
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Orchid Legacy

        

        
        
          Victorian Tales, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Ross Thompson

        

        
          Published by Ross Thompson, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ORCHID LEGACY

    

    
      First edition. November 12, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Ross Thompson.

    

    
    
      Written by Ross Thompson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 1 
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The morning post arrived at Mrs. Dalrymple's establishment precisely at half past eight, as it had done every weekday for the seventeen years Eleanor Hartwell had resided there. The boarding house on Welbeck Street was not fashionable, but it was respectable—a crucial distinction for a young woman of reduced circumstances attempting to maintain her position in London society. 

Eleanor sat in the cramped breakfast room, nursing her second cup of tea and reviewing her pupils' French exercises. The Pemberton children were bright enough, but young Master Henry had an unfortunate tendency to conjugate every verb in the present tense, regardless of temporal context. She was contemplating whether this represented genuine confusion or simple laziness when Mrs. Dalrymple appeared in the doorway, her considerable frame blocking most of the weak November light. 

"Letter for you, Miss Hartwell," the landlady announced, her tone suggesting that correspondence was both unexpected and faintly improper for a governess of eight-and-twenty. 

"From Yorkshire, if I'm not mistaken. The postmark's quite clear." 

Eleanor accepted the envelope with a murmur of thanks, though her curiosity was immediately piqued. She knew no one in Yorkshire. The heavy cream paper bore an embossed return address: *Wickham & Sons, Solicitors, Whitby, Yorkshire.* Her fingers trembled slightly as she broke the wax seal—red wax, she noted, the color of official business. 

*Dear Miss Hartwell,*

*We write to you regarding the estate of the late Mr. Cornelius Ashford of Ashford Manor, Whitby, who departed this life on the 4th of October, 1887. As you are named as principal beneficiary in Mr. Ashford's last will and testament, your presence is required at our offices at your earliest convenience to discuss the particulars of your inheritance.*

*Mr. Ashford has left specific instructions regarding the disposition of his estate, which we are bound by professional duty to execute. We would be most grateful if you could present yourself at Ashford Manor no later than the 20th of November, as the terms of the bequest are of a time-sensitive nature.*

*Please inform us by return post of your intended arrival, and we shall make all necessary arrangements for your accommodation.*

*We remain, dear Madam, your most obedient servants,*

*Samuel Wickham, Esq.*

*Wickham & Sons, Solicitors*

Eleanor read the letter three times, each perusal deepening her bewilderment rather than clarifying matters. Cornelius Ashford. The name stirred only the vaguest recollection—a distant relation on her mother's side, she thought, though the exact connection escaped her. Second cousin? Great-uncle? The Hartwell family tree had been pruned of most of its branches by time and misfortune, leaving Eleanor with few living relations and fewer who acknowledged her existence. 

Her mother, God rest her soul, had died when Eleanor was but thirteen, carrying to her grave most knowledge of their extended family. Her father, a country vicar of modest means, had followed five years later, leaving Eleanor with a small annuity of forty pounds per annum—just enough to secure a basic education, but nowhere near sufficient to live upon. Hence her profession, which, while genteel, was not precisely gentle. 

"Not bad news, I hope?" Mrs. Dalrymple inquired with the particular nosiness of landladies everywhere. 

"No, not bad," Eleanor replied carefully, folding the letter and tucking it into her reticule. 

"Family business, merely. A distant relation has passed away." 

"My condolences," Mrs. Dalrymple said, though her expression suggested she was mentally calculating whether this might result in Eleanor's departure and the subsequent opportunity to raise the rent for a new tenant. "Will you be wanting your room kept?" 

"I... I'm not certain yet," Eleanor admitted. The letter had caught her entirely unprepared. To travel to Yorkshire—it would require at least a week's absence, possibly more. The Pembertons would be most displeased. She had no leave coming until Christmas, and governesses who proved inconvenient had a distressing tendency to find themselves unemployed. 

Yet the word *inheritance* gleamed in her mind like a candle in a dark room. What could a man she barely knew have left her? And why? Surely there were closer relations—people who had actually known Cornelius Ashford, who had attended his christenings and weddings and Sunday dinners. People who deserved whatever he had to leave. 

She spent the remainder of the morning in a state of distraction that would have shamed her had she been capable of self-reflection. Young Miss Pemberton asked twice whether Eleanor was quite well, and even obtuse Henry noticed that his governess seemed "rather elsewhere, Miss Hartwell." 

By luncheon, she had made her decision. She would write to Mrs. Pemberton, citing a family emergency—which was not entirely untrue. She would write to Mr. Wickham, accepting his summons. And she would pack her small trunk with the practical garments suitable for a Yorkshire November and the unpredictable nature of country living. 

That evening, as she folded her two good dresses and her warm woolen shawls, Eleanor allowed herself the dangerous luxury of hope. Perhaps this Cornelius Ashford had left her a small sum—enough to supplement her annuity, or even, in her wildest imaginings, enough to purchase a cottage somewhere modest and respectable. She could take in students, perhaps, or do needlework. The idea of independence, of not having to smile at Mrs. Pemberton's condescension or endure Mr. Pemberton's too-familiar glances, sent a thrill through her that was almost frightening in its intensity. 

She departed London on the 18th of November, a crisp Friday morning that promised frost before nightfall. The journey north was long and tedious, requiring changes at Peterborough and York, each station growing progressively smaller and more provincial. By the time she reached Whitby, darkness had fallen, and a cold rain was sweeping in from the North Sea. 

A carriage waited at the station, the driver holding a sign bearing her name. This small courtesy—being met, being expected—gave Eleanor an unfamiliar sensation of importance. The driver, a grizzled man of perhaps sixty, introduced himself as Jenkins and helped her into the carriage with surprising gentleness. 

"Welcome to Yorkshire, Miss Hartwell," he said, his accent thick and warm as treacle. "The manor's about five miles out. I'll have you there within the hour, weather permitting." 

As they drove through the darkness, Eleanor caught only glimpses of the landscape—rolling moors, distant lights from farmhouses, the occasional looming shadow of what might have been standing stones or simply oddly shaped trees. The rain drummed steadily on the carriage roof, and despite her curiosity, she found herself growing drowsy. 

She must have dozed, for she woke with a start as the carriage slowed. Through the rain-streaked window, she could make out the shape of a substantial house, its windows glowing with welcoming light. Ashford Manor was larger than she had anticipated—a Georgian structure of honey-colored stone, with wings extending to either side of a central block. Not a palace, certainly, but far grander than anything Eleanor had expected. 

Jenkins helped her down and retrieved her trunk. The front door opened before they reached it, revealing a tall, thin woman in the black bombazine of a housekeeper, her face all sharp angles and suspicious eyes. 

"Miss Hartwell," the woman said, her tone making the name sound like an accusation. "I am Mrs. Pemberton, the housekeeper. Mr. Wickham is waiting for you in the drawing room. Jenkins will take your things to your chamber." 

Eleanor noted with some amusement that she had traded one Mrs. Pemberton for another, though this version seemed considerably less sympathetic than her London landlady. She followed the housekeeper through a spacious entrance hall, up a broad staircase, and into a comfortable drawing room where a fire burned cheerfully in the grate. 

A portly gentleman rose from an armchair near the fire. He was perhaps fifty, with thinning gray hair and spectacles that magnified his pale blue eyes to an almost comical degree. 

"Miss Hartwell! At last!" He hurried forward, hand extended. "Samuel Wickham, at your service. 

I trust your journey was not too arduous? November is not the kindest month for traveling, I fear. But you're here now, and that's what matters. Please, sit, sit. Mrs. Pemberton, some tea for Miss Hartwell, if you please." 

The housekeeper departed with obvious reluctance, and Eleanor settled into the chair Mr. 

Wickham indicated. Now that she was here, in this unfamiliar house, about to learn the nature of her mysterious inheritance, she found herself suddenly nervous. 

"You must be quite bewildered," Mr. Wickham said kindly, resuming his own seat. "I assure you, all will be explained. But first, allow me to offer my condolences on the death of your cousin, Mr. Cornelius Ashford." 

"I'm ashamed to say I barely knew him," Eleanor admitted. "I cannot even recall meeting him above once or twice, and that when I was very young." 

"Yes, well, Mr. Ashford lived a rather... retired life in his later years. Saw very few people. But he was most particular about his will, most particular indeed." Mr. Wickham reached for a leather document case beside his chair. "Which brings us to the matter at hand." 

He withdrew several papers, adjusting his spectacles as he scanned the top page. "The late Mr. 

Ashford was a man of considerable means, Miss Hartwell. Not enormously wealthy, you understand, but comfortably situated. This manor house, the lands surrounding it—some two hundred acres—various investments and accounts. All told, the estate is valued at approximately fifteen thousand pounds." 

Eleanor's breath caught. Fifteen thousand pounds. It was a fortune—more money than she could have earned in thirty years as a governess. 

"However," Mr. Wickham continued, and Eleanor's heart sank at the word, "there are conditions." 

Of course there were conditions. There were always conditions. 

"Mr. Ashford has left you ten thousand pounds outright, plus the use of Ashford Manor and its grounds, provided—and I must stress this provision, Miss Hartwell—provided that you reside in the manor for a period of no less than six months from the date of your arrival. You must not absent yourself for more than three consecutive days during this period. Should you fail to meet this condition, the entire estate, including the ten thousand pounds, will pass to the Ravenscroft Foundation for Orphans." 

Eleanor stared at him. "Six months? I must live here for six months?" 

"Precisely. Mr. Ashford was most adamant on this point. The will states that you must 'inhabit the manor in good faith,' which I interpret to mean that you cannot simply occupy a room while spending your days elsewhere. You must genuinely reside here." 

"But... why? What purpose could such a condition serve?" 

Mr. Wickham removed his spectacles and polished them with his handkerchief—a gesture Eleanor would come to recognize as a sign of discomfort. "Mr. Ashford did not confide his reasoning to me, Miss Hartwell. He was a very private gentleman, as I've said. But the will is legal and binding. The choice is yours: remain here for six months and inherit ten thousand pounds, or decline the bequest and return to London." 

Ten thousand pounds. The sum echoed in Eleanor's mind. With such a fortune, she could live independently for the rest of her life. She could travel, study, perhaps even publish the book of poetry she had been composing in secret for years. She would never again have to endure the petty humiliations of her profession, never have to smile at insults or make herself small to fit into other people's households. 

Six months. It was nothing, really. Winter and spring in Yorkshire. And she would be mistress of this manor, not a servant or subordinate. For half a year, she could live as a lady of independent means. 

"I accept," she said firmly. "I will stay." 

Mr. Wickham smiled, though whether from relief or approval, Eleanor could not tell. "Excellent. 

Then let us attend to the formalities, and I shall leave you to settle in. You must be exhausted from your journey." 

As he spread out papers for her to sign, Eleanor felt the first flutter of apprehension. She had committed herself to six months in a house she did not know, in the company of servants who regarded her with suspicion, all to claim an inheritance from a man who was little more than a stranger. 

What had Cornelius Ashford wanted from her? And why had he chosen this particular way to give it? 

Outside, the rain continued to fall, and somewhere in the depths of the old house, a clock chimed the hour. Eleanor signed her name to the documents and wondered what she had truly inherited. 
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Eleanor woke to unfamiliar sounds: the cry of gulls, the distant crash of waves against cliffs, and the whistle of wind through eaves. For a confused moment, she thought herself back in her childhood home in Devon, before memory reasserted itself and she remembered where she was. 

Ashford Manor. Her inheritance. Her prison for the next six months. 

She sat up in the four-poster bed, taking in her surroundings properly for the first time. The previous night, exhausted from travel and overwhelmed by Mr. Wickham's revelations, she had barely registered the room beyond noting that it was clean and adequately furnished. Now, in the gray light of a Yorkshire morning, she could appreciate its generous proportions and tasteful decoration. 

The chamber was perhaps three times the size of her room at Mrs. Dalrymple's, with tall windows overlooking what appeared to be gardens, though the November mist obscured the view. The furniture was old but well-maintained: a mahogany wardrobe that would have dominated a smaller room, a writing desk positioned to catch the light, and two comfortable chairs flanking the fireplace, where embers still glowed from the previous night's fire. 

Someone had been in while she slept to tend the fire—a consideration that would have been unthinkable in her boarding house. Eleanor felt a strange mixture of gratitude and unease. She was not accustomed to being waited upon. 

A clock on the mantelpiece showed half past seven. In London, she would already be dressed and reviewing her lesson plans for the day. Here, she had no duties, no schedule, no expectations beyond the peculiar requirement that she simply remain in residence. 

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. "Come in," Eleanor called, hastily pulling her shawl around her shoulders. 

A young maid entered, carrying a pitcher of steaming water. She was perhaps seventeen, with a round face and anxious eyes that darted nervously around the room before settling on Eleanor. 

"Begging your pardon, miss," the girl said, bobbing an awkward curtsy that nearly caused her to spill the water. "I'm Mary, miss. Mrs. Pemberton sent me to see if you'd be wanting breakfast in your room or if you'd prefer to come down to the dining room." 

"The dining room, I think," Eleanor replied, finding the girl's nervousness oddly endearing. 

"Though I confess I'm not certain where that might be found. The house seems rather larger than I anticipated." 

Mary's face brightened slightly. "Oh, it's not so confusing once you know your way, miss. I could show you about, if you like. After you've dressed, I mean." She blushed furiously at this potential impropriety. 

"That would be most helpful, Mary. Thank you." 

The girl set down the water pitcher and hesitated, clearly wanting to say something more. 

"Miss, if I may be so bold... we're all that glad you've come. The house has been so quiet since the master passed. Too quiet, if you take my meaning." 

"How long were you in Mr. Ashford's service?" Eleanor asked, pouring water into the basin to wash. 

"Only two years, miss. But he was a kind master, always fair. It grieved us all when he took ill so sudden-like." Mary's eyes grew damp. "He was up and about one day, working in his greenhouse as always, and then collapsed the next. Dr. Thornbury did what he could, but the master's heart just gave out, the doctor said." 

"A greenhouse?" Eleanor's interest piqued. "Mr. Ashford was a gardener?" 

"Oh, more than that, miss! He was a proper botanist, or so Dr. Thornbury says. Had plants from all over the world, he did. Orchids, mostly. Beautiful things, though some were right peculiar-looking." Mary moved toward the door, then turned back. "The greenhouse is locked now, miss. Mrs. Pemberton has the keys to most everything, but some places even she can't open. The master was particular about his privacy." 

After Mary departed, Eleanor dressed in her practical gray wool—the uniform of governesses everywhere—and regarded herself in the mirror. The same unremarkable face looked back at her: brown hair that refused to hold a curl, gray eyes that were too large for beauty, a mouth that her mother had charitably called "expressive." She was neither pretty nor plain, neither tall nor short—a woman designed by nature to be overlooked, which had served her well enough in her profession. 

But she was not a governess here. Here, she was the mistress of the house, at least temporarily. The thought still felt unreal. 

Mary proved an excellent guide, leading Eleanor through a maze of corridors and rooms, keeping up a steady stream of information. The manor, Eleanor learned, had been in the Ashford family for over a century, built by Cornelius's grandfather with money made in the wool trade. Cornelius himself had inherited it some thirty years ago, upon the death of his father, and had lived here alone since then, save for the servants. 

"Never married, the master," Mary confided as they descended the main staircase. "Caused quite the scandal in his youth, or so Mrs. Pemberton says, though she won't speak of the details. After that, he kept to himself mostly. His work, his plants—that's all he cared for." 

The dining room was a handsome chamber with windows overlooking a terrace. A substantial breakfast had been laid out on the sideboard: eggs, bacon, toast, porridge, kippers, and what appeared to be fresh scones with jam and cream. 

"Mrs. Pemberton weren't sure what you'd prefer, miss, so she had Cook prepare a bit of everything," Mary explained. 

Eleanor, accustomed to tea and toast for breakfast, felt slightly overwhelmed by this abundance. She served herself modest portions and settled at the long table, feeling absurd sitting alone in a room designed to seat twelve. 

She had barely begun eating when Mrs. Pemberton herself appeared, her severe expression suggesting that she found Eleanor's very existence an affront to proper order. 

"I trust you slept well, Miss Hartwell," the housekeeper said, though her tone implied she hoped for the opposite. 

"Very well, thank you. The room is most comfortable." 

"That was the master's mother's chamber. He insisted you should have it." Mrs. Pemberton's lips thinned. "I suppose you'll be wanting a tour of the house?" 

"Mary has been kind enough to show me the main rooms," Eleanor replied, keeping her voice pleasant despite the woman's hostility. "Though I would appreciate learning more about the household routine. I don't wish to disrupt your established order." 

This seemed to mollify Mrs. Pemberton slightly. "The house runs itself, miss, as it always has. I oversee the indoor staff—that's Mary and Mrs. Cooper the cook at present. We used to have more, but the master preferred a quiet household. Jenkins manages the grounds and the stables, though there's only the one carriage horse now. The master stopped riding years ago." 

"And Mr. Ashford's business affairs? His papers and such?" 

Mrs. Pemberton's expression shuttered. "Mr. Wickham took charge of the important documents. 

The master's personal effects remain in his study, untouched as he left them. That was one of his instructions—nothing was to be disturbed until you arrived." 

"Until I arrived? Specifically?" 

"So Mr. Wickham said. The master was most particular in his will. Everything was to wait for you." The housekeeper's tone made it clear she found this directive both mysterious and irritating. 

After breakfast, Eleanor requested to see Cornelius's study. Mrs. Pemberton led her down a corridor in the east wing and stopped before a heavy oak door. 

"I must warn you, miss—the room is exactly as the master left it. We've dusted, of course, but touched nothing else." 

The study was a revelation. Unlike the rest of the manor, which was decorated in the conventional style of a gentleman's country house, this room bore the unmistakable stamp of a working scholar. Bookshelves lined three walls, crammed with volumes on botany, chemistry, natural history, and what appeared to be scientific journals in several languages. A large desk dominated the center of the room, its surface covered with papers, notebooks, and drawing instruments. 

But what truly caught Eleanor's attention was the wall behind the desk. It was covered with botanical illustrations—exquisite watercolors of orchids in every conceivable color and form. 

Some appeared to be professional prints, but others were clearly original works, signed with the initials "C.A." 

"Mr. Ashford drew these?" Eleanor asked, moving closer to examine a particularly stunning rendering of a purple orchid with delicate spotted petals. 

"Aye, miss. He was a talented artist when he put his mind to it. Those orchids were his passion. 

He could go on for hours about them, when he had someone who'd listen." Mrs. Pemberton's voice softened slightly, a hint of genuine affection breaking through her stern demeanor. 

Eleanor moved to the desk, feeling like an intruder despite her legal right to be here. The papers were covered in Cornelius's handwriting—a neat, precise script that reminded her of her father's. There were sketches of plant structures, chemical formulas, and what appeared to be breeding records tracking the characteristics of different orchid varieties. 

A leather-bound journal lay open to the last entry, dated the 3rd of October—the day before Cornelius's death. 

*The Morpho project nears completion after twenty-five years. Soon, perhaps, the world will understand what M.R. and I attempted. If E.H. proves worthy of the legacy, she will uncover the truth. If not, let it die with me. Some secrets are too precious to survive their keepers.*

Eleanor read the passage three times, her heart beating faster with each repetition. M.R.—who was that? And E.H.—those were her initials. Cornelius had written of her specifically, had expected her to uncover some truth. 

But what truth? And why had he chosen her, a woman he barely knew, to inherit this mystery along with his fortune? 

"Mrs. Pemberton," Eleanor said slowly, "did Mr. Ashford ever speak of his scientific work? Of something called the Morpho project?" 

The housekeeper's face closed like a door slamming shut. "The master's work was his own business, miss. He didn't discuss it with the likes of me." 

It was a lie—or at least not the whole truth. Eleanor had learned to read the small tells that revealed deception: the slight tension around the eyes, the stiffness in the shoulders. Mrs. 

Pemberton knew something, but she had no intention of sharing it. 

"I see," Eleanor said mildly. "Well, I think I shall spend some time familiarizing myself with my cousin's interests. It seems the least I can do to honor his memory." 

"As you wish, miss. Will you be wanting luncheon in here, then?" 

"No, the dining room will be fine. And Mrs. Pemberton—those keys Mary mentioned. The ones to the greenhouse and other locked rooms. I should like to have them, please." 

The housekeeper's jaw tightened. "Mr. Wickham didn't mention the keys, miss." 

"I'm sure he assumed, as I do, that as the inheritor of this estate, I have the right to access all of it. If the keys cannot be found, I shall have Jenkins break the locks." 

It was a bluff—Eleanor had no idea if Jenkins would follow such an instruction—but it worked. 

Mrs. Pemberton gave a stiff nod. 

"I'll see what I can locate, miss. Though some keys were mislaid before the master's passing. 

He had a tendency to... hide things." 

After the housekeeper left, Eleanor sat at Cornelius's desk and ran her fingers over the papers scattered across its surface. Here was a life's work, laid out before her like a puzzle waiting to be solved. Scientific formulas, breeding records, personal observations, and sketches—all the accumulated knowledge of a man who had apparently devoted decades to studying orchids. 

And somewhere in this chaos was a secret important enough that Cornelius had designed an elaborate inheritance scheme to ensure the right person discovered it. 

Eleanor picked up a sheet covered in what appeared to be a cipher—letters and numbers in a pattern that made no immediate sense. Other papers bore similar codes, always marked with a small symbol in the corner: an intertwined compass and orchid. 

She was beginning to understand. This was not simply an inheritance. It was a test, or perhaps an invitation. Cornelius Ashford had left her his fortune, yes, but more importantly, he had left her a mystery. 

And Eleanor, who had spent her life teaching other people's children and living in other people's houses, who had never had a mystery or adventure of her own, found herself smiling. 

Six months suddenly seemed like exactly the right amount of time. 
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Eleanor spent the afternoon exploring Ashford Manor with the methodical thoroughness she had developed as a governess. One learned a great deal about a household by observing its details: which rooms were used and which neglected, where dust accumulated despite the servants' 
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