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'He's quite mad, you know.'

'Yes. Isn't it wonderful?'

Eden laughed. How like Elizabeth, to be immediately enamoured with someone, sight unseen, simply because he promised to be trouble.

'Devilishly handsome, too. Or so I'm told.'

'Do tell.' Elizabeth said, sliding off the bed and onto the floor to sit next to her sister. It was noon, and both were still in their sleeping garments. Breakfast for two remained untouched on a silver service placed just inside the bedroom door.

'Apparently he'll be staying with us for several days. More tiresome business horngoggle...'

'Horngoggle?' Elizabeth laughed. 'I don't believe that's a proper English word!'

'Oh, horngoggle or hornboggle or hornbother. I forget. It's an Americanism. The important thing is someone, anyone, is finally paying us a visit!'

'Do you think I'm prepared to receive?' Elizabeth asked. She struck a pose, absurd in her sleepers. Both girls exploded into giggles.

There was an impatient rapping at the door.

Slipping on her morning robe en route, Elizabeth darted across the apartment and flung the door open, eliciting a startled gasp from the domestic on the other side.

'Good morning, Miss Barksdale!' she declared with exaggerated gaiety.

'Good afternoon, more like', the woman retorted. Middle-aged but still attractive, her continued spinsterhood was a long-standing source of snickering, highly improper conjecture betwixt the sisters.

'You father's guests have arrived, and he would like you to present yourselves...' She took in their current state of non-dress. 'As soon as possible!' she finished.

'Of course, Miss Barksdale!' Elizabeth responded, gently shutting the door in her face.

Always keep a man waiting, especially if it were one's husband or father, was the girls' unwritten motto, so for several minutes they picked at the cold breakfast they had no intention of eating, leisurely completed their toilet, changed outfits several times, dallied and debated over accessories, and only then swept downstairs, where they immediately perceived three voices emanating from the library—their father's and two others.

'The vast majority are not only ignorant', one of the strange voices was saying, 'but inordinately proud of the fact, equating rebellion against their oppressive rulers with rebellion against intellect and common sense, the very attributes vital to raising them from their oppressed station!'

'We rulers, naturally, encourage this line of reasoning!' laughed their father.

'By means both subtle and overt', replied the other. One could hear the frown in his voice.

'You wear your French influences upon your sleeve! I suspect your opinions would change were it the Negroes in your own employ making these demands you champion.'

'Hardly! In truth, when the companies pass down to Percy and myself, I have every intention of paying our Negroes wages equivalent to those of a Christian man.'

'You're mad!' interjected the third voice. Percy, presumably. Eden winked at Elizabeth ere they stepped in the room.

'I told you he was mad!' she whispered.

'Ah, my lovely daughters!' beamed their father. All three men were already standing, but the two visitors favoured the young women with polite bows. Quite obviously of the same bloodline, some inner working nevertheless strove to differentiate their superficially identical features, the dark hair, strong chin, and piercing black eyes of the taller, and older, of the pair imparting a sense of control and strength, while yet the very same features in the shorter brother suggested only a thuggish arrogance. Both were quite handsome, and yet the taller projected this attribute with grace and humility, while the younger seemed to wield it, as though it were a weapon.

'Elizabeth, Eden, allow me to introduce my new business partners, Mr Christopher Montague and Mr Percival Montague, of Boston.'

'I'm simply fascinated by your United States!' Eden blurted out.

'Eden, really!' their father chided. 'My apologies', he said to his guests. 'We've been secluded for far too long. My daughters forget their manners.'

'Think nothing of it, Lord Promontory', Christopher Montague smiled. 'Enthusiasm in all things is to be regarded as an attribute so far as I'm concerned.' He looked, not Eden, but Elizabeth in the eyes as he said this, and she blushed.

'Mr Montague', Eden said primly, reining in her enthusiasm nonetheless, 'I do hope, as I understand you are to be our guest for several days, you might find the time therein to tell us something of life in Boston.'

'I think that can be arranged!' their father laughed.

'And, as we are all friends here', Christopher added, 'I hope you both will see fit, with your father's permission, to address me by my Christian name.'

'You may address me as "Mr Montague"', Percival said.

Cotton, another of the domestics, appeared just then.

'Lord Promontory? The horses are ready.'

'Excellent!' William Promontory clapped his hands.

'Where are we going?' Elizabeth asked.

'We are going on a short riding tour of the grounds. You, young lady, will not be accompanying us.'

'Oh Father, please! We haven't been outside in days!' Elizabeth pleaded.

'We've got the morbs!' Eden added.

'Please don't employ such vulgarisms, Eden! There's nothing preventing either of you from going outside, for Heaven's sake! Take a walk in the garden, or along the path! Navigate the hedge maze!'

'Navigate the hedge maze!' Eden scoffed. 'I've bloody memorised the bloody hedge maze!'

'Eden! Language!' her father scolded. Christopher Montague discreetly hid his grin behind a cupped hand, feigning a slight cough.

'Come', Elizabeth said, taking her sister by the arm. Eden had pushed their father just far enough. 'Let's walk the path down to the treeline. We can catch some butterflies for my collection!' Eden groaned but let the older girl draw her away.

'Gentlemen', Lord Promontory declared, laughing prematurely at his own joke, 'never have daughters. Unless they're someone else's!'

'Indeed', Percy said, his eyes locked on the two young women as they quitted the room.
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The 'path' looped once around the manor, again around the maze, then meandered in long, shallow bends and curves to the edge of the wood, which was perhaps a mile from the house proper as the crow flies but a good hour's walk if one remained true to it. The girls did not remain true, striking out directly for the trees, laughing and giggling. Elizabeth carried her butterfly net over one shoulder and a small box filled with paper triangles under the opposite arm. This latter would hold any specimens she collected. A pinch to the thorax put them down and they would be stored in the paper triangles until they could be properly treated for preservation.

Eden, unnaturally fleet of foot, had sprinted quite some distance ahead, and now skipped playfully along, singing nonsense songs in a loud voice, blonde rag curls trailing behind as she impulsively charged through a swath of wildflowers, scattering distressed bumblebees and butterflies in her wake. She certainly did not act a young lady of fifteen years, Elizabeth reflected. It was this place, this isolation. Too little socialization for far too long. She was...oh, what was the word? It was just on the tip of her tongue.

Mother would have known.

Even as she reflected on this, her eyes darted this way and that, mentally cataloguing the butterflies that her sister had recklessly dispersed. Painted ladies. Common blues. Nothing to get excited about.

'There's a lot won't fall to your predation!' Eden grinned, hands on her knees, breathing heavily. Her dress was already stained with grass and pollen.

'Somehow, it seems to me you fail to grasp the concept', Elizabeth said.

'Oh, I grasp the concept. It's just I've opted to side with the flutterbys!'

'And would you also side with that marauder of wardrobes, the moth?'

'Moths are simply morb butterflies, and I do side with them as well!'

'I see. Well I shall make a note of it.'

'See that you do!'

They'd reached the treeline, where past experience had taught them that the local butterfly population preferred to congregate. A row of wild honeysuckle was likely the draw (hummingbird hawk-moths frequented the area as well, and for some time the girls were convinced that actual hummingbirds were in residence on the estate, a misconception to which Eden still tenaciously clung), along with its proximity to a tiny, struggling brook—complete with miniature waterfall—that, after any appreciable rain, babbled eagerly along a bed of smooth, oval stones, bisecting a hidden clearing in the trees which the girls had discovered their first week in residence and had immediately declared their secret place.

For the time being, however, they paused at the honeysuckle, Elizabeth's keen eye searching for specimens, Eden leaping up and down and waving to their father and the two Montagues, who were much too far away to take notice of them. Lord Promontory and Christopher Montague rode side-by-side, apparently engaged in an animated discussion. Percival Montague trailed behind, drooping in the saddle as if he were ill or tremendously bored.

'What do you think of them?' Eden asked once they were out of sight.

'A lady never tells', Elizabeth smiled.

'She tells her sister!'

'Does she? I'd not heard of that exception.'

'Oh, you're impossible!' Eden declared, stamping her foot. She barged through the honeysuckle then, into the woods, making for the clearing.

A moment of blessed silence, and then:

'Oh, Ebby-Beth! Come quickly!'

Elizabeth quickly slipped betwixt two honeysuckle bushes and navigated her way through the trees. She reached the clearing in mere moments.

'Oh, look at it!' Eden declared. 'It must be one of a kind! Queen of the butterflies!'

Elizabeth stared at the flittering Lepidoptera, flabbergasted.

Bright red, with lemon-yellow wing edges, it was big, half again as large as the largest specimen in her collection. Moreover, something was sloughing off of its wings, scales or pollen or something, reflecting the dappled sunlight leaking through the trees so the insect seemed to trail a glimmering, sparkling, comet tail. It nervously fluttered hinter and fro, alighting first on a tree trunk, then on a nearby branch, then elsewhere, and somewhere else again, never still for an instant. As if their presence, somehow sensed, greatly agitated it.

'Please, oh please don't specimen it!' Eden pleaded. 'It's so beautiful!'

'I must know what kind it is...' Elizabeth said dismissively, readying her net.

'Then look it up in one of Father's books! Oh please, please, Elizabeth!'

Elizabeth sighed.

'Oh, very well.' She forced a sly grin to belie her disappointment. 'But you must be my slave for the rest of the day!'

'I will! I promise!'

'And you'll do anything I say, no matter how unladylike, outré, or...dangerous?'

'I will!'

'Let's have a seat on the grass then, and watch my prize flutter away.'

'You won't regret it!' Eden declared, taking a seat next to the chortling brook. There had been heavy rains the previous day, and the tiny stream was in full effect.

'I regret it already', Elizabeth sighed, as red-and-yellow danced off into the trees.
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