooms once every twelve years, and the bloom has never been drawn or collected for scientific study.” She turned to address Isabella, gesturing at the man. “My father, Sir John Hardwick, botanist extraordinaire. Papa, Miss Isabella Marshton.”

Sir John inclined his head to Isabella, smiling indulgently at his daughter despite her interruption. He continued. “Well, ahhuatl, Lord Marshton has written to the managers of his plantations for me and one of them has confirmed the flower exists just west of the property he manages and should be blooming this year. I will be heading to India in a little over a week and Lord Marshton has done me the great honor of agreeing to travel with me. With luck we should manage to get there just in time.”

Isabella and Louisa exchanged surprised expressions.

Lord Marshton seemed not to notice. “Yes, I have some interests in the area and it seemed prudent to keep your father company. But not to worry, he has seen to your every comfort in his absence including companionship as I have agreed to loan you Isabella until my return.” 

Isabella tried to fight her blush at her father’s callous words. Loan her, as if she were simply a book that could be removed from a shelf to an interested pair of hands. Before she could find words, Louisa clapped her hands in excitement and turned to face her.

“Oh, do say you’ll come, Isabella. I know you’ll love the grounds of Stenson Abbey, there are all manner of plants you’ve surely never seen, and I would so love your company.”

That was rather considerate, Isabella thought. At least she’s allowing me the opportunity to pretend I have a choice. Out loud she said, “I would be delighted, Louisa. I admit I am fonder of the city than the countryside, but I’m sure something in your gardens will catch my eye.”

Lord Marshton, who resumed talking to Sir John the moment the young ladies had begun speaking turned back to address Isabella. “You will be traveling with me to Stenson Abbey at the end of the week.” Then he inclined his head to Louisa , and left the room, Sir John at his heels.

As the door closed behind them, Louisa turned to glance at Isabella, an apologetic look on her face. Before she could speak, Isabella held up her hands. “Don’t look at me that way. I feel I should be apologizing to you. And I am sorry. I hope my visit will be at least somewhat tolerable to you.”

Louisa shook her head emphatically, the curls framing her face swinging wildly at the gesture. “Oh, I am looking forward to it! Stenson Abbey is truly beautiful- full of history. It’s just lacking in good conversation at times. My grandmother is always somewhat... absent. I’m told she wasn’t always that way, but I wouldn’t know. My br-“

Whatever Louisa was going to say was cut short as Bolles entered to inform Louisa that her father was waiting for her to depart. She hurriedly stood and took her leave of Isabella, assuring her that she was looking forward to receiving her later that week and then she was gone in a swish of pink muslin. 

Isabella grabbed a biscuit off the small tray and stuffed the whole thing in her mouth as she slumped against the plush cushions of the settee. This was no time for decorum, this was a time for wallowing. She was to be sent away to live with strangers in less than a week. How lovely. And as upsetting as that was, she found her focus pulled in other directions as well. Margaret’s behavior was quite shocking, but thoughts of that encounter only brought back the reason for her visit. The newspaper still sat on the opposite couch where Louisa had let it drop from her hand. 

Pushing herself off of the settee suddenly, Isabella snatched up the paper and stalked over to the fire. She paused for a moment, looking down at Henry’s name alongside Gregory’s. Then she thrust it into the flames, careful to avoid getting ash on her skirts. As she watched it burn, she whispered to herself, “I am happy for you Henry, I’m just unhappy for me.”
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Chapter Two
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Edmund sighed contently, taking in the smells and sights around him. Amongst rolling hills dotted with sheep and fragrant grasses under him, he was thrilled to be out of the city. Moving to the Shropshire countryside from London had been quite the culture shock, but every day it seemed he found one more thing to love about it. Some new mystery to solve, or animal to discover, even if Henry would laugh to see him investigate it. 

Life had fallen into a steady rhythm in the last few weeks. And now that the odious elder Mrs. Fletcher had moved back to the city permanently, there was little in Edmund’s life to distress him. He did wonder, often, if the country sounded different than the city, but he hadn’t gotten around to asking anyone yet.

He woke each morning and took a leisurely walk to the stables where he would saddle Mrs. Henry Fletcher’s horse. Then he would saddle the one designated for his use and by that time Henry had usually arrived and they would set out. Upon their return, he would pass the horses off to the stable hand and walk back to the house with Henry. They would part ways and Edmund would seek out breakfast and then get his assignments from the housekeeper, Mrs. White. 

Mr. Gregory Fletcher kept a very small household, which suited Edmund just fine. Henry was equally content with that arrangement, so the Fletcher’s marriage only added Edmund to those numbers. After working various jobs in the city before finding the position with Henry, Edmund had a wide variety of skills and Mrs. White always had something or other for him to do until mid-afternoon. And then he was free. 

Henry had given him a standing invitation to dine with them, something Gregory had heartily endorsed, but Edmund did not do so every day. After all, they were a newlywed couple, they were sure to want time alone. So, Edmund found himself with nothing in particular to do fairly often, and substantial grounds to explore. When he wasn’t doing just that, he read the signing books Henry had gone to such trouble to procure. 

Edmund decided it would be good a day for a walk to the village. Standing from the mossy ground, he brushed his hands against each other, clearing the dirt and debris that had stuck to them. Setting his cap straight on his unruly red hair, he started walking towards the road at a leisurely pace. He knew he could take a horse if he wished, but there was no urgency to this trip and he relished every chance to take in the fresh country air. 

He'd been to the village a few times, running various errands. The daub and waddle homes, their thatched roofs visible in the valley stretched below him, haphazardly lined each side of the stream that had no doubt inspired the hard-packed road Edmund now traveled. Even taking his time, the trek would only take a scant half hour. Of course, the trek back was also a trek up but that was a problem for later. 

The late afternoon sun beat down on him, but there was a cool breeze coming off the stream helping to cut through the July heat. As he passed the first house, Edmund decided to head to the bakery. He had discovered—when Mrs. White had sent him to pick up the household bread on account of the new cook burning it—a fondness for their gingerbread. He turned left, walking over one of the small footbridges dotting the stream, and shortly found himself before a neat storefront.

The windows were small and the thick glass made seeing inside near impossible, but they were diligently cleaned each day, free of dust and errant flour. The sign above the door had likely had lettering at some point, but it was faded. The carved decoration of loaves of bread was worn down at the edges, a testament to how long this establishment had plied this trade, but all Edmund would’ve needed to know this was the bakery was his nose. He wasted no time in grabbing the brass knob smoothed from years of touch and pulled the heavy wooden door open. As the scents of fresh loaves got stronger, Edmund scanned the faces behind the counter looking for the tell-tale signs. 

Sure enough, Edmund saw the mouth of the young lady move as she looked up when he entered. Edmund merely nodded to her, grateful that her attention was drawn back to the customer in front of her. When he had been here in the past, the master baker had been manning the counter and recognizing his issue, simply waited for Edmund to point to what he wanted, but Edmund had no way of knowing if this young woman would expect him to speak. 

He could, after all. He learned when he was a child, but he could tell by the way people reacted around him that something about how he did it was never quite right. How would he know? Edmund had been Deaf since birth. So, he chose to avoid it whenever possible. In a way, it was more that he didn’t think strangers deserved to hear him. After all, they never put any effort into learning his language, his means of communication. It made things awkward, sometimes, but Edmund preferred the awkwardness to the embarrassment he felt when he had to say to someone that he couldn’t hear them, to watch their confusion and disbelief and pity. It was much simpler to point at his ears and shake his head.

His contemplations were interrupted by the arrival of the master baker from the back. Edmund assumed that room contained the ovens as the baker had a rosy flush to his cheeks and a sheen of sweat on his brow. He swiped at it with his sleeve, pausing to wave to Edmund in greeting before continuing on to place new biscuits on the tray in the display. As Edmund approached the counter, the young lady glanced over to the baker. 

Turning his head, Edmund saw the baker was speaking to her. Seeing Edmund looking, the baker pointed at the gingerbread and then to Edmund. Edmund, pleased he had remembered, smiled and nodded. The woman behind the counter, her brows drawn down in confusion, dutifully stepped over to the tray displaying the gingerbread. When she looked up at Edmund, he smiled again and held up four fingers. She nodded and slowly put four pieces into a small paper bag, looking at him occasionally to ensure she was doing what he wanted. 

Once all four were in the bag, Edmund put the required coins on the counter. The young woman walked over with the bag and counted his change before sliding it across the counter to him. He touched a hand to his cap and smiled again, sliding the coins into his pocket. As he turned to leave, he caught the eye of the baker, making sure to touch his cap to him in thanks. 

As Edmund exited, he briefly wondered where to go next. On occasion, he would sit by the stream to enjoy his treats but this time of day it would be thick with mosquitos. As he was loathe to go back to Haverly Manor so soon, that only left one option. And it just so happened he was already thirsty.

The pub was on the other side of the stream, a carefully painted sign proclaiming it The Hart and Vixen, so Edmund walked back across the footbridge, tucking his paper bag of still-warm treasures into his pocket. The bartender never seemed to mind Edmund sneaking his biscuits while seated in some out-of-the-way corner, but there was no need to test his luck. 

As it was early in the day for field laborers, the dimly lit pub was fairly empty. A small fire sputtered in the hearth, lending a smoky smell to the mix of stale beer and the earthy scent of the rush-covered floor. Edmund was not much of a drinker. His mother would not approve of such behavior. But he liked that he had no need to speak here. The bartender, a stooped older fellow, seemed content to serve Edmund a pint of ale whether he spoke it or simply raised one finger to him. Edmund had been there once when it was crowded and saw many people doing the same, presumably because more people meant it was harder to hear, or so he’d been told. 

Taking his mug from the bar and turning to select a table, he narrowly avoided colliding with a young man walking by. The man was conversing with an older man and failed to notice how close he’d come to wearing the contents of Edmund’s mug. As Edmund scurried to the corner, he couldn’t help seeking out the young man as he scanned the room. Seeing the pair had sat at the bar and were still talking as the bartender came over to get their order, Edmund studied them intently. 

The older man was nothing special, a patched dark green coat hung loosely around his rounded shoulders, his hair a graying ring around his otherwise bald head. The younger man, on the other hand, was much more interesting to Edmund. His hair was very present, a golden halo of curls that framed his jovial face. He was dressed in a simple rough spun pair of tan breeches and a forget-me-not blue tunic lacking in adornment. As Edmund watched, the man rolled up his sleeves while talking animatedly, revealing tanned and muscular arms. 

Finding his mouth suddenly very dry, Edmund took a swig of ale only to choke on it when the young man’s gaze swept past his table. Through sheer willpower, Edmund managed to keep his coughing to a minimum, but he kept his eyes fixed on a gouge in the old tabletop lest he see if the man was watching his struggle. After giving himself a moment to recover, he slowly lifted his head. The man had gone back to talking to the man in the green coat. Edmund sighed in relief and pulled out a piece of gingerbread, nibbling on the head of what he assumed was meant to be a cow.

While normally, Edmund would watch those around him and try to figure out from body language what people were conversing about, Edmund kept looking at the pair at the bar. He wanted very much to know what they were speaking about. Where they related? They didn’t look anything alike. Master and apprentice? The man in the green coat certainly looked old enough to be master of something, but Edmund didn’t see enough restraint on the side of the man in blue for that to be likely. 

As he studied the pair, Edmund realized his mug was empty. Reaching into his pocket, he discovered that he had also eaten all his gingerbread. Bemused, Edmund decided that was as good a reason as any to head home. But as he passed the bar on the way out, accidentally catching the glance of the man in blue again, Edmund thought it quite likely that he would come back. Just in case.
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Chapter Three
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Isabella sat across from her father and suppressed a sigh. The trip from London to Stenson Abbey had not been pleasant, to put it mildly. Her father, not at all to Isabella's surprise but very much to her chagrin, had been mostly silent. As a result, the carriage carrying them and the carriage following behind with her lady's maid and luggage were about to disembark at Stenson Abbey without any clear picture of what Isabella was to expect. Nor, precisely how long she was to stay. But trying to convince her mother not to make her go had proved fruitless.

Lady Marshton was in her dressing room, preparing for bed when Isabella finally mustered enough courage to speak to her. Upon entering the room, her mother turned to her with an expression of sympathy which Isabella took as an encouraging sign. However, those thoughts were quickly put to rest.

“Mama, why can I not simply remain here with you? Must I stay with these people I don't know?”

Lady Marshton shook her head, “Isabella dear, you know there's no point in arguing with your father. I will admit I cannot begin to fathom his reasons for agreeing to this, but the fact of the matter is he did and I happen to think, in light of how this past season has played out, it will be good for you to spend some time in unfamiliar pastures with unfamiliar people before returning to the city for the late season.”

Isabella sat on her mother's bed with a huff. “Mama,” she pleaded, “What if I promised to stay in the house for the next three months? No one need know I stayed in London.”

Lady Marshton stood with an expression Isabella knew meant further argument would be useless. “Isabella Abigail Marshton, you will do as you have been bid. Sometimes I wonder if you know how coddled you have been. Your brother, who I might remind you is two years your junior, was shipped off to school since he was quite young, forced to spend months away from his family at a time and I have yet to hear a complaint from him. I am asking—your father is commanding—a scant few weeks. Surely you are not selfish enough to insist otherwise.”

Isabella stood, tears forming in her eyes, but crossed her arms and turned to leave the room. As she put her hand on the doorknob her mother said softly from behind her, “Perhaps it will help for you to recall that this is also a few weeks for both of us without your father.”

Isabella hadn't dignified that with a response and left the room. Now, having traveled with her father for several days in the confines of a carriage, she had to wondered how large a role her father’s absence played in her mother’s acceptance of the plan.

Further thoughts on the discord in her parents’ marriage were interrupted by the opening of the carriage door. Stepping down with the assistance of the footman, Isabella surveyed her temporary abode with a touch of awe. It had been difficult to tell from her short interview with Miss Louisa Hardwick what type of country home she was being shuffled off to. But looking around her now, she found the abbey had a certain enchanting quality to it. 

Made clear from the large pale limestone blocks that constructed the main building, the abbey was quite old. It was stately in a sturdy sort of way and was understated despite its imposing size. The grounds, as Louisa had mentioned, were immaculate. While perhaps not everyone's taste, Isabella loved the cultivated wilderness she was presented with. Despite finding aspects of the building pleasing, she made sure to look as surly as possible without offending her hosts to make sure her displeasure was known. However, she should have realized that was a futile effort as her father didn't look at her for the remainder of his time at the abbey.

That proved to be alarmingly short. After taking in the sight of the abbey, Isabella, scanning the front steps, saw to her dismay the packed suitcases and accompanying activity surrounding Sir John's departure. Isabella had been under the impression that her father would be staying at the abbey for at least one evening. Or at least one meal. But as her father strutted over to shake Sir John's hand and instruct the footman in loading the carriage, it became clear to Isabella that she was to be abandoned with alacrity. 

As a footman with a large trunk over his shoulder passed to her right, she spied the rest of the Hardwick family on the steps, near the railing. Hoping they hadn’t been witness to her crestfallen expression, Isabella plastered a smile on her face and approached. As she did, Louisa, today in an aquamarine gown that complimented her brown skin, came swiftly down the stairs to receive her. 

As Isabella thanked Louisa for her hospitality and Louisa inquired after her journey, they both pointedly ignored looking toward their fathers. Louisa offered Isabella her arm and Isabella took it, her breath catching a little when encountering the warmth of Louisa’s bare skin, penetrating her thin silk gloves. Louisa, seeming to not have noticed anything in her compatriot, led Isabella up the stairs. 

Waiting at the top was an elderly woman who had to be Louisa’s grandmother. She was seated in a wheeled chair; her face heavily lined with wrinkles. She resembled Sir John in frame and skin tone if not so much in her face. Her thin body was dwarfed by several blankets and shawls, but she looked happy enough. Standing behind her was a man, his skin darker than Louisa’s. He had dark curly hair that was cropped close to the scalp, and he was at most an inch taller than Isabella. 

Isabella saw the man glance at her once, and then down at the ground. She assumed he was the grandmother’s caretaker. The lady looked far too frail to be capable of wheeling herself out here. As Isabella and Louisa reached the landing, Louisa gestured toward the seated woman with her free arm.

Isabella flinched slightly at how loudly Louisa began speaking. “Grandmother, this is Miss Isabella Marshton. Miss Marshton, this is Lady Hardwick. Miss Marshton will be staying with us a while.”

Isabella dropped a polite curtsey to the woman who inclined her head, her smile somewhat vacant. 

Louisa gestured to the man behind the chair. “This is Mr. Christopher Hardwick, my brother.”

Isabella started violently, creating an awkward pause before she managed a curtsey to him. I had no idea Louisa had a brother, she thought as he bowed in return, a slight smile on his full lips. Looking at the two siblings side by side, Isabella couldn’t see much in the way of familial resemblance beyond general coloring. Where Louisa was tall, sharp, and graceful, Christopher was of Isabella’s height, heavy set, and seemed reserved. 

Louisa seemed to be suppressing a laugh as she reached across to tap the hand Isabella had placed on her elbow. “Come, let me show you the abbey. Do you want the full tour now or would you like to be shown your room for now?”

Isabella inclined her head to the others and turned towards the house with Louisa. “Oh, if you’ll permit me, I would love to retire for a little while. I am looking forward to a tour, though. The grounds are stunning.”

Louisa laughed, and it seemed a little forced to Isabella as she loudly replied, “Well, they had better be. The estate of a botanist can’t be lacking in pretty things to look at!”
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Chapter Four
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Isabella roused herself from a fitful slumber. The room she had been given was quite pretty, if a little old fashioned. The furniture was all dark cherry, patinaed with age. A large four poster bed imposed upon the space, as did a detailed armoire, covered in carved scrollwork to match the bed posts. The room would have been intimidating if it weren’t for the cheerily embroidered pillows and gauzy curtains in pale pinks and greens. The cream carpet was plush under her feet as she threw off the warm, downy blankets and stood to summon her lady’s maid, Rachel with the bell pull.

As she passed the escritoire, Isabella briefly considered writing to her mother but her bitter feelings were still too strong to find the motivation. It was a shame, as the little writing desk was situated under a window overlooking one of the more private gardens. Perhaps she would write to Henry. After all, Henry had written to apologize about deceiving her when leaving London. Isabella would hate to lose her friend over something so petty.

Her musings were interrupted by the entry of Rachel. The maid was uncharacteristically quiet this morning, and Isabella could understand why. She also felt subdued, out of place. For a maid, thrust into new faces and new expectations, it was only natural to be reserved.

When Isabella was summoned for dinner last evening, she had been a nervous wreck. She had been prepared for Louisa and her grandmother, but she had no expectations of their being a gentleman in residence. And she knew that Louisa seemed enthusiastic about having her here, but there was no way for Isabella to know how the brother felt about it. But Isabella knew her own brother, Charles, would not have been thrilled to host one of Isabella’s friends for the summer.

When she had arrived downstairs, she was relieved to see that Mr. Hardwick was pushing Lady Hardwick’s chair into the room and therefore would not be escorting Isabella. As a footman held out her chair, Isabella took her seat across from Lady Harwick. Mr. Hardwick took the seat to his grandmother’s right and Louisa sat on the other side of Isabella. The seat at the head of the table was conspicuously vacant and Isabella wondered how much their father would be missed on his journey. 

The meal had been quiet, the occasional scrape of a fork or spoon rang out from Lady Hardwick’s plate, but otherwise the silence was only broken when Louisa endeavored to ask after the finer points of Isabella’s journey. Unfortunately, as her father was notoriously goal oriented, they had not done a lick of sight-seeing, only changing horses in the most efficient manner possible. And, due to his opinions on neatness of dress, he demanded that the carriage shade remain drawn lest ‘the outdoor filth’ have the nerve to touch him. The conversation lapsed and the meal progressed in silence. 

As Mr. Hardwick was the only man in attendance, they did not break for his port. Instead, Louisa asked Isabella if she wanted coffee or if she preferred to retire. Being offered an easy out and the opportunity to lament her situation alone, Isabella took the coward’s way out and excused herself. 

Sleep had been difficult to come by, and now seated in front of the mirror while Rachel teased her ringlets back to life, Isabella could see the toll it had taken on her. She had dark circles under her eyes, all the more pronounced by her pallid complexion. If she had still been in London, she would have certainly cried off whatever engagements she was meant to attend and spent the whole of the day in bed, sulking. 

But, as the reflection of the room in the mirror reminded her, she wasn’t in London any longer. She didn’t wish to be, the prospect of another season in which she was sure to make more mistakes not thrilling. But she didn’t wish to be housed with strangers either. What she truly wanted was to be spending this time with her mother and Charles at their country estate, taking a trip to see Henry like they had planned months ago. Of course, with Henry now married, Isabella had no idea if she would even be welcomed. Mr. Fletcher was sure to want to keep Henry to himself, a desire Isabella understood a little too well. Perhaps making a new friend in Louisa would be a good thing.

As Rachel finished her hair, Isabella stood and walked over to the armoire, already filled with her neatly hung dresses. After pondering it for a moment, she selected the light green sprigged muslin, opting for something it would be easy to move about in. After allowing Rachel to help her into it, she prepared her best cheery smile and descended to the breakfast parlor.

Upon entering, she spied Louisa—resplendent in a deep blue riding habit—straighten her posture from her seat at one end of the table. Isabella also saw, as she nodded to Louisa and entered the room, Mr. Hardwick quietly get up from the table and leave out the terrace door. Registering no reaction from Louisa, Isabella wondered if he had left on her account. It would have been poor taste to ask and she was loathe to do anything to upset the family hosting her.

Instead, she took the seat next to Louisa and inspected the table from which she was to break her fast. She had noticed the evening before that the fare was about as English as one could find. Breakfast appeared much the same. As Isabella heaped marmalade onto a slice of toast, she glanced towards Louisa, taking in her distinct features. What type of foods Louisa ate in her homeland was certainly an object of curiosity to Isabella, but recalling the flippant tone Louisa had used when asked about New Spain, Isabella thought it best not to pry. 

Louisa gestured to the delicate porcelain pots in front of her. “Tea, coffee?”

Isabella politely requested tea and was reaching for the cream when Louisa startled her.

“So,” she said, much louder than Isabella had been expecting, “as you’ve passed your first night here, allow me to officially welcome you to Stenson Abbey. If you are amenable, it is my intention to escort you around the grounds after our meal so that you can gaze upon all they have to offer.”

Isabella smiled nervously, slightly offput by the change in Louisa’s demeanor. “That- that would be lovely. I am looking forward to admiring it from every angle.” 

Isabella had meant that as a joke, and waited a beat for Louisa to laugh. Instead, Louisa nodded her head with a serious expression. Isabella fixed her widened eyes on her plate and focused on finishing her toast.

Once they had both finished eating, Louisa excused herself to go change out of her habit, leaving Isabella in the care of the housekeeper who was introduced as Ms. Spencer. She was a touch young for a housekeeper, and though she was very kind and attentive as she showed Isabella some of the paintings in the foyer, it was clear she hadn’t been working in this house all that long. Isabella, disappointed to not have a deeper well to peer into, still tried to ferret out what information she could.

Ms. Spencer pointed to a small, complicated looking statue sitting next to a figurine of a goat and one of a pig. “These Sir John brought back with him from New Spain.”

Isabella tore her eyes away from the colorful statues and put a finger to her chin as if just remembering. “Oh, that’s where Miss Hardwick was born, isn’t it?”

Ms. Spencer nodded as she continued walking around the room. “Yes, she and Mr. Hardwick were born there. Their mother, I’m told, lived here for a short time but never fared well after making the journey across the sea and died shortly after.”

“Oh,” Isabella said with an exaggerated sigh, “that must’ve been very hard on them and on Sir John.”

Ms. Spencer thought for a moment before responding. ”Well, yes, I’m sure it was. It was before my time, you see. But at least they were grown. It’s always harder to lose your mother when you’re wee.”

Isabella tucked that piece of information away and pressed for more. “Oh, I hadn’t realized that happened so recently. Do you think it changed them very much? I think I would be lost without my mother’s guidance.” To herself Isabella thought, Not that she’s been doing me much good lately.

“Well,” Ms. Spencer said as they paused to look at a spindly chair that dated back to the War of the Roses, “I can’t rightly say. I’m sure you’re right, but as far as I can tell, the master’s always been a little... absentminded. Must be in the blood, seeing as Lady Hardwick has such difficulties with knowing where she is. And Mr. Hardwick strikes me as a lad who has always been quiet.”

Isabella did not miss that Ms. Spencer had excluded Louisa from her observations, but decided not to push her luck. And, indeed, that proved wise as Louisa descended the stairs moment later. Isabella sucked in a breath at the sight of her. Her dress was a simple gray poplin, but the shawl she had draped over her shoulders was the green of new maple leaves and brought out the color in her otherwise brown eyes. How had Isabella failed to notice her eyes had green in them?

She was so focused on this that she failed to hear the question put to her by Louisa as she came to stand beside her. Ms. Spencer had dutifully taken a step back and was now hovering a polite distance away, not actually dismissed. Isabella blinked and apologized, asking Louisa to repeat herself.

“Oh,” she said with a laugh, “I asked if you would like to start with the grounds. I know it’s early, but there is quite a lot to see and it’s only going to get warmer.”

Isabella, forcing herself not to look at the curve of Louisa’s lips as she smiled, simply nodded and stepped woodenly towards the door. At the sound of her name, she turned to find Louisa being handed another shawl by Ms. Spencer, this one a soft cream. Isabella was so distracted by her thoughts, she hadn’t even realized she wasn’t appropriately dressed for a walk about the grounds. She blushed and reached out a hand to take the shawl but Louisa waved her off as she stepped closer and motioned for Isabella to turn around. 

Isabella froze as Louisa casually draped the shawl over top of her gown, pausing to untuck the blonde ringlets trapped underneath. Isabella repressed a small shudder as the sweep of Louisa’s gloved finger raised gooseflesh along her arms. Conscious of her blush, Isabella turned and murmured out her thanks and took a small step back, a sweet, floral scent she couldn’t identify clouding her thoughts. 

Louisa stepped over to the heavy oak door, pausing a moment for the butler, Jackson, to open it for her, and then stepped out into the summer sun. Isabella followed behind her, taking a few calming deep breaths. It was certainly a problem that she had reacted so strongly to Louisa, but now was not the time to dwell on it. And as Louisa hadn’t reacted at all, Isabella felt a little better about her embarrassing display.

Isabella forced all such thoughts from her head by giving all of her focus to the tour. Louisa began by explaining the history of the abbey, detailing its four hundred years as one of the largest monasteries in England, and concluded, by the time they had walked around its perimeter, with its lease to Sir John two years prior.

“The gardens were already quite something when the family ran out of funds. That’s what drew my father to the abbey in the first place.” Louisa paused a moment, looking up at the weathered beige facade. “I think this place could have been missing its roof and he still would have taken it.” She shook her head and turned to Isabella. “Well, shall we look at those famed gardens?”

Isabella nodded enthusiastically and followed Louisa down a cobbled path. They entered a garden through an elaborate ironwork gate that opened on silent hinges. Before them lay a wide array of plants. There were hedges cut in precise shapes, a rabbit bounding over a rose bush blooming with the palest yellow petals to their left. Trees of all variety and height adorned paths that felt near endless, their sweeps and curves all but obscured from a distant observer.

What struck Isabella the most was how balanced everything appeared. The greenery was plentiful and arranged so as to fill space from ground to at least eye level, the careful selections a visual feast. Colors were used the way an artist wields a brush, training the eye to follow it in a winding course.

As Louisa began pointing out various plants, Isabella realized they were mostly ones that she recognized. Those that she didn’t, like the vibrant red flowers that grew almost as a bush along the border of a low stone wall, she inquired about, at least in the beginning. But Louisa explained that they were called Cuetlaxochitl in a bored tone. And the next one Isabella asked about was supplemented with a sigh, so Isabella kept her praise and exclamations of delight for the English flowers and quietly admired those unknown to her behind Louisa’s back.

The gardens were, as promised, quite extensive, and Isabella was relieved to discover upon returning to the abbey that an al fresco luncheon had been prepared. She was glad to see only two chairs set next to the laden table, as she was still unsure if she was to take offense to Mr. Hardwick’s quick departure. It seemed both siblings had somewhat prickly personalities, although she was unsure what she had done to offend Mr. Hardwick. But, as she reminded herself while selecting fruit from the gilded tray before her, she was invading their home.

Louisa seemed content to eat in silence, so Isabella was free to continue thinking over all that had happened. It was difficult to pin down what was bothering Louisa at any given time, but she made it very clear when something was. Isabella, thinking back to the flowers she’d identified, considered that Louisa might not like speaking of her homeland. Perhaps that’s because she misses her mother she thought, lifting her tea cup to her lips. As she set it back in her saucer, she eyed her hostess surreptitiously. 

She’s very beautiful, Isabella thought, watching Louisa’s long fingers straighten the handle of her cup after placing it back on the table. But it’s more than a little concerning that this is happening again. I had hoped this was a condition unique to Henry. That I was, perhaps wrongfully so, extending my affection for Henry the man to Henry the woman seemed a sort of natural consequence. Does my attraction now transferring to Louisa mean that she too has a male alter ego? Despite wishing that were so to tamp her feelings of shame, Isabella couldn’t hold that hope with any sincerity. Either way, it was sure to spell trouble for the remainder of her stay.
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Chapter Five
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The sun was setting behind the hill Edmund now climbed, having spent his free hours lurking in the pub again. Henry had expressed some concern only a day prior, remarking on his new habit. Edmund had explained that he simply enjoyed watching the people, something he knew Henry had a fondness for also. The subject had dropped and Edmund had been glad to escape without blushing. 

​In the week or so since he first saw the man he had taken to referring to as Nemean—for the lion from the Greek myth, due to his halo of gold curls—he had spotted him only once in the pub. Being that he would have to find and interpreter, or painstakingly attempt to read lips, there seemed no point in Edmund asking around to find out his real name. And, similarly, even if Edmund had the courage, there was little to be gained in trying to strike up a conversation with him. So, he staked out the pub, hoping to catch a glimpse.

He couldn’t even say why he was so interested in Nemean. Thinking back, Edmund wondered if perhaps it was the emphatic way Nemean had been talking to the older man. He had seemed so passionate, even in the face of calm disinterest from his fellow. And their relationship still bothered Edmund, too. Who were they to each other? What did Nemean do to make a living? Did he enjoy it as much as whatever he was conversing about that day?

As Edmund trudged slowly up the hill, disappointed in another fruitless pursuit, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. Turning, he was startled to see Nemean walking next to him, a curious expression on his face. Edmund stumbled, righting his footing quicker than his thoughts. Nemean smiled and reached out a hand, still keeping pace. Edmund shook it and the young man said something as he released Edmund’s hand. 

As he hesitated, trying to decide between miming his deafness and speaking it, the young man’s brows drew down for a moment before he smiled again and Edmund was fairly certain he read “Quiet type, eh?” from the man’s lips. Out of a surprising desire to conceal his ailment from this stranger, Edmund nodded once. To his equal horror and pleasure, Nemean continued to walk beside him, talking all the time. It seemed to Edmund, from his gestures and the occasional word he could glean, that Nemean was just talking about the sunset. 

As they got closer to Haverly, Edmund began to panic about departing from this strange walk. But his panic proved to be unneeded as when they crested the hill, before Edmund had a chance to turn off the road, the young man was waving merrily at him, continuing past the turning point. Edmund touched his cap in response before turning to the path, his thoughts a confusing mess. 

Where did Nemean come from? Had he seen Edmund at the pub
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