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Chapter One

Burnside County, England—1821 

“I despise my sister,” Mabel Russell muttered. She dipped her quill into the inkpot, trying to come up with a nice way to put off her sister’s umpteenth invitation to join her in London and take part in the Season. “Perhaps despise is too strong a word.”


Dear Ethel,

It is with deep regret that I must turn down your kind invitation. For I have come down with...



She stopped and rubbed her temple with one hand. What could she say that she hadn’t already used as an excuse? If she claimed illness, Ethel would make the journey home to their country estate... well, their former estate. Their father had died six months before, after which the estate promptly went to their father’s first cousin, Mr. Lloyd Griffin. 

For the past six months, Mabel had not only grieved over the loss of her kindly, if a bit preoccupied, father, Lord Russell, but she’d also endured her childhood home’s being invaded by another family. Nothing was the same anymore. 

Mabel sorely missed her father. He’d been a gentleman as well as a respected scientist. During his life, extensive collections of insects and birds had been displayed about the house, a fact that had startled many of their guests over the years. Even Mabel’s sister, Ethel, had been quite adverse toward them. But Mabel had never known anything different and accepted insect displays about the house as a part of her normal upbringing. Unlike Ethel, Mabel embraced her father’s scientific obsessions and started her own insect collections.

Her mother, having died when Mabel was too young to remember her, had no influence on Mabel’s upbringing. To avoid her older sister’s fussiness and annoying attention to details such as the latest fashions, which ribbons should be used, and how many times one could wear the same pair of shoes, Mabel had naturally followed her father about.

At his side, she’d learned more about insects and birds than any society woman should ever know. In addition to her father’s studies, she’d also begun to find an interest in reptiles and invertebrates. Mabel supposed that as the years continued to go by without her attending a Season or securing a husband, she’d be placed in the eccentric category. For now, she didn’t want to be categorized as anything. Her greatest desire was to be left alone, to roam the lands she’d grown up on, to create her own collection of species, and study interesting books.

There was just the small matter of the house being occupied by her father’s cousin and his family, which, unfortunately, consisted of a nasal-toned wife and three boys under twelve. Loud, obnoxious boys full of questions. Boys who followed her all over the house if she didn’t take care to sneak down the back stairs. 

Mabel crumpled the letter and pulled out another piece of paper.


Dear Ethel,

I regret to inform you that I will not be able to accept your kind invitation. I have found myself quite busy with my new aphid collection, so I plead for your understanding...



A loud knock on her door startled Mabel into dripping a blot of ink onto the paper.

“Mabel! Mabel!” a young boy’s voice cried out. “Tom’s tipped over your insects!”

To another person, the words would have made no sense, but for Mabel, the words shot dread straight into her heart. She jumped up from her chair and rushed to her door. Flinging it open, she came face to face with William, a boy of nine or ten.

His eyes widened at her hasty appearance, but he quickly said, “This way! He’s in your shed.”

Mabel’s blood pumped hot as she started to run. No one was allowed in her shed, and she kept it locked tight for that reason. Last week, Tom had released one of her snails and Mabel had never seen it again. When her father’s cousin had brought his family here, the first thing his wife had said was, “The insects and all creatures must go.”

Mabel had argued and argued until, at last, she was allowed to keep her collections in one of the gardening sheds, whereas her father’s extensive collections were shipped off to some museum in London to be enjoyed by the more intelligent masses.

With William behind her, she tore down the stairs, rounded the back hall, and then burst out of the doors that led to the gardens. A couple of servants stopped to stare, but Mabel knew it wouldn’t be long before they resumed their duties; they often saw her rushing past them for one thing or another.

When the garden shed came within sight, Mabel slowed a bit so that by the time she’d reached the opened door, she’d caught her breath. She was prepared for the worst—a cracked case or little Tom climbed up on the table. But, no. It was much, much worse. She froze, staring for a moment, unable to completely comprehend.

Five-year-old Tom sat on the dirt-packed ground, holding a preserved praying mantis in his chubby fingers. Around him were the remnants of a fallen and broken display case. The insects that had been part of the set were in various stages of disarray. Broken glass littered the ground. Remarkably, Tom seemed unaffected by it all. But as soon as he looked up at Mabel, his eyes rounded. 

Mabel was so stunned, she said nothing. She’d always locked the shed door. How had Tom gotten inside? And then she knew. She looked over at Will and saw guilt flush hot over his face. He must have found the key hidden beneath the rock. When the case had fallen and broken, it must have spooked him enough to come and find her before letting one of his parents discover the mess.

Will’s eyes budded with tears, and he started to stutter an apology. Mabel could only stare at him numbly. 

“We in trouble?” Tom’s small voice rang clear.

Mabel kept her gaze on Will, trying to keep her emotions in check. “Take Tom out of here.”

Will nodded, looking a bit relieved that he wasn’t getting yelled at and scurried to drag the protesting Tom out of the shed.

Mabel took a few steps forward, then sank to her knees and began picking up the insects one by one. She examined each for salvage-ability. She’d spent months collecting them, then hours pinning and meticulously labeling the species, writing in calligraphy on parchment. And now the display was completely ruined. Her other three cases appeared untouched, but her stash of parchment had fallen to the earth and been stepped on. An open inkwell was overturned, dripping down a table leg.

Her tears fell now, and Mabel didn’t stop to wipe them away. She gathered the broken insects as quickly as possible, avoiding the glass. She’d have to sweep it up later.

“What happened in here?” Mrs. Griffin’s nasally voice resounded from behind her. “My boys are in tears.” 

Mabel didn’t turn at first, just continued to pick up her insects as Mrs. Griffin stepped into the shed.

“Oh! This is a mess—a dangerous mess,” she pronounced. “My boys could have been severely injured. How careless of you, Mabel. I thought Mr. Griffin instructed you to keep the shed locked.”

Mabel finally turned, looking up at the woman, who wore a heavy gray silk dress. It seemed that the wife of her father’s cousin always chose the staunchest colors to wear. Mabel wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the woman had been raised in a nunnery.

“Tom and Will found the key. Then came in without my permission and broke the case,” Mabel said in a shaky voice. “The insects are irreparable.”

Mrs. Griffin barked out a laugh. “Irreparable, you say? What were you thinking—that you could have brought them back to life? They are dead, you know.” 

Mabel hated Mrs. Griffin’s ice-blue eyes, small mouth, pale-green complexion, and thin lips. In fact, the woman looked a bit like a praying mantis. Except that Mabel would never do an insect the disservice of comparing it to a woman like Mrs. Griffin.

Rising to her feet, Mabel grasped the table to steady herself as she took a deep breath. “The shed door was locked. Will must have unlocked it, because Tom is too small to have figured out how.”

Mrs. Griffin brought a hand to her chest. “Are you accusing my boys of this mess? As if it were their fault?” Her nasal pitch rose a notch. “Boys are curious, and if you had locked the shed, they wouldn’t have been exposed to this danger.”

“They broke the case, not I,” Mabel reiterated, her face growing hot. 

“And now you are
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