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    To the hopeless romantics,
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May your hearts always find the whispers on petals and the stories waiting to be written.
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Whispers on Petals

By Kenneth Thomas

"In the quiet of a garden, where roses bloom and fade, love whispers secrets to the wind."

A novel of longing, resilience, and love that defies both time and circumstance.
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Prologue
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The dawn crept softly over Ashcombe Manor, brushing the estate in a delicate palette of lavender and gold. Mist clung to the rolling hills like a lover reluctant to part, and the chill of the morning seeped into the earth, holding the promise of an uncertain day. From the once-proud manor house, the faint scent of roses drifted through open windows, mingling with the damp tang of dew and the quiet hum of bees.

In the garden, the roses reigned supreme. Their blooms climbed trellises and spilled over wrought-iron gates, their petals unfurling in silken whispers of cream and crimson. Yet beneath their beauty lay an aching fragility, each stem weighed heavy with blossoms. For years, the garden had flourished against neglect, mirroring the precarious fate of the family who claimed it.

Lady Evangeline Ashcombe stood among the roses, her hands gloved in white kid leather, cradling a single bloom. At twenty-three, Eva bore the Ashcombe legacy in her regal posture and the sharp planes of her high cheekbones. Her porcelain complexion was touched by the faintest blush, but her eyes held a molten resolve, an intensity that defied the genteel world she was born to inhabit.

The estate had fallen into quiet disrepair under the weight of time and unspoken failures. Its survival now rested on Eva’s narrow shoulders, a burden her mother never let her forget. Lord Fairmont, with his wealth and titles, had offered an escape—or so her mother insisted. Yet standing here among the roses, Eva felt only the suffocating pull of duty.

A distant sound of hooves broke the stillness, and Eva turned her gaze to the horizon. Through the veil of mist, a lone rider approached. Captain Nathaniel Grey, the estate manager, had been in their employ for scarcely two months, but his presence had already stirred the air with whispers of change.

Eva watched as he drew nearer, his broad shoulders cutting a commanding silhouette against the pale morning light. Nathaniel dismounted with the ease of a man who had lived his life in motion, his boots crunching softly on the gravel as he made his way toward her.

“Lady Ashcombe,” he said, his voice rich and steady, with an undercurrent of something unspoken.

“Captain Grey,” she replied, tilting her head in polite acknowledgment. Her tone was neutral, but her fingers tightened around the bloom in her hand. “You’re up early.”

“The land doesn’t wait, my lady,” he said, slipping off his gloves and tucking them into his belt. His hands were rough and weathered, marked by scars that spoke of a life lived far from the comfort of English countryside estates. “And neither, it seems, do the roses.”

A faint smile tugged at Eva’s lips. “And yet they endure,” she murmured. “Even when neglected.”

Nathaniel’s hazel eyes lingered on her, unreadable but not unkind. “Endurance is a gift,” he said, his voice quiet. “But not one without cost.”

For a moment, Eva met his gaze, and the distance between them—the vast chasm of class, expectation, and unspoken yearning—seemed to dissolve. The scent of roses thickened in the air, heady and bittersweet, wrapping around them like a shared secret.

Then, as if the world itself conspired to remind them of their places, the manor’s bell pealed from the house, breaking the spell.

Eva straightened, drawing her composure around her like a shield. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain, my mother is calling for breakfast.”

Nathaniel inclined his head. “Of course, my lady.”

But as she turned to leave, his voice stopped her. “Lady Ashcombe,” he called, his tone softer now.

She paused, her gloved hand resting on the iron gate. “Yes?”

“The roses are beautiful,” he said, glancing at the blooms. “But they’ll need pruning soon. Otherwise, the weight of the flowers will break the branches.”

Eva hesitated, his words settling over her like a second skin. “Thank you, Captain,” she said at last. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As she walked toward the manor, the scent of roses lingered, a haunting reminder of what was fragile and fleeting. Behind her, Nathaniel remained in the garden, his gaze fixed on the place where she had stood.

The morning unfolded, heavy with possibilities and impossibilities alike. And though neither of them could name it yet, the first thread of something unbreakable had begun to weave itself between them, as fragile and enduring as the roses that surrounded them.
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Chapter One
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The morning sunlight poured through the grand windows of Ashcombe Manor’s dining room, splintering into fractured beams that danced across the worn oak table. A silver candelabra, tarnished with neglect, stood in the center, its intricate design a relic of the estate’s former glory. Despite the golden light, the room carried the chill of unspoken tension, as heavy as the scent of lavender polish that clung to the air.

Lady Margaret Ashcombe sat at the head of the table, her spine as straight as the rigid lines of her high-collared morning gown. Her lips, painted a severe shade of rose, were pressed into a thin line, a silent reproach that filled the space more thoroughly than words. She held a porcelain teacup in one hand, the other poised delicately on the table, her movements practiced and precise.

“Evangeline,” Margaret began, her voice cutting through the quiet. “You’ve spent an inordinate amount of time in the garden lately. A woman of your standing cannot afford such frivolity.”

Across the table, Eva sat with perfect composure, delicately buttering a piece of toast. The edges of her porcelain plate were chipped, a detail her mother had likely overlooked, though Eva’s gaze lingered on it as if it were a metaphor for the state of the family itself.

“It is not frivolity, Mother,” Eva replied evenly, her tone betraying neither irritation nor deference. “The roses require attention if they are to bloom properly. You’ve always said they are the pride of Ashcombe.”

Margaret’s eyes narrowed, her fingers tightening around the teacup. “The roses are ornamental, my dear. Your energies would be better spent ensuring our future is secure. Have you written your acceptance to Lord Fairmont?”

The question hung in the air like a blade suspended over Eva’s head. She paused, setting down her knife with deliberate care before meeting her mother’s gaze.

“I have not,” she said, her voice steady but soft.

Margaret inhaled sharply, the tension in her shoulders visible even beneath the fabric of her gown. “You cannot continue to delay. Sebastian Fairmont is offering you a lifeline—not just for yourself but for this family. Do you think your father’s poetry will pay the debts? Or your sister’s scribblings?”

At the far end of the table, Lord Henry Ashcombe stirred, his pale blue eyes lifting from the open window where his thoughts seemed to drift perpetually. “What a lovely morning,” he murmured, as if unaware of the charged air.

Sophia, seated beside him, was doodling absently on the back of a discarded envelope. Her golden curls shimmered in the sunlight, framing a cherubic face that bore an expression of perpetual amusement. She glanced up at Eva, her blue eyes wide with sympathy.

“I think you’d be miserable with Lord Fairmont,” she said with her usual candor, the words slipping out before she seemed to consider their weight.

“Sophia,” Margaret snapped, her voice like the crack of a whip. “Your sister’s happiness is not the matter at hand. Her duty is.”

“Duty,” Eva repeated softly, the word sitting on her tongue like ash. Her gaze drifted toward the tall windows, where the garden sprawled in a riot of color, wild and untamed against the muted grays of the manor. In her mind, she was already there, walking among the roses, their thorns biting softly into her gloves, the scent of earth and bloom surrounding her.

When she turned back to Margaret, her voice was calm but resolute. “I will not accept Lord Fairmont’s proposal. Not yet.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Henry hummed a soft tune under his breath, oblivious to the storm brewing, while Sophia returned to her doodles with renewed fervor.

Margaret’s expression hardened, her lips a thin line of disapproval. “Then I suggest you find another way to be useful, Evangeline. Perhaps your Captain Grey can teach you something about tending the land, since you seem so determined to play gardener.”

Eva’s pulse quickened at the mention of Nathaniel’s name, but she held her composure. Rising from her chair, she inclined her head politely. “Excuse me, Mother.”

Sophia’s eyes followed her as she left the room, wide and questioning, but Margaret did not call her back.

The air in the corridor was cooler, less oppressive. Eva’s footsteps echoed softly against the polished marble floor as she made her way toward the garden. The scent of roses met her before she stepped outside, mingling with the crisp tang of freshly turned earth.

The garden stretched before her, vibrant and wild, a stark contrast to the crumbling grandeur of the manor. She followed the familiar path to the eastern edge, her breath evening as the tension from breakfast began to dissipate.

Nathaniel Grey was there, crouched near the base of a trellis. His broad hands moved with precision as he inspected the roots of a climbing rose, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms tanned and scarred from years of labor and battle. He didn’t look up as she approached, but Eva knew he was aware of her presence.

“My mother suggests I learn from you,” Eva said, her voice carrying a faint edge of irony. “Apparently, my time in the garden would be better spent under your instruction.”

Nathaniel straightened, wiping his hands on a cloth tucked into his belt. A low chuckle rumbled from his chest, and he regarded her with a faint, crooked smile. “I didn’t think you were the sort to take orders so easily, my lady.”

Eva folded her arms. “I’m not. But if I’m to face another breakfast like this morning’s, I might prefer weeding.”

He laughed, the sound warm and unrestrained, and for a moment, the tension between them dissolved into something simpler.

Kneeling beside him, Eva let her skirts brush against the dirt. “Show me, then. What do I need to do?”

Nathaniel hesitated, his hazel eyes searching hers. “You’ll ruin your gloves.”

Eva looked down at her pristine white gloves and tugged them off without hesitation. “Then I suppose I’ll ruin them.”

Nathaniel shook his head, a soft smile tugging at his lips. “Very well, my lady.” He handed her a pair of shears and guided her hands over a branch. “Cut here, clean and deliberate. The plant will heal stronger if you’re precise.”

As she worked, the weight in her chest began to lift, replaced by the quiet rhythm of the task and the steady presence of the man beside her.

For the first time that day, she felt as if she could breathe again.
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Chapter Two
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The village of Ashton-by-the-Fen lay just beyond the Ashcombe estate, nestled like a forgotten gem in the curve of the valley. Its cobblestone streets twisted and wound past whitewashed cottages with thatched roofs, their gardens bursting with wildflowers that tumbled over stone walls. The air was fragrant with the mingling scents of baking bread, fresh hay, and the faint briny tang of the river that snaked through the heart of the village.

Eva rarely ventured into Ashton. To her mother, it was a place beneath their station, visited only for charitable acts or the occasional necessary errand. But today, the quiet rebellion of walking alone to the village felt as exhilarating as a dance performed in defiance of propriety.

Her bonnet shielded her face from the sun, though the fabric of her walking dress clung slightly to her skin in the early afternoon warmth. She kept her stride measured, resisting the urge to glance behind her. No one had followed, though she had left the manor with a clear intent to avoid her mother’s disapproving gaze.

As she entered the village square, the lively hum of the market greeted her. Stalls laden with vibrant produce and bolts of fabric lined the streets. Merchants called out their wares, their voices rising above the chatter of villagers bartering and exchanging pleasantries.

Eva paused near a stall offering jars of honey and blocks of golden butter. The merchant—a stout woman with a ruddy face—smiled warmly.

“Lady Ashcombe!” the woman greeted, wiping her hands on her apron. “A rare pleasure to see you in the village. Come for some honey, have you?”

Eva smiled faintly. “Not today, Mrs. Griggs. I was simply taking a walk.”

Mrs. Griggs tilted her head, her gaze sharp but not unkind. “You’ve picked a fine day for it, my lady. Though we don’t often see you without your sister or mother.”

“I suppose not,” Eva replied, sidestepping the implicit curiosity in the woman’s tone. She continued down the cobbled lane, her steps light but deliberate.

As she rounded a corner, the rhythmic clang of a hammer on an anvil caught her attention. She paused in front of the smithy, where a boy no older than fourteen worked with fierce concentration. Sparks flew in bursts like fireflies around him as he shaped a glowing horseshoe.

“Mind the curve, Jacob!” a deep voice called from the shadows of the workshop.

A man stepped into the sunlight, tall and broad-shouldered, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal powerful forearms streaked with soot. Nathaniel Grey.

Eva’s breath caught, though she quickly composed herself. He hadn’t seen her yet, his attention focused on the boy’s work.

“You’ve got the strength,” Nathaniel said, his voice steady and patient. “Now mind the angle—think of how it fits the horse’s hoof, not just the iron.”

The boy nodded, sweat dripping down his brow, as he adjusted his grip on the hammer.

Nathaniel stepped closer, his gaze sharp and discerning. “Good. Now again.”

Eva took a step forward, the gravel crunching softly beneath her boots. Nathaniel glanced up, his hazel eyes meeting hers with a flicker of surprise before settling into something calmer.

“Lady Ashcombe,” he said, inclining his head. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

Eva tilted her head, a faint smile playing at her lips. “I could say the same, Captain Grey. You seem rather at home.”

Nathaniel wiped his hands on a cloth tucked into his belt, his expression unguarded but unreadable. “An old habit. A good forge reminds me of simpler times.”

“Do you mean your military service?” she asked, her curiosity slipping through before she could temper it.

Nathaniel hesitated, his gaze shifting briefly to the boy at the anvil before returning to her. “No, my lady. Before that.”

Eva opened her mouth to press further, but the boy called out.

“Captain Grey, is this right?” Jacob held up the horseshoe, his young face beaming with pride.

Nathaniel nodded approvingly. “That’s the one. Now let it cool before you quench it. No rush—you’ve earned a break.”

Jacob grinned and set the horseshoe aside, wiping his face with his sleeve as he disappeared into the workshop.

“You’re good with him,” Eva said softly, her voice tinged with admiration.

“He listens,” Nathaniel replied, his tone matter-of-fact. “Not everyone does.”

There was something in his words, unspoken but heavy, that gave Eva pause. She studied him for a moment, noting the slight tension in his jaw and the way his gaze drifted toward the horizon.

“Do you ever miss it?” she asked.

“Miss what?”

“The life you left behind. Before Ashcombe.”

Nathaniel’s brow furrowed, and he took a slow breath before answering. “Sometimes. But the past has a way of staying where it belongs. Or so I try to remind myself.”

Eva nodded, though her curiosity burned hotter. She wanted to ask more, to uncover the layers he kept hidden behind his stoic demeanor, but the weight of propriety held her back.

Before she could respond, the sound of a familiar voice interrupted them.

“Lady Ashcombe!”

Eva turned to see Lord Fairmont approaching, his tailored coat immaculate despite the dust of the village streets. His smile was polished and confident, a practiced expression that rarely faltered.

“Lord Fairmont,” Eva said, her tone cool but polite.

“I didn’t expect to find you here,” he said, his gaze flicking briefly to Nathaniel. “Ashton is rather... quaint.”

“I find it charming,” Eva replied evenly. “There’s an honesty to it.”

“Honesty,” Fairmont said, his voice laced with amusement. “A quality not always appreciated, my lady.”

Nathaniel stepped back slightly, his posture relaxed but his presence unmistakable. Fairmont’s gaze lingered on him for a moment before he turned his attention back to Eva.

“May I escort you back to the manor?” Fairmont asked, offering his arm.

Eva hesitated, glancing at Nathaniel, who remained silent but watchful. Something in her chest tightened, though she couldn’t name it.

“Thank you, Lord Fairmont,” she said finally, “but I think I’ll enjoy the walk alone.”

Fairmont’s smile faltered, but he recovered quickly. “Of course. Another time, then.”

He bowed slightly and turned, his polished boots clicking against the cobblestones as he strode away.

Eva glanced at Nathaniel, whose gaze was fixed on the retreating figure.

“Thank you for your advice,” she said softly, though she wasn’t certain whether she meant the roses, the garden, or something more.

Nathaniel inclined his head, his expression unreadable. “Anytime, my lady.”

As Eva turned and began her walk back to the manor, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the quiet distance between them spoke louder than words ever could.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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The late afternoon sun poured through the western windows of the Ashcombe library, painting the room in hues of amber and gold. Dust motes swirled lazily in the light, their gentle dance a stark contrast to the restlessness that churned in Eva’s chest. She sat in her favorite corner, a well-worn book of Wordsworth’s poetry open on her lap.

She had read the same stanza twice without absorbing the words, her thoughts drifting again and again to the village square. Nathaniel’s steady gaze, Lord Fairmont’s polished charm—two men as different as the lives they represented.

Eva leaned back in her chair, running her fingers along the cracked leather binding of the book. The scent of old paper and ink filled the air, a familiar balm to her frayed nerves. Yet even the tranquility of the library couldn’t quiet the unease that lingered after her conversation with Fairmont.

The sharp creak of the library door startled her, and she looked up to see Sophia slipping into the room, her curls bouncing with each step. She carried a sketchbook tucked under one arm and a conspiratorial grin on her lips.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Sophia said, flopping into the armchair opposite Eva with the unselfconscious grace of youth.

“And what mischief have you been up to?” Eva asked, arching an eyebrow.

Sophia grinned wider. “None worth mentioning. But I did hear something rather interesting from Mrs. Griggs.”

Eva sighed, closing her book. “Should I even ask?”

Sophia leaned forward, her blue eyes sparkling. “She said you and Captain Grey looked quite cozy in the village square this morning. And that Lord Fairmont looked... less pleased.”

“Sophia,” Eva said sharply, though the warmth creeping up her neck betrayed her.

“Oh, come now,” Sophia teased. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what people are saying. You’ve got the dashing estate manager and the polished lord vying for your attention. It’s like something out of a novel!”

“It’s nothing of the sort,” Eva replied, rising from her chair and moving to the tall windows. She stared out at the rose garden below, its vibrant blooms glowing in the golden light.

“Perhaps not yet,” Sophia said lightly, flipping open her sketchbook. “But it’s certainly entertaining to watch.”

Eva turned back to her sister, her expression softening. “You read too many novels, Sophia.”

“And you read too many poems,” Sophia countered, her pencil scratching against the paper. “Maybe if you spent more time dreaming and less time brooding, you’d admit you find Captain Grey intriguing.”

Eva shook her head, though a faint smile tugged at her lips. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re in denial,” Sophia quipped, not looking up from her drawing.

The sisters fell into a companionable silence, broken only by the scratch of Sophia’s pencil and the distant chirp of birds outside the window. Eva returned to her chair, but instead of picking up her book, she allowed herself to sink into thought.

Nathaniel was unlike anyone she had ever known—steady, unpretentious, and so deeply rooted in integrity that it unsettled her. He was nothing like the men she’d grown up around, with their polished manners and veiled ambitions. And perhaps that was what made him so impossible to ignore.

Dinner that evening was a muted affair, the kind where every word felt heavy with unspoken tensions. Lady Margaret presided over the table like a general, her sharp gaze darting between Eva and Lord Henry, who appeared lost in his own world as usual.

“You received a letter today,” Margaret said, breaking the silence as she set down her wineglass.

“Did I?” Eva replied, though she already knew what her mother meant.

Margaret gave her a pointed look. “From Lord Fairmont. He wishes to call on you tomorrow afternoon.”

Eva’s knife paused mid-air, the faint scrape of silver on porcelain unnaturally loud in the quiet. She placed it down carefully, meeting her mother’s gaze. “And what am I expected to say to him?”

“The only sensible answer,” Margaret replied, her tone clipped. “You’ve already kept him waiting far too long.”

“I have given this family my every thought, every decision,” Eva said quietly, though her voice carried a steely edge. “But I will not give my hand to a man I do not trust.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Even Sophia, who often spoke without restraint, kept her head down, her fork hovering over her plate.

Margaret’s lips tightened into a thin line. “You speak as though you have the luxury of choice. This is not about trust, Evangeline. It is about survival. Without Lord Fairmont’s support, this estate will fall into ruin. Is that what you want?”

Eva stood, the scrape of her chair breaking the stillness. “I want to believe there is another way.”

Margaret’s gaze burned into her, but she said nothing as Eva turned and left the room.

The cool night air was a balm to Eva’s frayed nerves. She wandered through the garden, the gravel crunching softly beneath her boots as she made her way toward the pavilion. The roses glowed faintly in the moonlight, their petals heavy with dew.

She was not surprised to find Nathaniel there. He stood near the eastern trellis, his hands tucked into his pockets as he gazed up at the sky.

“Do you always haunt the garden at night, Captain Grey?” Eva asked, her voice light but tinged with exhaustion.

Nathaniel turned, his expression softening when he saw her. “Only when it seems to need me, my lady.”

Eva approached, her steps unhurried. “And tonight? What do the roses require?”

“Patience,” he replied. “And care.”

She smiled faintly, the tension in her chest easing slightly. “You seem to believe that applies to most things.”

“Most things worth saving,” he said, his gaze steady.

For a moment, they stood in silence, the quiet hum of the night wrapping around them like a cloak. Eva studied him, the way his presence seemed to ground her even when her thoughts threatened to spiral.

“Nathaniel,” she said softly, his name unfamiliar but oddly comforting on her tongue. “Do you ever wish things were different?”

His jaw tightened, and he looked away, his gaze settling on the horizon. “Every day.”

The weight of his words settled over her like a second skin, and for the first time, she felt the full measure of the chasm between them. Yet standing here in the garden, surrounded by the quiet resilience of the roses, she wondered if that chasm was not so insurmountable after all.
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