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Prologue
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London, April 1887

Rain slicked the cobbles of Bloomsbury like oil on old parchment. Ellis Vane stood beneath the awning of a shuttered apothecary, her boots damp through, her portfolio clutched tight against her ribs as if it might sprout wings and fly back to the flat she’d just emptied. The air smelt of wet wool, coal smoke, and the ghost of lavender—her mentor’s favourite. Dr Eleanor Pryce had worn it every day, even in the dissecting room, as though sweetness could outlast steel.

Three weeks. That was all it had taken: a sudden fever, a rattling breath in the night, and then silence. No will, no warning—just a locked desk, a mountain of unfinished work, and a name Ellis had never heard spoken aloud: Isolde Thorne.

She shifted her weight, trying to ignore the ache behind her eyes. Grief was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Rent was due. The Royal Botanic Society had already reclaimed Eleanor’s studio. And Ellis—though trained, though precise, though capable of rendering the venation of a fern frond with microscopic fidelity—was still, in the eyes of publishers and patrons alike, merely “Miss Vane”. A woman with talent, yes, but no surname worth backing.

Inside her satchel lay Eleanor’s final journal: leather-bound, water-stained at the edges, filled with sketches so delicate they seemed to breathe. On the last page, unfinished, was a drawing of a Polypodium vulgare—common polypody fern—with a single line beneath it in Eleanor’s looping hand:

For I.T.—if she ever dares to look.

Ellis had turned that phrase over in her mind like a smooth river stone. Who was it? And why would Eleanor leave a message in a botanical code meant for someone else?

The answer came from Mr Hargrove, the estate agent who’d handled Eleanor’s affairs. Over weak tea in his cramped office, he’d mentioned, almost as an afterthought, that Thornfield House in Kent had recently passed to a Miss Isolde Thorne—“a recluse, poor thing, burdened with her brother’s debts and a greenhouse full of dying plants.” He’d sighed. “She’s looking for someone to catalogue the collection. Pays modestly, but it’s steady.”

Ellis hadn’t planned to apply. She’d planned to swallow her pride and accept Mrs Croft’s offer to illustrate children’s primers—The Virtuous Girl’s Guide to Flower Arranging, or some such drivel. But that night, staring at Eleanor’s empty chair, she’d dipped her pen and written a letter so bold it startled even her:

Dear Miss Thorne,

I am a botanical illustrator of some experience, having worked under Dr Eleanor Pryce for six years. I understand you require assistance with your greenhouse specimens. I can render them with scientific accuracy and artistic sensitivity. I do not require lodging, only workspace and access to the plants. I am available immediately.

—Ellis Vane

She’d signed it without flourish. Sent it without hope.

And yet, two days later, a reply arrived—thin paper, elegant script, no signature:

Come Tuesday. Bring your tools. Do not be late.

Now, standing in the rain, Ellis checked the address again. Number 17, Russell Square. The solicitor’s office was where she was to collect the final box of Eleanor’s effects. Her hands trembled—not from cold, but from the weight of what she was about to lose. This was the last piece. After today, there would be no more traces of Eleanor in the world except what Ellis carried in her memory... and in her own hands.

The solicitor, a man with wire-rimmed spectacles and a voice like dry leaves, led her to a back room. “Everything unclaimed goes to auction next week,” he said, not unkindly. “You’re fortunate to have come when you did.”

He handed her a wooden crate. Inside: glass vials of dried pigments, a set of sable brushes tied with twine, a brass magnifying loupe, and three journals. Ellis lifted the top one—this was the one with the fern sketch. As she opened it, a loose sheet fluttered out.

It was a letter, folded once, addressed in Eleanor’s hand to Miss Isolde Thorne, Thornfield House, Kent. Unsent. Undated. Ellis shouldn’t have read it. But she did.

My dear Izzy,

You ask if your love for botany is frivolous—a distraction from the duties expected of a woman of your station. Let me be plain: it is your salvation. In every leaf you press, every root you trace, you reclaim a part of yourself the world would have you surrender.

Do not apologise for your mind. Do not hide your hands. And if ever you feel alone, remember: there are others who speak in petals and roots. We are quiet, but we are many.

—Eleanor

Ellis sat back on her heels, heart pounding. Izzy. Isolde Thorne. Eleanor’s student? Friend? Something more?

She didn’t know. But she knew this: Thornfield wasn’t just a job. It was a thread—one Eleanor had left dangling, and Ellis intended to pull.

She packed the crate carefully, wrapping the journals in oilcloth. Outside, the rain had eased to a mist. She adjusted her hat, tightened the strap of her portfolio, and began the walk to the station.

On the train to Kent the next morning, she stared out the window as London gave way to rolling green hills and hedgerows thick with hawthorn. She practised what she would say to Miss Thorne—polite, professional, distant. She would not mention Eleanor unless asked. She would not betray the intimacy of that unsent letter.

But as the carriage rolled past fields dotted with cow parsley and stitchwort, Ellis found herself tracing the shape of a fern on the fogged glass with her fingertip. If she ever dares to look.

She wondered if Isolde Thorne dared.

And if she did—what would she see?
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Chapter 1: The Glass House
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Thornfield Estate, Kent — Late April 1887

The train deposited Ellis Vane at Ashford Junction just past noon, the sky a mottled grey that threatened rain but never quite committed. She stood on the platform with her two valises—one holding clothes, the other her drawing tools—and watched the steam curl upward like breath escaping a long-held secret. A hired cart waited, driven by a man with a walrus moustache and no interest in conversation. He grunted when she gave him the name Thornfield, clicked his tongue at the weight of her cases, and said nothing more for the entire seven-mile journey.

Kent unfolded around them in soft greens and muddy browns: sheep dotting distant hills, hedgerows thick with budding hawthorn, and fields stitched together by stone walls older than the Crown. Ellis kept her hands folded in her lap, but her eyes moved constantly—cataloguing, as always. A flash of yellow: lesser celandine. A tangle of vines: old man’s beard, already climbing. Even in early spring, the land was speaking. She only wished she knew how to answer.

Thornfield House appeared without fanfare—a red-brick Georgian manor, symmetrical and stern, its windows shuttered on the east wing, ivy creeping up the western chimney like a patient intruder. Beyond it, half-hidden by a stand of copper beeches, rose the greenhouse: a long, curved spine of glass and iron, glinting weakly in the overcast light. It looked both grand and neglected—the kind of structure built during better times and forgotten since.

The cart stopped at the service entrance. A maid in a faded black dress answered before Ellis could knock.

“You Miss Vane?” she asked, wiping her hands on her apron.

“Yes.”

“Mrs Poole’s expecting you. Come through.” She led Ellis down a narrow corridor lined with portraits of severe-looking ancestors, their eyes seeming to track her progress. The air smelt of beeswax, boiled cabbage, and something faintly floral—lilac, perhaps, though it was too early in the season.

Mrs Poole, the housekeeper, was a woman carved from oak and starch. She stood in the kitchen doorway, arms crossed, lips pressed into a line so thin it might vanish altogether.

“Miss Thorne doesn’t see callers in the main rooms,” she said without preamble. “You’ll work in the library annexe. Meals at eight, one, and six—sharp. No wandering after dusk. And if you hear bells at night, you stay put. That’s not for you.”

Ellis nodded. “I understand.”

“You’re here to draw plants, not pry.”

“I’m here to do my job.”

Mrs Poole studied her for a long moment, then gave a curt nod. “Follow me.”

They climbed a back staircase, narrow and worn smooth by generations of servants’ feet. At the top, a short hall opened into a small room lined with bookshelves, a writing desk, and a tall window overlooking the greenhouse. Dust motes floated in the pale light. A single oil lamp sat on the desk, unlit.

“This is yours,” Mrs Poole said. “Miss Thorne will meet you in the glasshouse at three. Don’t be late.”

Then she left, closing the door with a soft click that felt louder than a slam.

Ellis set down her bags and walked to the window. From here, the greenhouse looked even more fragile—panes cracked or missing, iron frame rusted in places, the whole structure leaning slightly, as if weary. But through the glass, she could see green. Not the orderly rows of a commercial nursery, but a wild tangle: ferns spilling over benches, climbing roses strangling support beams, orchids blooming defiantly in broken pots. It was chaos—but living chaos. Beautiful in its refusal to die.

She unpacked methodically. Her brushes went into the top drawer. Pigments were arranged by hue. Paper—hot-pressed Whatman, the best she could afford, was stacked under a weighted board to keep it flat. Her magnifying loupe, her ruling pens, her inkwell... Each item had its place. Order was her armour.

At ten minutes to three, she changed into her working dress—sturdy cotton, dark green to hide stains—and pinned her hair tightly back. She carried only her sketchbook and a pencil.

The path to the greenhouse wound through an overgrown garden, past a dry fountain and a sundial crusted with lichen. Birds called from the trees, but otherwise, Thornfield was silent. No dogs barked. No children laughed. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

She found the door unlocked. Inside, the air was warm and humid, thick with the scent of damp earth, decaying leaves, and something sweet—vanilla orchid, she realised. Sunlight filtered through grimy glass, casting fractured patterns on the brick floor. Plants grew everywhere: in pots, on shelves, spilling onto the ground. A fallen palm frond lay across a bench like a discarded cloak.

And then she saw her.

Isolde Thorne stood near the far end, back turned, wearing a high-collared navy dress with jet buttons that caught the light like beetle wings. Her hair was coiled tightly at her nape, not a strand out of place. One hand rested on the edge of a worktable; the other held a pair of pruning shears, though she wasn’t using them. She was simply... watching. As if waiting for the plants to speak first.

Ellis cleared her throat softly.

Isolde turned.

Time slowed.

She was taller than Ellis expected—nearly Ellis’s height, which was unusual for a woman of her class. Her face was all sharp angles: high cheekbones, a straight nose, and a jaw that looked like it had learnt to clench young. But her eyes—grey-green, like sea glass—held a stillness that contradicted the tension in her posture.

“You’re early,” Isolde said. Her voice was low and precise, with the clipped vowels of the educated south.

“Only by five minutes,” Ellis replied. “I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

A flicker of something—amusement? irritation? —crossed Isolde’s face. “You’re Miss Vane.”

“I am.”

“I expected... someone older.”

“And I expected someone who’d sent a proper letter,” Ellis said before she could stop herself. She braced for offence.

But Isolde only raised an eyebrow. “I dislike unnecessary words. Do you?”

“No,” Ellis said honestly. “But I respect the economy of them.”

That earned her the ghost of a smile. Gone in an instant.

Isolde gestured to the greenhouse. “This was my brother’s project. He called it ‘England’s answer to Kew.’” She said it flatly, without pride. “He died six months ago. Left it—and everything else—in disarray.”

“I’m sorry,” Ellis said.

“Don’t be. He made his choices.” Isolde turned and walked toward a bench laden with specimens. “I need every plant here catalogued by the end of October. Scientific name, common name, origin, flowering period, medicinal or decorative use. Illustrated. Accurately.”

“That’s ambitious,” Ellis said, scanning the space. There were easily two hundred species—maybe more—hidden in the tangles.

“It’s necessary,” Isolde replied. “The estate is... precarious. If I can prove this collection has scholarly value, I may secure a patron. Or at least delay the creditors.”

Ellis understood then: this wasn’t just about botany. It was about survival.

“I can do it,” she said.

Isolde studied her. “You worked with Eleanor Pryce.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I did. For six years.”

“Then you know the standard I expect.”

“I do.”

Isolde picked up a sprig of something—feathery, pale green. “What is this?”
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